


Appointing a judge 
It was decided that, in line with the judicial model at Red Hook court, the Centre should be 

overseen by a single judge. This would ensure consistency in decision-making and case 

management, enable the judge to have personal oversight of offenders’ progress, and give 

the Centre a prominent figurehead in the local community and beyond. 

His Honour (HH) Judge Fletcher was selected as the Centre’s judge following a recruitment 

process which, uniquely, involved two local residents on the interview panel acting as 

representatives of the community. HH Judge Fletcher holds a dual appointment as both a 

Circuit Judge and a District Judge (Magistrates’ Court) thus enabling him to hear 

magistrates’, youth, county and Crown Court cases. 

Finding a building 
A community justice court began operating from an interim courtroom in Liverpool 

Magistrates’ Court from December 2004 while an appropriate building in the community was 

secured and refurbished. 

A shortlist of four possible buildings was drawn up and a detailed options appraisal 

undertaken on each. The selected building – a former school in Boundary Street, Kirkdale – 

was chosen by the local steering group, which included a member of the local community. 

The creation of a new Centre in the heart of the community was important in symbolising the 

new responsiveness of the community justice approach. 

An accommodation working group was created, including community representatives, to 

shape the design of the Centre. It set requirements for the building, including that all CJS 

agencies – probation, YOT, police, CPS, court administration – should be based on-site as 

well as a range of wider support and community services. The building was also designed as 

a community resource, providing rooms and space for the community to hold meetings and 

events as well as for the Centre to deliver training and diversionary activities. 

A total of £4.2 million was invested in refurbishing and equipping the building, and the Centre 

opened in September 2005. 
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Determining legal jurisdiction 
The legal jurisdiction of the NLCJC court was determined in conjunction with the local 

community, primarily through a community needs assessment (a large-scale consultation 

exercise conducted during the development phase of the Centre). This consultation involved 

a wide range of people from teenagers to senior citizens, local businesses and offenders, 

and gave the community the chance to help to prioritise the offences tackled by the Centre. It 

found that local people felt the Centre should focus on those crimes which most affected the 

quality of life in the local community. Using the results of this assessment and with the 

agreement of the judge and other criminal justice agencies, a list of offences to be dealt with 

by the NLCJC was agreed, with the focus on lower-level offending. In addition, it was agreed 

that the court would handle civil matters such as applications for Anti-Social Behaviour 

Orders (ASBOs) and injunctions and closure of crack houses. 

2.4 The NLCJC court process 
The Centre’s court operates to broadly the same framework as any other court in England 

and Wales, but is resolutely problem-solving in its focus. It has also introduced additional 

features to support delivery of a holistic problem-solving approach, including: 

•	 A daily pre-court meeting – held each morning with representatives from the key 

agencies to review the expected cases each day and ensure effective case management. 

•	 Multi-agency problem-solving meetings – a range of agencies meet with offenders to 

identify options for sentencing and support to address causes of offending behaviour. 

•	 Continuing court oversight of an offender’s progress – either through regular court 

reviews of Community Orders or ongoing contact with imprisoned offenders. 

Figure 2.3 summarises the process and key steps undertaken when a case is heard at the 

NLCJC. The remainder of this report examines in more depth the distinctive aspects of the 

NLCJC and its subsequent impact. 
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Offenders understanding of the court process 
Offenders reported that Judge Fletcher took time to ensure they understood the court 

process as it progressed: 

‘For once I understood it [the hearing] a lot better because Mr Fletcher he explained 
everything... Mr Fletcher he took time to explain things and I have never had that 
before off a magistrate. It made me feel so much better about it.’ (Offender 1) 

This was confirmed by positive results from the survey of offenders: - 62 per cent of whom 

reported that the judge had clearly explained the process to them. 

Layout of the court 
The layout of the NLCJC court is also more amenable to engagement with the defendant. 

While the NLCJC court retains the raised bench to maintain the distance and formality of 

traditional courts, the overall size and layout of the court place the defendant physically 

closer to the judge. By contrast, in many courts the defendant’s stand is located at the back 

of the courtroom, inhibiting the potential for the judge to interact directly with the defendant. 

Disadvantages of the single judge model 
The single judge model does have some drawbacks. There is obviously pressure on a single 

judge, and it is clearly not practical for the same judge to operate at all times, given the need 

for holidays. This has been addressed by appointing a small group of deputy district judges 

who are familiar with the NLCJC’s way of working. 

There was also a consensus among staff that the strong personality of Judge Fletcher 

underlies the effectiveness of the much of the Centre’s work. This poses a potential risk to 

the project and highlights a need to consider succession planning. 

3.3 Collaborative working 
Community justice also seeks to make the court process more efficient by bringing together 

the core criminal justice agencies, namely the police, CPS, judiciary, Probation Service, YOT 

and victim and witness support. Although such multi-agency working has been encouraged 

and is evident in some traditional courts, the emphasis is usually on joint working regarding 

specific types of crimes, such as domestic violence. The NLCJC is unusual in its pursuit of 

multi-agency working across the whole court process. Also unusual is the emphasis on joint 

working with other support services and the community. Staff recognised that this multi-

agency approach has had a significant impact on the operation of the NLCJC court. It has led 

to greater consistency in decision-making and to greater trust among agencies, enhancing 

the court’s efficiency. 
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NLCJC case study: collaborative working increasing efficiency 

A 19-year-old male defendant appeared at the NLCJC in December 2006, charged 
with unauthor sed tak ng of a motor vehicle (UTMV). He was already sub ect to a 
Superv sion Order received in the NLCJC Youth Court. Joint working ensured that all 
part es were made aware that the defendant was about to be breached by the YOT 
for fa ure to comp y w th the Order. Given time y rece pt of th nformat on, the court 
was able to sentence the defendant for the UTMV and the breach of the Superv
Order at the same t me, sav ng a considerable amount of t me and effort for all the 
agencies invo ved. 

