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25 April 2019  
 
Dear Ruth, 
 
On several occasions during stage 2 of the Age of Criminal Responsibility (Scotland) Bill 
members raised important points concerning the Scottish Children’s Reporter Administration 
(SCRA) and the operation of the children’s hearings system. In additional to reviewing the 
operation of the powers conferred on the SCRA by the current Bill, a general review of its role 
and effectiveness in Scotland’s justice system was proposed and discussed.  As Minister for 
Children and Young People I fully support processes to better meet the needs of all children 
in Scotland, including those in contact with our care and justice systems within the context of 
Getting It Right For Every Child (GIRFEC). At stage 2 in response to an amendment from 
Daniel Johnson MSP I acknowledged that we need to take a broad and systemic approach to 
reviewing and understanding how the children’s hearings system is operating in policy and 
practice and how we can further improve our approach.  
 
Ahead of Stage 3, I thought it might be helpful to set out and share with members, some of 
the ongoing work to improve the care and youth justice systems in Scotland and offer 
reassurance that the reforms in this Bill, including those relating to the operation of the SCRA, 
are part of a broad, concerted and coherent effort to review and improve how our public 
agencies support children’s rights, needs and interests.  
 
As the Committee is aware, Scotland’s children’s hearings system takes a unique, child-
centred approach to welfare and justice for children and young people and its clear focus on 
children’s needs as a whole continues to attract interest from other governments all over the 
world. Its ethos and values are fundamental to how we see and work with children and young 
people in this country within the context of family and community, with fundamental rights to 
be protected, cared for, nurtured and developed. 
 
The Children’s Hearings (Scotland) Act 2011 (the 2011 Act) was commenced on 24 June 
2013.  The key aim of the Act was to strengthen and modernise the children’s hearings 
system through greater consistency, higher standards and greater accountability, in order to 
improve outcomes for children and young people. 
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The 2011 Act included the creation of a National Convener and a new public body, 
Children’s Hearings Scotland (CHS).  It also introduced a national Children’s Panel and 
national Safeguarder Panel, leading to national practice, procedures, training and standards 
for the Children’s Panel, Area Support Teams and Safeguarders. 
 
The National Convener is supported by CHS and is responsible for the recruitment and 
training of the almost 3,000 volunteer children’s panel and area support team members. 
 
The evidence shows that the structural and procedural changes brought about by the Act 
have been successful. The evidence also points to better partnership working and increased 
understanding of the individual roles within this system.  These positive results, along with 
the continued partnership working being taken forward by the Children’s Hearings 
Improvement Partnership (CHIP) puts the system in a strong position going forward. 
 
Ongoing work to deliver improvements to the children’s hearings system 
 
Ongoing improvement is a fundamental tenet of the hearings system. Currently, this work 
includes: 

‘Better Hearings’ - this is the national improvement programme -– operating in all 32 local 
authorities - delivered principally by the Scottish Children’s Reporter Administration (SCRA), 
CHS and Social Work Scotland (SWS), reporting regularly to the multi-agency Children’s 
Hearings Improvement Partnership (CHIP).  The Better Hearings programme commits all 
professionals involved in the system to facilitate the effective participation of children and 
young people, with a view to securing systematically better experiences and decisions tailored 
to their individual needs. 

SCRA/CHS and Chief Social Work Officers are embedding Better Hearings standards within 
Corporate Parenting Plans and local Children’s Services Plans. Improvements in providing 
information to children, young people and their families on their rights at the earliest stage 
possible is embedded in this approach.  SCRA has developed a new suite of support materials 
to assist this work, including a comprehensive pre-hearing pack a “going to your hearing” 
online video1, and a revised “know your rights” flyer2. 

