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I am very grateful for the opportunity to contribute to this discussion. 
 
I am a forensic medical examiner working in various health board areas throughout 
Scotland and I am also a GP. The biggest threat to an already fragile forensic 
service is related to court citations. I am well aware of my responsibilities as a 
professional witness to appear for either the defence or prosecution or both and am 
also aware that this is a fundamental requirement of the role of a forensic medical 
examiner. The problem lies with the vast number of citations I receive which never 
result in a requirement for me to attend.  My evidence is either agreed, the suspect 
pleads or the case collapses. Unfortunately, by this time, I have already gone to 
considerable efforts to arrange a locum to cover my surgery. It is well known that 
there is currently a crisis in GP recruitment and retention across the country and 
finding a locum is virtually impossible. It is extremely frustrating when having gone to 
a considerable effort to arrange a locum, my presence is no longer required. 
Citations arrive with me by various different methods including by post, at my 
surgery, at various police offices across the country and by personal delivery at my 
home address (in spite of my explicit wishes for this not to happen) at all times of the 
day and night. It provokes considerable anxiety when two policemen unexpectedly 
appear at your door without prior notice. Often I am called at short notice to attend 
court, often never having even received a citation for the particular case. I cannot 
understate the difficulties this creates. I have to cancel the appointments of up to 40 
patients, all of whom have waited up to two weeks to see me. This is extremely 
unsatisfactory for them and unfair on my partners who have to bear the brunt of this 
additional strain. On days when we are already short staffed, I cannot leave the 
surgery without causing so many problems that the risk to the health of my patients 
overrides any other consideration (in my opinion) and I would have to accept the 
consequences of failing to appear. These situations cause a huge amount of anxiety 
and if there is no satisfactory solution found, I don’t think the services as it exists 
today can continue. From a personal perspective it causes so much angst that I have 
often contemplated resigning from a career that I thoroughly enjoy. It is unthinkable 
to think that new GPs could be recruited into the speciality when there are so many 
problems associated with this aspect of it. I have to use my annual leave when cited 
to appear and again this is not sustainable. Planned holidays can be ruined, my 
honeymoon was in jeopardy and yesterday I received a call to say I was expected 
next week in Edinburgh high court when I am meant to be travelling to Ireland to visit 
a relative who is terminally ill. As is often the case, I have received no citation. I hope 
this gives some indication of the problems associated with the citation service as it 
exists today.  
 
Could the following solutions be considered: 

1. I wonder if, in the light of digital technology and the increasing use of 
telehealth and video conference capabilities, professional witnesses could be 
allowed to give evidence via a video link? 
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2. Could witnesses be notified at an early opportunity as to whether a trial was 
proceeding and if so when were they likely to be required? 

3. Could witnesses be notified asap if they have been countermanded 
(sometimes we are, often we are not)? 

4. Given our evidence is usually a statement of medical fact, is it always 
necessary for our evidence to be heard or can it not simply be agreed? 

5. Could citations be sent in a nationally standardised and less chaotic way? 
 
A few other points: 
 
We frequently see detainees who have significant medical and/or addictions issues 
who have been arrested for warrants on a Friday evening so that they require to 
remain in custody for a prolonged period. There is no doubt that this puts a huge 
strain on limited resources, but worse it is undoubtedly detrimental to their health. 
Could this be avoided by stopping the practice of detaining people unnecessarily on 
a Friday or Saturday night or could weekend courts be introduced in order to reduce 
the length of time these highly vulnerable people are detained? 
 
We frequently see detainees who have been arrested for what appear to be minor, 
non-violent domestic incidents. These tend to be older males and often they have a 
number of medical issues. The stress of being detained is again likely to be 
detrimental to their health. Could an alternative to this practice be found? Do they 
really all need detained? 
 
I would be happy to discuss these points in more detail and hope that this 
opportunity to improve the service is grasped. 
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