If this case had occurred in a tradit onal court, it is unlikely that the YOT would have 
been made aware of the proceedings tak ng place and therefore unlikely that this 
opportunity would have arisen. 

Collaborative multi-agency working at the NLCJC is facilitated by co-location of the criminal 

justice and other support agencies in an open-plan office arrangement with a floor plan that 

follows the flow of the criminal justice process. This approach has been replicated in the 

upstairs office, which houses the wrap-around or community support agencies. Having all 

agencies present in one building sets the Centre apart from traditional courts, but is of course 

made possible by the building design. It may not be possible in other courts, particularly 

those operating in older facilities with constraints on the space available. 

Improved exchange of information by agencies 
Delays in disclosure and receipt of information on both the prosecution and defence sides 

are key factors leading to adjournment of cases, as one or both sides are insufficiently 

prepared for the hearing. 

From a practical point of view, physical co-location helps to ensure that key documents are 

exchanged in a timely manner. Where agencies are located on different sites, they are sent 

advance disclosure of information by post. This can lead to problems or delays in receiving 

the information, increasing the likelihood of an adjournment. Co-location at the NLCJC 

avoids this situation for the main criminal justice agencies. 

‘We’d serve a copy of the papers on all the agencies, but you know, it might take 
a couple of days to get there or they would say “well we’ve never had it”. Here we 
know they’ve had it so it avoids those delays.’ (NLCJC staff member 2) 

Staff also suggested that there was evidence that the physical co-location and collaborative 

working approach of the NLCJC can minimise the impact and reduce the length of 

adjournments by resolving issues immediately. 
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‘Here it can all be done instantaneously because people are physically present, 
the defence lawyer can come through into the back and speak to the prosecutor 
who’s responsible for his or her file. The decision’s made then, not in two weeks’ 
time.’ (NLCJC staff member 3) 

While staff reported that there were some initial difficulties in agreeing policies and 

procedures to allow more open exchange of information, particularly in accessing electronic 

systems, the flexible outlook of key agencies and individuals eventually led to an agreed 

protocol. 

‘We got there in the end and it now means that we can discuss cases among 
ourselves…we’re allowed to give each other information, this speeds the whole 
court process up, makes it flow much better. It’s just unbelievable; I wish we’d 
had it years ago.’ (NLCJC staff member 1) 

Pre-court meetings 
The Centre’s daily pre-court meeting is a positive innovation to enable information to be 

shared by agencies. The aim of the pre-court meeting is to ensure efficient use of court time 

by adopting a coordinated approach to managing the day’s cases. Pre-court meetings are 

held at 09.00 each morning and typically last 30-45 minutes. They are attended by the legal 

adviser, police, YOT, Probation Service, CPS and the Centre Manager. The judge does not 

attend, to ensure independence in court. 

At each pre-court meeting the expected cases for each day are reviewed and any 

information gaps highlighted. This provides an opportunity for missing information to be 

provided either verbally or immediately following the meeting. These meetings also serve to 

address any practical issues that may prevent the smooth running of the court, such as 

security arrangements and access to cells. 

There was a clear consensus among staff from the core criminal justice agencies that the 

meetings prevent adjournments by ensuring that the court and its staff are fully prepared for 

the hearings to be held on that day, and contribute directly to cases progressing more quickly 

through the court. 

‘The pre-court meetings are one of the main features of speeding up the process 
in court and “ironing out faults” before court.’ (NLCJC staff member 1) 

Staff relationships and attitudes 
Staff recognised that the relationships they have built with individuals from complementary 

agencies have been vital in developing collaborative working practices. For criminal justice 
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agency staff this was a particularly new experience as they were used to working in silos and 

perceiving their priorities and interests as potentially conflicting with other agencies, 

depending on whether their focus was on reintegrating offenders or supporting victims. 

Overall, staff at the Centre believed that increasingly collaborative working meant that staff 

across agencies were working together in pursuit of shared objectives. 

‘…when we all arrived, they were the CPS, they were the Probation Service, they 
were the YOT, but now I think the general feeling is that we’re the CJC.’ (NLCJC 
staff member 2) 

For all staff, the co-location in open-plan offices at the NLCJC was a key factor in developing 

these relationships. Senior staff also identified the openness of staff and the common belief 

in the community justice concept: 

‘It’s through enthusiasm and a belief that what they’re doing can make a 
difference in these people’s lives. Without that belief nothing would happen in the 
way that it does. I’ve never worked in a place with this level of enthusiasm and 
real dedication to what they’re doing.’ (NLCJC staff member 8) 

‘Here, there’s more inclination that they are going to find a common way forward. 
Again that’s about working together, not necessarily sitting next to each other.’ 
(NLCJC staff member 9) 

Feedback from staff suggested that, typically, they enthusiastically volunteered to be 

seconded from their agency to be part of the Centre. The strength of the NLCJC staff’s 

enthusiasm was clearly apparent. This could be attributed to the NLCJC being a pilot. 