The main current priorities for ‘Better Hearings’ require a range of actions, organised under 
three key themes: 

1. Quality of reports 
2. Quality of reasons 
3. Quality of participation 

 
  

                                            
1 https://www.scra.gov.uk/young_people/before-your-hearing/ 
2 http://www.scra.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/Your-Rights-Flyer-2018.pdf 

http://www.lobbying.scot/
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To improve quality in these areas, a specific ‘better hearings’ standard has been developed 
and local partnership areas are now embedding this.  CHIP partners are also looking at this 
area through the Blueprint (time intervals) work which will be implemented this year. The 
emphasis is on more accessible reports and involving children, young people and their 
families in the early stage of drafting reports and ensuring that they are clear on contents, and 
rationale, and can contribute their own views, including points of disagreement.  Effective 
implementation of the child’s plan requirements (from the Children and Young People 
(Scotland) Act 2014) will assist here. 
 
Facilities - SCRA continues its rolling programme of updating hearings rooms nationally.  This 
now stretches to 19 hearing rooms across the country.  Young people are routinely involved 
in the design and delivery of hearing rooms. Images are given at Annex D and SCRA would 
be happy to provide more information to local members on this.  

 
The Hearings System Digital Strategy is well into a three year programme of work to ensure 
that modernised core hearings IT systems enable increased future digital participation, as well 
as responding to changes in future use of technology by young people.  Overhauls to the core 
systems will bring capacity for better engagement and participation. 
 
Consistency of panel membership - the option for this already exists, and 99% of requests for 
continuity are granted. However, the National Convener is amending guidance to ensure that 
where continuity is requested, agreement to seek to achieve this will be the default approach 
rather than the exception as at present. The new guidance will be rolled out during Spring 
2019.  More broadly, the partners aspire to focus on continuity of relationships between 
children, families and key professionals as a feature in agency standards. 
 
Feedback on the implementation of decisions made by a Panel - The National Convener 
publishes discrete generic Feedback Loop information to panel members and others. Locality 
Reporters provide feedback to panel members on decisions and appeals through Area 
Support Teams to learn where quality improvement might be achieved.  The National 
Convener will set out proposals to adopt new methodologies to produce more meaningful 
reports in future. 
 
CHS is currently undertaking a review of support and training offered to volunteer panel 
members.  A working group on chairing hearings was established to identify and address areas 
for improvement in practice and procedure.  Enhanced training for panel members who chair 
Children’s Hearings has been identified as an area for development in all three CHIP test sites.  
A new “Leadership in Hearings” course will reinforce panel members understanding of 
managing presence in hearings and will be rolled out to all panel members by 2021.  In 
addition, joint CHS/SCRA practice guidance has been agreed on the effective management 
of attendance at hearings, balancing those who have a right in law to attend and those who 
have a contribution to make to support all or part of the hearing.  Discussions are being 
planned with partners to ensure guidance is understood by practitioners participating in 
children’s hearings ahead of implementation.   
 
Recognising the need for continually involving all partners in the development of the children’s 
hearings system, the CHIP Learning and Development Advisor will work with CHS and other 
professionals within the system on the revision of content and delivery of refreshed training, 
including on-line multi-agency training for colleagues working in the sector via the new CHS 
Learning Academy, launched in January 2019. The Learning Academy provides a range of 
online and face-to-face learning and development opportunities for the CHS community.   

http://www.lobbying.scot/
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The Academy has been developed in partnership with a range of stakeholders - including 
children and young people - and will ensure that learning for the 3,000 strong volunteer 
community is current and relevant and that the 2,500 panel members are equipped to make 
the best decisions with and for the children and young people across Scotland who are 
attending children’s hearings.  
 
Hearings System and Scottish Courts and Tribunals Service: how the two systems interact – 
Blueprint work to create new, measurable standards is resulting in faster, better case 
management.  Delay in case processing in the children’s hearings system has been driven to 
a historic low, including the proof of grounds at court.  The ongoing development and delivery 
of a revised Blueprint for case processing in the hearing system will improve this further. 
 
Work is ongoing to establish a nationwide advocacy service for the hearings system.  This will 
enable children and young people attending a hearing to have the support of an advocacy 
worker to help them express their views and wishes to the Panel should they want or need it. 
 
