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ABOUT THE MAGISTRATES’ ASSOCIATION

The Magistrates’ Association (MA) is an magistracy, and contributing to the
independent charity and the membership body development and delivery of reforms to the
for the magistracy. courts and the broader justice system. With
over 12,000 members across England and
Wales, we are a unique source of information
and insight and the only independent voice of
the magistracy.

We work to promote the sound administration
of the law, including by providing guidance,
training and support for our members,
informing the public about the courts and the
role of magistrates, producing and publishing
research on key topics relevant to the
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We highlight the inadequate accessibility of magistrates’ court buildings in England
and Wales. We urge the Disability Unit to focus attention on improving
accessibility, information about accessibility provision, and sustained investment in
the court estate to ensure access to justice is a reality for disabled magistrates
and court users.

We have responded to questions 11, 13 and 14 of this consultation. All other
questions were outside the remit of the Magistrates’ Association.

QUESTION 11

Government evidence and evaluation on disabled people usually focuses on
outcomes. The Disability Unit believes that improving the lives of disabled
people also requires government evidence and evaluation that focuses on
the experiences of disabled people. To what extent do you agree with this
proposed approach to evidence and evaluation?

We support the aims of the Disability Unit in securing richer data and information
on the experiences of disabled people. However, we propose that the Disability
Unit should also address two data gaps within the justice system. First, the lack of
data on disabled magistrates. Second, the lack of data and information available
for magistrates and the public on the accessibility of court buildings.

Lack of data on disabled judiciary

We urge the Disability Unit to focus attention on the dearth of data on judicial
diversity within the justice system. Our recent report, Inaccessible courts: a barrier
to inclusive justice, highlighted that, in addition to court buildings being
insufficiently accessible for the disabled judiciary, there is minimal data published
about how many judges and magistrates are disabled. We note that one of the
achievements listed for the Ministry of Justice was the £1 million investment in
recruitment of diverse magistrates including disabled magistrates. We support
these efforts but note that there is currently no way to measure whether the
recruitment efforts have been successful in attracting more disabled applicants or
appointing more disabled magistrates because there is no data available about
how many disabled magistrates there are already in post. We therefore note that
whilst experiences information will be helpful, there are areas where outcomes
data remains inadequate. Attention must be paid to these data gaps in addition to
exploring how to capture data on experiences.



https://magistratesassociation.studiorepublic.com/publication/inaccessible-courts-a-barrier-to-justice/
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Inaccessible court buildings

We also urge the Disability Unit to build on our report that revealed the dire
accessibility provision in many magistrates’ courts across England and Wales.

Our report, Inaccessible courts: a barrier to inclusive justice, is the first research
that sought to build a picture of the overall accessibility of our magistrates’ court
buildings. We reviewed HMCTS and Ministry of Justice policies and revealed an
approach that pays lip service to accessibility and inclusion for disabled people but
that does not have accessibility embedded as a core principle in its day-to-day
operations. Our survey of 77 disabled magistrates shows that many magistrates
experience barriers to accessing reasonable adjustments for performing their role.
Our site surveys of one third of magistrates’ courts reveal that facilities and access
for disabled staff, judiciary and members of the public is severely lacking in court
buildings.

Through these surveys we found a court estate that is insufficiently accessible.
The lack of accessibility provision undermines the aims of the recruitment
campaign to appoint more disabled magistrates.

We are pleased that an additional two year £220 million for court building
maintenance has been promised by the Ministry of Justice. However, we are
concerned that, without further research or data collection, it will not be possible
to measure whether this funding effectively addresses the accessibility failings we
identified in our report. Without more evidence on the state of court buildings, it
will not be possible to evaluate the impact of this additional funding for disabled
people. It is therefore vital that we continue to learn where accessibility in court
buildings is insufficient and take steps to ensure access to justice for disabled
court users and the disabled judiciary.

What needs to change

The aims and achievements laid out in the Disability Action Plan must be backed
by evidence and are robustly evaluated. The Disability Action Plan should include
gathering more data on the number of disabled magistrates, the on-the-ground
accessibility of court buildings and recognising accessibility as a core element of
access to justice.

QUESTION 13

What do you think of the plans and suggested areas of action described in
this consultation as a whole? Are these the right things for the government
to be focusing on over the next year?

We support the initiatives proposed in this consultation. However, we reiterate the
need for more data to be gathered to build a full picture of accessibility in the court
estate. By gathering on-the-ground information about the accessibility of court
buildings the government can begin to address the failings identified in our report,
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Inaccessible courts: a barrier to inclusive justice. Gathering this data would also
allow for robust evaluation of the £220 million investment in court maintenance.
This work must start now if it is to be a useful tool for evaluating the impact of the
investment of the experience of disabled judicial office holders and members of
the public who need to access court buildings.

QUESTION 14

What alternative actions might the government consider that would make a
positive difference to the lives of disabled people?

Ensuring that disabled people can access and navigate public buildings and
services should be a key objective for the Disability Unit. In the context of the
justice system, access to court buildings for disabled people must be improved.
We therefore propose the following actions that would make a positive difference
to the lives of disabled judiciary and disabled court users:

e Conduct accessibility audits for all court buildings and publish the results
ensuring that accessibility for both the public and judiciary is recorded.

e Improve accessibility information on the Court and Tribunal Finder tool. This
should include up to date information about the accessibility provision in
court buildings for both the public and judiciary.

e Embed accessibility as a core principle in the process for the maintenance
of court buildings including for the allocation of funding for maintenance.

e Set a timetable for the achievement of full accessibility of all court buildings.
This should include provision for new court buildings where the current
provision cannot be adapted to be fully accessible.

e Evaluate the impact of the additional funding for court maintenance and
identify any need for a sustained uplift in the spending on court
maintenance and the wider court estate in order to achieve full accessibility
in all court buildings.


https://www.gov.uk/find-court-tribunal