As many staff have been seconded from agencies, there is a danger that their expertise and 

enthusiasm for community justice are not shared more widely among colleagues in their 

home agency, or that their personal commitment could be lost should their agency end the 

secondment. Senior staff have recognised these issues, and to mitigate the associated risks 

and widen involvement and knowledge of the community justice approach among staff from 

agencies throughout Liverpool, were considering the feasibility of rotating staff from external 

agencies. 

Enhanced staff roles and responsibilities 
Protocols and management structures were established at the outset of the project to help 

ensure that the different agencies work towards the common community justice goals while 

delivering within the guidelines of their home agencies. Some staff, however, indicated 

uncertainty around their reporting responsibilities in terms of tasks and line management, 

particularly as the responsibilities of their jobs evolved. Feedback from staff across many of 
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the agencies at the NLCJC was that the community justice approach involved them in 

additional tasks such as community engagement activities or restorative justice. 

Generally, staff volunteered to be part of activities as a result of the relationships built by 

individuals. While sometimes only a one-off occurrence, for others it had evolved into 

additional responsibilities, such as running regular youth diversion schemes. Staff willingly 

and enthusiastically took on these additional tasks, but there is a danger that these evolving 

responsibilities could impact on time to do their ‘normal’ job. On the positive side, there was 

no evidence of detriment to the quality of services provided by different agencies, though 

there was clearly an impact on capacity/workload for some staff. 

3.4 Guilty pleas 
A key factor in speeding up cases is an early guilty plea. This avoid additional hearings as a 

result of a plea not being entered at the first hearing, or lengthy adjournments following a not 

guilty plea in order to allow for pre-trial reviews. The expectation is that community justice will 

improve the guilty plea rate, by giving offenders who want to change their behaviour a real 

incentive to plead guilty in order to receive targeted, problem-solving interventions to help 

them address their offending behaviour. 

NLCJC performance: guilty pleas 
Management information for the NLCJC for 2006 shows that on average 82 per cent of 

offenders pleaded guilty, 52 per cent at their first hearing.35 Compared with publicly available 

figures at national level, the NLCJC court’s performance in this respect appears strong. For 

example, data from the CPS annual report for 2005-06 suggests that the guilty plea rate for 

March 2006 was 68 per cent, a little under the target of 71 per cent.36 Time interval survey 

data indicates that nationally the guilty plea rate at first hearing is 48 per cent.37 

Key factors in achieving guilty pleas 
Staff recognised that the strong judicial leadership demonstrated by HH Judge Fletcher is 

important in achieving the high level of guilty pleas. His preparedness for hearings and 

familiarity with the case history mean that he is able to robustly probe the plea and ensure it 

is in line with the evidence. Staff felt that the authority of the judge had increased the number 

of early guilty pleas being made at the NLCJC. 

35 MIS data supplied by the Ministry of Justice, March 2007.

36 Crown Prosecution Service (2006) Annual Report and Resource Accounts 2005-2006.

37 Data supplied by the Ministry of Justice. March 2007.
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As well as the judge’s challenging approach it was evident that the availability of support at 

the Centre also encourages defendants to plead guilty. Of the offenders surveyed, nearly 

two-thirds (65 per cent) agreed or strongly agreed that they had pleaded guilty because they 

wanted to receive help with their problems. Furthermore, 69 per cent pleaded guilty because 

they wanted to change their behaviour. Key to persuading offenders to take up the 

opportunities to tackle their problems is the awareness and, generally speaking, support 

among defence representatives for the problem-solving approach of the NLCJC. The Centre 

has worked hard to engage the defence community, and this approach appears to be paying 

off. 

3.5 Robust court 
A key element of effective case management is the robustness of action taken against non­

attendance at court or breach of sentence. The speed with which warrants are issued and 

acted upon is a key feature of the NLCJC’s approach to dealing effectively with breaches. 

Management information suggests that 100 per cent of warrants issued as a result of non­

appearance at court or breach of sentence are notified to police within one working day. The 

NLCJC outperforms both the national and regional averages of 90 and 95 per cent 

respectively.38 

Staff perceived that it is the co-location of police at the NLCJC which allows warrants to be 

acted upon quickly. They indicated that the police tend to make it a priority to act upon 

warrants when they are first issued. The absence of comparative figures on the level of 

outstanding warrants, however, prevents any further in-depth examination of the NLCJC’s 

performance. The physical presence of police at the NLCJC also enhances the Centre’s 

ability to ensure a swift response to non-appearance. This includes visiting the home address 

of defendants and arresting those who fail to appear, sending a clear message to offenders 

that non-appearance will be taken seriously. However, staff highlighted the need for more 

cells to accommodate offenders who are arrested following a warrant being issued. 

The NLCJC also uses other mechanisms to respond effectively to breaches, such as a 

dedicated day in the court timetable to focus on breach hearings. 