The participation of children and young people who have had experience of the hearings 
system is vital when looking at how improvements can be made.  Work to involve young people 
includes: 

 Children and young people play a role in the training of prospective panel members – 
they lead day 6 of the 7 day pre-service training course - and have been involved in the 
recruitment of the National Convener, Principal Reporter and CHS/SCRA board 
members. 
 

 In 2018 Our Hearings Our Voice - a board comprising young people with hearings 
experience was set up.  They will be considering a series of commissions over 2019, 
including contributing to recruitment and training.  
 

 SCRA regularly employ Modern Apprentices who are care experienced. 
 

 The CHS Board includes members who have experience of the Hearings and Care 
system. 

 
Reporting Mechanisms 
 
There are already a range of reporting mechanisms in place for both SCRA and CHS which 
will of course be amended to accommodate any new duties, responsibilities and measures 
resulting from this Bill’s measures.  SCRA and CHS, as statutory public bodies, are subject to 
extensive monitoring, audit, and scrutiny. Both bodies are accountable for their performance 
to their independent Boards and, ultimately, to Scottish Ministers. This scrutiny involves: 
 
Functioning and Performance Reporting  
 
Corporate Plans – 3 Yearly 
Business Plans – Yearly 
SCRA Locality Plans – Yearly 
Corporate Parenting Plan – 3 Yearly 
Corporate Parenting Report – Yearly 

http://www.lobbying.scot/
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Annual Reports and Accounts 
SCRA Official Statistics – Yearly 
Accountability Meetings with Scottish Government Sponsor team - Quarterly  
Board Chair 1:1 Meetings with Director – Quarterly 
Principal Reporter and National Convener Meetings with Minister – Quarterly  
 
Audit and Scrutiny   
Boards 
Audit and Risk Committees 
External Audit – Yearly - undertaken by Audit Scotland 
Internal audit - Yearly 
 
Full details of CHS and SCRA’s reporting obligations are attached at Annex A. 

Youth Justice Strategy  

We launched a refreshed youth justice strategy (Preventing Offending: Getting it right for 

children and young people) in June 2015, which builds on the impact of a shift to prevention 

in 2008 and has seen numbers of children and young people in the criminal justice system 

reduce substantially. The strategy will drive further improvements, based on the Whole System 

Approach that has already delivered such striking success in reducing young people’s 

involvement with the justice system.  

 

A progress report was published3 in June 2017, highlighting areas of impact and influence 

through the Youth Justice Improvement Board and its three Implementation Groups who are 

leading progress on the priority areas around advancing the whole system approach, 

improving life chances for children and young people, including employability, education, 

victims, health and well being and transitions and developing capacity and improvement, 

focused on workforce development and data capture. 

 

For your reference I have included statistics on youth justice in Annex B. 
 
Whole System Approach  
To support our continued commitment under the whole system approach to intervening early 
to prevent offending, cut re-offending and keep young people out of formal systems as far as 
possible, in 2018-19 we provided £800,000 and have committed to providing a further 
£800,000 in 2019-20 to all local authorities in Scotland. This will allow for continued partnership 
working, strengthened links between youth justice, community justice, education, third sector 
and children’s services and where possible extend the whole system approach to young 
people aged 21 and 26 for care experienced young people.  
  

                                            
3https://www.gov.scot/publications/youth-justice-strategy-preventing-offending-getting-right-children-young-
people/ 

http://www.lobbying.scot/


Scottish Ministers, special advisers and the Permanent 

Secretary are covered by the terms of the Lobbying 

(Scotland) Act 2016.  See www.lobbying.scot 
 

Victoria Quay, Edinburgh  EH6 6QQ 

www.gov.scot 



  

 

Independent Care Review  

The Independent Care Review was announced by the First Minister on 15 October 2016  and 
is taking a ‘root and branch’ look at the full care journey from early intervention with families 
on the edge of care to transitions out of care into adulthood. The Review is primarily being 
driven by the voices of children and young people in care or who have experience of care. 
These young people have wide ranging and diverse views and experiences and the Review 
will strive to understand the care system from their unique perspectives, as well as those of 
their families and carers.  
 
The Care Review is independent of the Scottish Government and the Chair of the Review has 
autonomy to decide the direction and scope of the Review. The secretariat is the main point 
of contact for external requests concerning the work and make-up of the Care Review, as well 
as any requests from individuals and organisations looking to get involved in the Review. 
Queries regarding how to get involved with the Care Review should be directed to 
www.CareReview.scot or email talk2us@carereview.scot.  
 

Permanence and Care Excellence programme (PACE) 

Since 2014, the Scottish Government has funded the Centre for Looked After Children 
(CELCIS) to deliver the Permanence and Care Excellence programme (PACE), designed to 
reduce drift and delay in securing permanence for looked after children. In line with a 
commitment in the 2018/19 Programme for Government, all local authorities have now been 
offered support. 
 
26 local areas have been or are about to be involved in the PACE programme which involves 
multi agency involvement . The programme aims to achieve stability in placement- whether at 
home or kinship or foster or adoptive care- for children as quickly as is possible in the 
circumstances of the individual child. 
 

Child Protection Improvement Programme  
We launched a Child Protection Improvement Programme (CPIP) in 2016 to make 
improvements in all areas of child protection, including: 
 
 neglect 
 child sexual exploitation 
 trafficking 
 data and evidence 
 systems 
 children's hearings 
 leadership and workforce development  
 inspections 
 internet safety 
 
In March 2017 we published the Child Protection Improvement Programme report, which set 
out actions we are taking to improve child protection in Scotland. Please see Scottish 
Government’s CPIP blog for frequent updates on the programme.  In March 2018 we published 
Protecting Scotland's Children National Policy and Child Abuse Prevention Activity. These 
documents set out Scottish Government's vision of how we protect Scotland's children and 
young people. 
 

http://www.lobbying.scot/
http://www.carereview.scot/
mailto:talk2us@carereview.scot
https://beta.gov.scot/publications/child-protection-improvement-programme-report/
https://blogs.gov.scot/child-protection-improvement-programme/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/protecting-scotlands-children-national-policy-and-draft-child-abuse-prevention-activity/
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As Minister for Children and Young People, I also Chair the National Child Protection 
Leadership Group to support, strengthen and improve activity on child protection. For your 
reference I have included social work statistics on looked after children and young people in 
Annex C. 

 
I hope this update demonstrates the scale and breadth of work ongoing right across the care 
and justice system to improve and enhance how agencies and professionals work to support 
children and young people, particularly in the children’s hearing system. It is important as we 
approach Stage 3 to consider this Bill’s measures within this wider context of activity.  I am 
committed to achieving this Government’s vision of Scotland as the ‘Best Place for Children 
and Young People to Grow Up’ and I would welcome further discussion with any of the 
Committee’s members on the above matters to work together to ensure that our children grow 
up loved, safe and respected.  
 
Finally, I want to put on record my appreciation of the work of your committee and all its 
members for the progressive and child-rights centred approach they have taken to this Bill. 
Members have scrutinised the Bill in great detail to try to ensure that well-being of children and 
young people remains the first and foremost principle underpinning the Bill and I have very 
much welcomed working with a committee which shares my and this government’s aspirations.  
 

Yours sincerely, 
 

 
 

MAREE TODD 
Minister for Children and Young People. 
 
 
 
Cc:  Education and Skills Committee 
 Justice Committee 
 

  

http://www.lobbying.scot/
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CHS and SCRA Reporting Obligations ANNEX A 
 

 Plans and Reports on SCRA/CHS 
functioning and performance 

Purpose/Scope  

SCRA/CHS Three year corporate plan Set out operational and strategic 
objectives in support of statutory 
functions, approved by Scottish 
Ministers and laid in Parliament. 

SCRA/CHS Annual business 
plans                                       

Annual breakdown of organisational 
priorities for Board approval and 
Ministerial noting. Contributes each year 
to corporate plan 
priorities.                                  