38 National Criminal Justice Board (2006) Performance Figures. 
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3.6	 Flexibility in court listings 
A further key factor which contributes to lessening the impact of necessary adjournments is 

the flexibility of the NLCJC’s court listings. While the efficiency of the NLCJC means that it 

deals with heavy lists, the Centre was designed to operate below full court operating capacity 

in order to enable staff to undertake additional community activities. Over time this spare 

capacity has eroded as the court becomes increasingly busy, but it has given the Centre 

increased flexibility in listing. This flexibility allows cases where a guilty plea has been 

entered to be adjourned and reheard the same day, following a problem-solving meeting and 

resolution of issues, thus minimising delay in the progress of a case. 

3.7	 Summary of findings 
Key findings include the following: 

•	 Strong judicial leadership and authority are evident largely as a result of the continuity 

afforded by the single judge model. 

•	 The pragmatic, efficient way in which the judge runs the court is having a positive 

impact, resulting in a guilty plea rate of 82 per cent over the 12-month period to 

March 2007,39 compared with a national average of 68 per cent.40 

•	 Solid collaborative working, as a result of co-location, the strong personal and 

working relationships among staff across agencies, and the pre-court meetings, is 

helping to achieve effective case management and efficient information exchange. 

•	 This is leading to cases being progressed more quickly. Staff perceive that there are 
42fewer adjourned cases 41 and fewer hearings (2.2 hearings per case on average). 

The overall operation of the NLCJC is, therefore, assisting in reducing the time from 

arrest to sentence, which on average takes 26 days43 at the NLCJC compared with a 

national average of 147 days.44 

•	 The court has a robust approach to dealing with non-appearance at court and 

breaches of sentence, contributing to its objective to increase compliance with 

community sentences. Co-location of the core services allows swift action to be taken 

in issuing warrants; 100 per cent of warrants are issued within 24 hours,45 which is 

above the national target of 90 per cent.46 

39 MIS data supplied by the Ministry of Justice, March 2007.

40 Crown Prosecution Service (2006) Annual Report and Resource Accounts 2005-2006.

41

42
 No specific MIS data was made available to support this perception.
 MIS data supplied by the M
inistry of Justice, March 2007. 

43 MIS data supplied by the Ministry of Justice, March 2007. 
44 Department for Constitutional Affairs (2006) Time Intervals for Criminal Proceedings in Magistrates' Courts. 
45 MIS data supplied by the Ministry of Justice, March 2007. 
46 National Criminal Justice Board (2006) Performance Figures. 
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•	 The evaluation also found that offenders are more accountable to the court and to the 

judge in particular, as a result of the consistency and quality of the court process. 

This is manifested in offenders being more likely to attend hearings. 

•	 Overall, there is clear qualitative evidence from staff, supported by the more limited 

quantitative MIS data, to suggest that in terms of the speed and robustness of the 

court, the performance of the NLCJC is strong. 

3.8	 Recommendations 
The following recommendations should be considered to further enhance the Centre’s 

performance in processing cases and enforcing orders: 

•	 There is a need for more robust data monitoring of the court’s performance. Work 

should continue to access and collate the required data from different agencies to 

measure the outcomes and outputs of the Centre. 

•	 The pre-court meetings are clearly working well. These meetings need to be 

maintained as a key mechanism for assisting with effective case management. 

•	 The single judge model appears to be bringing significant benefits in terms of the 

speed and robustness with which the court operates. Consideration should be given 

to adopting this model in other courts. 

•	 A strategy is needed to safeguard the sustainability of the NLCJC outcomes in the 

longer term, to ensure that the Centre continues to operate as effectively as it does at 

present should any key staff leave. In particular, the strategy needs to include 

succession planning for the judge and working protocols that specify the task and line 

management responsibilities of staff from different agencies. 
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4 Problem-solving and reintegrating offenders 

The NLCJC aims not simply to process offenders, but also to identify and tackle the causes 

of offending behaviour and thus reduce the likelihood of individuals re-offending.47 At the 

heart of this approach is close multi-agency working. The co-location on-site of a range of 

different agencies enables the Centre to deliver a holistic problem-solving approach to 

offenders – identifying problems and ensuring that sentences are targeted and serve to 

change behaviour. 

This section explores the effectiveness and impact of this innovative method. It examines 

evidence of the Centre’s problem-solving approach, both as defendants’ cases progress 

through the court and in attempts to reintegrate offenders following conviction. 

4.1 Problem-solving for offenders 
The key enabling factors are the range of statutory and non-statutory agencies co-located at 

the Centre and the leadership and problem-solving focus provided by the judge. 

Problem-solving meetings 
If an offender pleads guilty or, more rarely, has been proven guilty and the judge considers 

that there are underlying problems which are causing or exacerbating the offending, he will 

adjourn the case for a problem-solving meeting to be held prior to sentencing. Sentencing 

usually takes place later the same day and is informed by the outcomes of the problem-

solving meeting. In 2006, 149 adult problem-solving meetings were held at the NLCJC, 

approximately 14 a month.48 

Problem-solving meetings aim to identify any issues that may be contributing to offending, 

such as drug or alcohol addiction and housing or debt issues. Agencies come together to 

clarify the problems and identify potential options for sentencing that will effectively address 

the underlying causes of the offending behaviour. 