SCRA Locality plans Operational and organisational priorities 
for SCRA’s 9 localities. Reviewed by 
SCRA EMT and subject to regular 
internal audit (see below) 

SCRA/CHS Three year corporate 
parenting plan 

Sets out planned activity on statutory 
duties flowing from ‘corporate parent 
status’.  

SCRA/CHS Annual corporate parenting 
plan                         

Corporate parenting annual report to 
Scottish Government  

SCRA/CHS Annual report and accounts  
  

Reports in October on performance and 
activity on an annual basis, aligned to  
year corporate plan. Any significant 
variations are highlighted. Approved for 
submission by Board and laid in 
Parliament. 

SCRA Annual Official Statistics 
  

Reports each July on SCRA operational 
activity, including referrals/hearings 
activity etc. Data quality meets the 
requirements of the UK Statistics 
Authority. 

SCRA/CHS annual corporate parenting 
report  

Public report on activity on corporate 
parenting, including a young people’s 
report 

Annual equalities plan and 
mainstreaming report 

Reports on statutory duties under the 
Equalities Act 2010 and 
associated  Specific Duties Regulations 

SCRA Research Programme Annual programme of influential 
research and recommendations on 
topical policy and practice issues with a 
focus on evidence based service 
improvement. 

Audit and Scrutiny  - SCRA Purpose/Scope  

SCRA/CHS Board  Quarterly meetings of Board appointed 
by Scottish Ministers) examining all 
aspects of SCRA/CHS and Principal 
Reporter/National Convener functions –
as an employer and service provider. 
Quarterly examination of Organisational 
Performance and twice-yearly formal 
review of risk management issues. 

http://www.lobbying.scot/


Scottish Ministers, special advisers and the Permanent 

Secretary are covered by the terms of the Lobbying 

(Scotland) Act 2016.  See www.lobbying.scot 
 

Victoria Quay, Edinburgh  EH6 6QQ 

www.gov.scot 



  

 

SCRA/CHS Audit and Risk Committee  Quarterly Standing subcommittee of the  
Board. Covers internal and external 
audit, risk management and quality 
assurance/case sampling. Approves 
management action plans and oversight 
of progress on delivery.   

SCRA/CHS External Audit Plan 
  

External audit, currently delivered by 
Audit Scotland, reporting in to Quarterly 
audit and risk committee. 

Internal Audit Plan A range of internal audit reviews relating 
to the safe and effective functioning of 
the bodies (approx. 60 days of Audit per 
annum) 

SCRA Practice Direction  30+ detailed directions issued by the 
Principal Reporter, directing those with 
delegated functions on how those 
functions are to be interpreted and 
discharged.   

SCRA Case Sampling Plan  4 case sampling exercises each year with 
extensive fieldwork, linked to discharge 
of SCRA statutory functions, compliance 
with practice direction (see above) and 
quality improvement 

Scottish Government Accountability  Quarterly accountability meeting with 
Head of Children’s Hearings Branch on 
issues of SCRA/CHS performance and 
functioning. 
Quarterly Principal Reporter/National 
Convener meeting with Minister. 
Regular 1:1 reporting from Chairs to 
DCAF Director, including annual 
appraisal. 
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Youth Justice Statistics          ANNEX B 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
1. Criminal Proceedings in Scotland – Criminal Proceedings in Scotland 2017-18 (published January 2019) 

 The number of young people (12-17) proceeded against in Scotland’s courts has fallen by 81% from 9169 in 2007-08 
 to  1776 in 2017-18. 

 In 2017-18, there were eleven under 16 year olds proceeded against in Scottish courts.  

 The number of young people under 18 convicted of handling an offensive weapon has fallen by 85% from 456 in 
 2008-09 to 68 in 2017-18.   
 
2. Reconvictions - Reconviction Rates in Scotland: 2015-16 Offender Cohort (published September 2018) 
 

 Offenders under the age of 21 had the highest reconviction rate of all age groups in 2015-16 (33.2).  