Meetings are held in an informal setting, away from the courtroom. They are usually chaired by 

a probation or YOT officer, and involve the offender, their defence solicitor, a friend or family 

member if appropriate, and the relevant services which might be able to help in addressing the 

offender’s particular problems (e.g. CAB, Liverpool Housing Trust, drug and alcohol treatment 

47 Department of Constitutional Affairs (2006) National Community Justice Programme: Project Proposition (Draft). 
48 MIS data supplied by the Ministry of Justice, March 2007. 
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 agencies). As all agencies are located on-site, problem-solving meetings can be convened 

speedily, thus avoiding delays in sentencing. 

The problem-solving meeting puts the offender at the heart of the process of devising 

solutions and sentencing options. This is different to the traditional court approach, where 

discussions about sentencing options tend to be routed through defence representatives. 

There was an overall consensus among staff that the problem-solving meetings at the Centre 

are an important mechanism for providing a holistic approach to dealing with offenders. 

‘The problem-solving meetings are a unique approach. Being able to bring in all 
the agencies and discuss the problem and come up with a sentence that is 
agreed there and then, with all the necessary agencies on board for it, and going 
back to the judge and saying “this, this and this can happen” is unique and 
completely different to the ordinary court.’ (NLCJC staff member 1) 

‘It’s vital, the problem-solving approach is vital. You’re not going to tackle the 
underlying causes without that approach. It’s fantastic.’ (NLCJC staff member 11) 

Staff felt that the problem-solving meetings had the effect of focusing the ‘mindset’ of staff on 

a preventive angle – i.e. identifying causes of problem behaviour and finding solutions. 

In general, offenders were very positive about the value of attending a problem-solving 

meeting, as it served as an opportunity to actually think about their offending behaviour and 

the potential factors underlying it, something which staff acknowledged offenders are not 

usually expected to do. 

‘They got my head together. They made me get up and think, that gave me a kick 
up the backside.’ (Offender 12) 

Impacts of problem-solving meetings 

There was some evidence that problem-solving meetings have assisted in compliance with 

sentences, serving as an opportunity to discuss the possible sentence and an offender’s 

capacity to deal with it. Staff recognised that a key aim of the problem-solving meeting is to 

identify underlying issues leading to offending behaviour, and that typically these same 

issues may impact on offenders’ ability to complete their sentence. Staff reported examples 

of problem-solving meetings identifying housing issues, such as insecure tenancies, which 

had the potential to pose a significant risk to an offender’s successful completion of a 

community-based order. Staff reported that the co-location of services was a key factor in 

enhancing the immediacy of support provided to offenders. 
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‘There’s that immediacy, which gives the person the focus. Because if they walk 
out that door and somebody says “go along to see CAB”, they might not actually 
get there, they go along and they’re closed today and the chance of them going 
back is limited.’ (NLCJC staff member 12) 

The meetings also provide an opportunity to explain in more depth and check offenders’ 

understanding of the possible consequences of breaching a sentence. 

The survey with offenders showed that most of the respondents who had had problem-

solving meetings found them useful. The results from other questions also provided positive 

feedback on problem-solving meetings, as follows: 

•	 39 of the 49 (79 per cent) respondents indicated that the problem-solving meeting 

had helped them to address their problems. 

•	 37 of the 49 respondents (76 per cent) thought that the support they got from the 

problem-solving meeting was better than they had previously received in a traditional 

court. 

•	 42 of the 49 respondents (86 per cent) believed that the problem-solving meeting 

would help to deter them from offending again in the future. 

There was evidence that problem-solving meetings have also enhanced offenders’ 

accountability to the court, manifested through attendance at hearings and increased 

compliance. Staff felt that the engagement of multiple agencies and the offender’s direct 

involvement in the process have served to enhance the seriousness with which offenders 

view the process. In turn, this has encouraged offenders to ensure that agreements are met 

and acted upon. 

‘The positive side of that is through the weight of the NLCJC and the neutrality of 
it, you are able to get the right people around that table to help look at those 
issues and make decisions, to share resources and to move forward.’ (NLCJC 
staff member 11) 

Accountability has also been enhanced where agencies have agreed to do certain things for 

offenders as a result of the discussions in problem-solving meetings. In some instances, 

problem-solving meetings have led to a plan being been drawn up with actions and 

responsibilities allocated between offender and agency staff for each action. This has served 

to encourage offenders to complete their responsibilities in order to benefit from the support 

or services arranged by other agencies during the problem-solving meeting. 
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Problem-solving meetings and sentencing 

The outcome of a problem-solving meeting should be to identify sentencing options and get 

offenders’ buy-in to the proposed sentence, ensuring their ability to comply with a sentence 

before presenting recommendations to the judge. 

Probation staff considered that problem-solving meetings enabled them to gather much 

richer information, allowing the judge to make better-informed decisions about sentencing. 

There were also associated time savings. The meetings removed the need to produce Fast 

Delivery Reports as used in the standard Magistrates’ Court model, as probation or YOT staff 

were instead able to deliver oral reports of the outcomes of problem-solving meetings to the 

court. 

Offenders’ views on sentencing 

At present, it is not possible to assess the extent to which the problem-solving approach 

reflected in sentencing decisions at the NLCJC is impacting on re-offending rates, as data on 

re-offending is not available. However, more than two-thirds (67 per cent) of offenders felt 

that their sentence had helped them to address their personal problems, and more than four-

fifths (81 per cent) agreed that their sentence will probably discourage them from offending in 

the future. The structure of the survey did not facilitate the collection of further information on 

why some offenders felt that their sentence did not address their personal problems. 

Problem-solving other than through the meetings 
Problem-solving is not limited to problem-solving meetings. During the course of a hearing, 

the judge will frequently mention the services available in the Centre and recommend to 

offenders, or indeed family members present in the court, that they make use of specific 

services. In the case of offenders who are struggling to pay fines, the judge will routinely 

recommend that they speak to CAB about managing their finances. 

Up to March 2007, the court had made a total of 796 referrals to agencies offering services 

within the NLCJC.49 The most frequently accessed service was housing advice. In the survey 

with offenders, just under half of all respondents (49 per cent) said that they were offered 

access to additional services during their case, and three-quarters of those (75 per cent) said 

that they took up services. The services most likely to be taken up were: 

49 MIS data supplied by the Ministry of Justice, March 2007. 
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• drug or alcohol related (67 per cent); 

• counselling (18 per cent); and 

• housing (15 per cent). 

Of those who needed to access services, the majority said that it was easy for them to 

access the help they required. 
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NLCJC case study: partnership working to support offenders 

A 32-year-old woman came to the attention of the NLCJC follow ng her arrest for 
theft. It became apparent that she had long-term drug dependency issues and 
housing diff culties. So she was immediately put in contact w th the Lighthouse 
project worker on-site at the Centre and offered Restr ctions on Bail w th a v ew to 
accessing treatment. However, because of the woman’s housing diff culties, the 
Lighthouse pro ect was unable to work w th her as she did not have a secure bail 
address. To resolve this problem, the probation team and Lighthouse worked 
together to ensure that suitable accommodat on was secured in the form of approved 
premises. Lighthouse also ensured that the woman was seen by the drugs worker in 
order to address her substance m suse. 

Unfortunately, the woman breached her condit on of residence at the approved 
premises, which resulted in her receiving a custodial sentence. Dur ng her t me in 
custody she was v sited by the Probation Service, SOVA, Lighthouse and a 
representat ve from the reg stered social landlord RSL) based at the Centre, to 
facilitate the support she needed on release. 

All services at the Centre are available to members of the public on a drop-in basis. A 

member of staff related the story of a locally known offender who came into the Centre 

voluntarily to ask for help: 

‘We had a guy walk into here and he was like “…please help me”. This guy, the 
longest he’d spent out of custody between 1984 and 2006 was two weeks. He 
walked in here homeless, relapse of drugs, not knowing which way to turn, 
looking like he was going back into crime. He walked out of here with a hostel 
placement, a community mentor, his benefits sorted. That is the problem-solving 
approach, it’s a fantastic approach.’ (NLCJC staff member 14) 

Community problem-solving through sentencing 
The judge has demonstrated an innovative approach to his sentencing decisions, reflecting the 

problem-solving focus in respect of the wider community. For example, as a result of a 

community problem-solving operation to address prostitution in residential streets, a number of 

prostitutes and kerb crawlers were brought to the NLCJC court. The judge used an innovative 
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approach, issuing driving disqualifications to the kerb crawlers so that the men could not move 

their offending to other areas. 

4.2 Reintegrating offenders 
The problem-solving approach of the NLCJC extends to supporting offenders during and 

following completion of their sentence. It is hoped that such support will improve compliance, 

assist in reintegration and ultimately reduce re-offending. 

Section 178 powers 
Section 178 of the Criminal Justice Act 2003 gives courts the power to periodically review 

offenders’ progress against the requirements of Community Orders. In February 2006, Home 

Office and DCA Ministers agreed that the North Liverpool Community Justice Centre and the 

Salford Community Justice Initiative would pilot the use of this power. The Community Order 

(Review by Specified Courts in Liverpool and Salford) Order 2006 gave these courts the 

power in April 2006. 

It is anticipated that increased judicial oversight should improve compliance with Community 

Orders, give offenders increased access to supporting services, and enhance community 

confidence in community sentences. 

The NLCJC judge uses his discretion to identify when review is appropriate, with reviews 

typically occurring where offenders’ circumstances lead to doubt about their ability to 

complete their Order. Factors that might be considered include previous history of persistent 

re-offending, or failure to comply with Community Orders, or factors in the offender’s 

personal life, such as financial or family difficulties or problems with drugs or alcohol. 

Management information suggests that 30 per cent of cases where a Community Order is 

the disposal given have the section 178 requirement attached.50 Similarly, in the survey of 

offenders, 33 per cent of respondents reported that a condition of their sentence was the 

requirement to attend future review hearings. The judge also has the power to amend the 

requirements of an Order at one of these review hearings. 

Staff at the NLCJC universally recognised these powers under section 178 as a vital 

mechanism for community justice. 

50 MIS data supplied by the Ministry of Justice, March 2007. 
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‘If I was to choose one single thing that is of greatest use in our armoury it would 
be that [review meetings], we’ve got that ability to really keep people on track.’ 
(NLCJC staff member 8) 

There was anecdotal evidence about the success of review hearings in helping to increase 

compliance with sentences by offering further opportunities for problem-solving. Staff gave 

the example of an offender who, during the period of completing a Community Order, was 

threatened with eviction by their landlord. This had significant potential to destabilise the 

offender and undermine their ability to complete the Order. The eviction issue emerged 

during the review hearing, and the judge immediately referred the offender to the housing 

service at the NLCJC. 