 Offenders under 21 also had the highest average number of reconvictions per offender of the age groups (0.59) 

 The average number of reconvictions per offender for individuals aged under 21 decreased by 3 per cent from 0.64 in 
 2014-15 to 0.59 in 2015-16.  
 

  
3. SCRA – children’s reporter - SCRA Statistical Analysis 2017-18 (published 26/07/2018) 
 

Key Points 

 The number of young people (12-17) proceeded against in Scotland’s courts has fallen by 81% from 9169 in 
2007-08 to 1776 in 2017-18. 
 

 The number of children referred to the Children’s Reporter on offence grounds reduced by 81% from 16229 in 
2006-07 to 3060 in 2017-18.   
 

 The number of under 18s in custody (on 30th June) has decreased by 79% from 223 in 2006 to 47 in 2018.  
 

 The number of recorded crimes and offences committed by children and young people (8-17 inclusive) reduced 
by 45% from 78572 in 2008-09 to 43117 in 2012-13. 
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 The number of children referred to the Children’s Reporter on offence grounds reduced by 81% from 16229 in 2006-
 07 to 3060 in 2017-18.   

 The number of children referred to the Children’s Reporter on offence grounds increased by 2.2% from 2995 to 3060  
 in 2016-17.   

 The number of children referred to the Children’s Reporter on non-offence grounds reduced by 75% from 44545 in   
 2006-07 to 11268 in 2017-18.  

  There were 34385 offence referrals relating to the 16229 children reported in 2006-07, equating to an average of 2.1 
 referrals per child. In 2017-18 the average number of referrals per child had risen to 2.8 (8548 offence referrals for 
 3060 children). 

 Across Scotland as a whole, there were 6.7 children referred to the children’s Reporter on offence grounds per 1000 
 population (aged 8-15). This ranged from 2.3 per 1000 in Aberdeenshire to 12.9 per 1000 in Dumfries & Galloway.   
 
 

 
 
4. Diversion from prosecution - Criminal Justice Social Work Statistics in Scotland: 2015-16  (published February 2019)  
 

 The number of diversion from prosecution cases commenced for 16-17 year olds increased from 142 in 2010-11 to 
 488 in 2016-17. 

 The number of diversion from prosecution cases commenced for 16-17 year olds increased by 18% (from 414 to 488) 
 between 2015-16 and 2016-17. 

 The number of diversion from prosecution cases commenced for 18-20 year olds increased by 16% (from 248 to 287) 
 between 2015-16 and 2016-17, this follows decreases in the preceding two years. 
 
5. Young people in Custody – data provided by Scottish Government Prison Statistics 
  

 The number of under 18s in custody on 30th June has decreased by 79% from 223 in 2006 to 47 in 2018. 

 Over the same time, the number of 18-20 year olds in custody decreased by 67% from 797 to 292.  
 (Number of offenders in custody on 30th June. Source: 2004-2013 - Scottish Government Justice Analytical Services, 2015 - date  SPS 
 management information) 

 
6. Scottish Crime and Justice Survey 2014/15 – perceptions of offenders (published 27/03/2018) 
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 In those crimes where a respondent was able to say anything about the offender, the proportion of crimes thought to 
 have been committed by school age children (<16) has decreased from 26% (363) in 2008-09 to 14% (20) in 2014-15. 

 Over the same time period, the proportion of crime thought to have been committed by 16-24 year olds decreased 
 from 40% (558) to 32% (45).  
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Children's Social Work Statistics Scotland, 2017-18    ANNEX C 
 
The full report of the information collected from local authorities and secure units on children 
and young people who were formally looked after, under child protection measures, or in 
secure care at some point between 1 August 2017 and 31 July 2018 is available here.  
 
Two infographics from this report are provided below:  
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New Design of Children's Hearings Rooms       ANNEX D 
 
Falkirk Hearing Room 
 

 
 
Bellshill Hearing Room 
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