The survey data supported the staff’s positive perceptions of review under section 178 to 

some extent, showing that those offenders who were subject to review requirements reported 

fewer issues in completing their sentences. Offenders who had a condition to appear before 

the judge to review progress were more likely to say that they had been able to meet the 

conditions of their sentence (79 per cent compared with 56 per cent who did not have that 

condition).51 Feedback collected from offenders in in-depth interviews lent weight to this 

finding. 

Offenders have reacted positively to the judge and court staff showing interest in their case 

and circumstances through the review process. Likewise, increased engagement with the 

proceedings and the continuity produced by the single judge model have served to increase 

offenders’ accountability to the court. 

‘I needed that [regular court appearances for review], because if it was every two 
months or something like that, I would have gone off the rails and that was what I 
needed, that short leash. That is why I got my life back in order.’ (Offender 1) 

‘It keeps the Order alive, it stops it from going stale and it keeps them on red alert 
because they know that four weeks down the line they’re going to have to come 
and see the judge again.’ (NLCJC staff member 15) 

Accurate management data to support these assertions about overall compliance levels and 

breach rates in cases subject to section 178 conditions is currently unavailable.52 However, 

small-scale analysis of a sample of offenders sentenced to Community Orders with review, 

51 The number of respondents in each category was relatively small (fewer than 100 in each case), which means 
that the stated differences need to be treated with caution. 
52 MIS data supplied by the Ministry of Justice, March 2007. Data was incomplete for the measure 'Rate of breach 
of Community Orders for those subject to s178 review process'. 
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compared with a sample sentenced by a different court and not subject to review, suggested 

that successful completion rates are slightly higher for the NLCJC sample of offenders (22 

per cent and 13 per cent respectively).53 

Evidence from staff, as well as case study examples, suggests that review has a positive 

impact on the rate and severity of offending, in particular for the most prolific offenders. A 

robust quantitative assessment of the extent to which the review process is impacting on re­

offending rates is not yet possible. The impact of interventions on re-offending is assessed 

by the Home Office over a two-year period, and insufficient time has elapsed. Furthermore, 

the NLCJC does not currently specifically measure this aspect of performance. Agencies 

need to ensure that this data is kept and collated, to provide more definitive evidence in the 

future of the impact of this new judicial power. 
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NLCJC case study: reviews under section 178 

A woman w th a history of alcohol-related offending, who was convicted of assault, 
was sentenced to a Community Order w th an Alcohol Treatment Requirement and 
rev ew requirement attached. Under the terms of this Order, the woman was requ red 
to attend sessions w th a local treatment agency, Lighthouse, as well as weekly 
appointments w th a probation off cer. She engaged in relapse prevention and 
mot vat onal and offence-focused work. In addit on, she was assessed as suitable for 
detoxification at W ndsor Clinic. Her progress was rev ewed regular y by the udge. 

At her last rev ew hearing, the udge described her progress as ‘fantast
complimented her on the amount of effort she had put into her Community Order. In 

on, he noted an improvement in her physical appearance and emotional well­
being. The offender thanked the udge as she left the court. 

The NLCJC has worked successfully with external agencies to integrate mainstream advice 

and information provision into the court process, to further enhance the reintegration of 

offenders. One highly innovative approach taken, for example, is that a Personal Adviser (PA) 

from Jobcentre Plus now attends section 178 hearings. As paid employment is often 

identified as a priority for offenders to avoid re-offending, having a PA available during these 

hearings allows the judge to get offenders assessed immediately for employment 

opportunities. Offenders can receive tailored employment advice and signposting to other job-

search support. 

53 Data supplied by the Ministry of Justice, June 2007. 
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Innovative work with prisoners 
One particularly innovative example of the NLCJC approach to reintegrating offenders is the 

ongoing contact and support available to offenders sentenced to custody by the court. The 

NLCJC has forged strong links with Her Majesty’s Prison Liverpool, and in particular with the 

prison’s Resettlement Unit. HH Judge Fletcher writes to every offender he sends to prison to 

offer access to the support services available at the Centre, a practice not seen in traditional 

courts. Each prisoner is also visited by a member of the NLCJC’s probation team and the 

housing officer. During these visits prisoners discuss their plans for release and which 

services at the Centre might assist them to successfully resettle into the community and 

reduce the risk of their re-offending. 

This continuity of contact with offenders enables the Probation Service to anticipate and deal 

with potential problems and behaviours that may arise and influence offending behaviour on 

release. 

‘There’s a guy we went to see last week who’s got mental health issues. He 
basically said if nothing’s sorted for me on release then I’ll kill myself. So it was 
vital that we got in touch with the relevant agencies and got accommodation set 
up for that client before they actually left.’ (NLCJC staff member 11) 

Feedback from prison staff in the Resettlement Unit suggests that this follow-up contact is 

very effective. Prison staff reported that offenders sentenced by the NLCJC were ‘better 

behaved’ in prison and more likely to engage than other prisoners. This is perhaps because 

they feel more supported by the system and/or that they are more closely monitored both 

inside prison and outside. 

On release from prison, offenders may be given the support of a volunteer mentor organised 

through SOVA,54 a national charity which has staff permanently based at the NLCJC. 

Mentoring is available to all offenders, including those released from custody or serving a 

Community Order, as well as individuals who have not yet directly entered the justice 

system. By March 2007, the SOVA officer at the Centre had trained 28 mentoring volunteers, 

and established 18 mentoring partnerships.55 

54 SOVA is a national charity that trains volunteers from the community or ex-offenders to provide mentoring

support to offenders.

55 MIS data supplied by the Ministry of Justice, March 2007.
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NLCJC case study: providing ongoing support to prisoners 

Joanne was sentenced to a short term of custody by HH Judge Fletcher. She was 
sited by members of the probation team while in prison, and arrangements were 

made for her to attend a residential rehabilitation centre on release. 

Some 10 months later, Joanne telephoned the NLCJC to say that she had returned 
to Liverpool from rehab, and v sited the Centre the following day as she was keen to 
look at her opt ons in terms of college courses. Dur ng this v sit, a need was also 
identified for Joanne to have a mentor while she explored her longer-term options. 
An immediate appointment was made to speak to the SOVA  representative. 

Joanne was impressed w th the support she had received from the NLCJC while in 
prison and in organising her rehab provision. It was this posit ve experience that led 
her to contact the Centre again when she returned to the area. 

Overall, this high level of problem-solving support before, during and after sentencing 

appears to be being received positively by offenders. By ensuring that offenders have a more 

stable home and private life, staff perceived that the problem-solving approach seems to be 

having positive impacts on offenders in terms of helping them to avoid re-offending in future. 

4.3	 Summary of findings 
Problem-solving has been enthusiastically embraced by the NLCJC. It is clearly evident in 

the court process and approach to reintegrating offenders in pursuit of the Centre’s objective 

to reduce low-level offending and anti-social behaviour and increase compliance with 

community sentences. Key findings include the following: 

•	 The positive outlook of personnel, strong judicial leadership and co-located teams are 

ensuring a more tailored and responsive approach to offenders’ circumstances, 

aiming to reduce re-offending. 

•	 Specific problem-solving meetings are a novel mechanism adopted at the NLCJC. 

These meetings provide the opportunity to identify underlying issues that impact on 

offending behaviour, such as problems with drug addiction, housing or money 

management. Problem-solving meetings include offenders, and their families if 

appropriate, and encourage joint responsibility for outcomes. 

56 SOVA is a national charity that trains volunteers from the community or ex-offenders to provide mentoring 
support to offenders. 
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•	 This unique approach of using problem-solving meetings ensures that the court is 

provided with better-quality information about sentencing options. Staff recognise that 

these meetings offer time savings over the traditional methods of collating pre­

sentence information. 

•	 The community justice problem-solving approach is reflected in outcomes. The 

continuity of having one NLCJC judge allows him to make fully informed decisions, 

based on offenders’ situation and personal issues, and to select appropriate problem-

solving sentences, often demonstrating innovative use of sentencing powers to 

reduce low-level offending. For example, the judge addresses underlying issues for 

offenders by attaching Drug Rehabilitation Requirements or Alcohol Treatment 

Requirements to Community Orders. 

•	 Case study evidence suggests that the problem-solving meetings and sentencing 

decisions are having a positive impact on increasing compliance with sentences by 

enhancing offenders’ engagement and accountability to the court in terms of 

complying with their sentence. Ultimately, by finding solutions for contributory 

problems, this approach is helping offenders to avoid re-offending in the future. 

•	 The power to review offenders’ progress on Community Orders under section 178 of 

the Criminal Justice Act 2003 is perceived by staff and offenders to be a strong 

mechanism for increasing offenders’ compliance with their sentences. It is not yet 

possible to analyse the impact of the review process on re-offending, but the 

perception of the judge and staff is that it is having a positive effect on the rate and 

severity of re-offending, particularly for the most prolific offenders. 

4.4	 Recommendations 
The problem-solving approach has largely been implemented effectively at the NLCJC, but 

the following recommendations indicate how it might be further developed: 

•	 Data needs to be collated on the different requirements attached to Community 

Orders, to allow analysis of the level and nature of problem-solving sentences passed 

at the NLCJC and any differences in compliance by sentence type. 

•	 The ongoing support provided to prisoners by the range of agencies essential for 

supporting offenders’ reintegration on leaving custody is an especially successful 

aspect of the NLCJC’s work. In particular, the letter written to each prisoner by the 

judge has had positive benefits for offenders. Consideration should be given as to 

whether this practice could be extended and used with other offenders as a way of 

36 



building relationships between court and offender, to encourage the take-up of 

support services, increase compliance with community sentences and reduce future 

offending. 

•	 There is a need to formalise the criteria used to identify cases that would benefit from 

a problem-solving meeting, to ensure effective decision-making in the future. 

•	 An evaluation of the impact of reviews under section 178 on compliance with orders 

and re-offending is recommended, to inform the potential roll-out of the power to other 

courts. 

•	 The innovative approach of linking with Jobcentre Plus through the presence of a 

Personal Adviser at section 178 hearings is a positive development to address 

offenders’ employment issues. Consideration should be given as to whether this link 

could be strengthened, leading to a permanent or more regular presence of a 

representative from Jobcentre Plus at the NLCJC. 
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