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Dear All, 

 

Open Letter to all Court Users of HMCTS Magistrates Courts in the NW Region  
 
I am writing to you in respect of the current situation in relation to Covid 19, and safety 
measures taken throughout the pandemic within the Magistrates Courts across the NW 
Region.   
 
Issues about the safety of coming to court buildings are being raised by many 
practitioners. I am aware for example of several firms of Solicitors raising concern with 
the local managers and contacts, and this is absolutely the right thing to do.   
  
HMCTS recognise and understand the anxieties of those who must attend 
court during lockdown 3, and this is precisely why we take the safety of our buildings 
very seriously. 
 
I wanted, therefore, to outline the safety measures that we have taken in more detail for 
you, and  to provide reassurance as to the action we have and continue to take.  There 
are a number of hyperlinks within this letter to various documents, all of which are on the 
internet.  HMCTS regularly updates messages on GOV.UK and it is important that 
everyone keeps up to date with the current guidelines.    
  
Courts and Tribunals across England & Wales, including the North West Region, remain 
COVID-secure and Public Health England (PHE) experts have confirmed that 
the measures we've taken to protect you against coronavirus in our courthouses 
continue to be sufficient to mitigate the risks in relation to the new variant of the virus.   
 
All courts follow all Govt and PHE COVID-secure guidelines and this is under constant 
review through our robust risk assessment process. When the Govt or PHE guidance 
changes, our measures and risk assessments are immediately updated; an approach 
which is endorsed by PHE and Public Health Wales.   
  
HMCTS colleagues and others inspect our policies and their implementation to ensure 
actions arising from these regularly reviewed risk assessments are put in place and are 
being followed. Local court house risk assessments are frequently reviewed and updated 
and up to date copies are available to you on request to ensure you have the very latest 
version. 
  

http://www.justice.gov.uk/
mailto:NWHeadLegalOps@justice.gov.uk
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/keeping-court-and-tribunal-buildings-safe-secure-and-clean
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/working-safely-during-coronavirus-covid-19


PROTECT Personal 
 

Page 2 of 3 

 

In all our buildings we’ve introduced social distancing, regular cleaning and, where 
appropriate, plexiglass screens to name just a few mitigations. We’re also supporting 
the Lord Chief Justice’s recent message about increasing the use of remote hearings, to 
reduce footfall in the our Courthouses.  
 
Arrangements are in place with the CPS and NPS for example whereby they contact the 
local courthouse the week before (e.g. no later than the Thursday) indicating all the 
courts/cases they wish to have heard by CVP.  These are reviewed, and providing it is 
in the interests of justice they will be considered and agreed.  There are issues, as not 
all courtrooms have the facilities and the judiciary are clearly of the view it is not 
appropriate for example, for the CPS to prosecute a trial or a youth case remotely.  
However, each case is considered on its merits.   
 
For Defence Advocates the same option applies, as it does for all court users.  However, 
as much prior notice is always preferable.  In addition, those asking to appear remotely 
must assist and facilitate the process by supplying contact details etc. 
 
Our guidance makes clear that you should not attend court if you have COVID-19 
symptoms whether or not you have tested positive, or are waiting for a test result. It is 
incumbent on us all to adhere to this, and our court security personnel have been 
instructed to check with all visitors to our sites whether they have recently experienced 
symptoms associated with COVID-19 before they enter the building. We do not admit 
anyone who discloses these.  
  
In addition to all of this, it is, of course, essential that users of all the buildings routinely 
and rigorously follow the Hands-Face-Space guidance. This drastically reduces the 
chances of infection and we display clear signage that supports this requirement. 
Everyone has a personal responsibility to follow the guidance in our buildings, just as 
they do everywhere else in the community.  
 
There have been previous messages about wearing face coverings. I would wish to 
remind all   Court Users of the following: 
 

• Face coverings are permitted in all the buildings and in all the courtrooms.   

• When Judiciary and staff are moving around the building, from courts to 
retiring rooms, in corridors, in lifts etc they must wear a face covering unless 
exempt.  The same approach should be adopted by all Court Users.  Indeed, 
for the public parts of the buildings it is a requirement to wear a face covering 
when moving though those areas. 

• Inside the Courtroom face coverings should be worn.  Whilst the Senior 
Judiciary have made it clear they can be asked to be removed, this should 
only occur to facilitate the hearings and ensure justice.  If parties, staff, JPs 
etc wish to wear a mask in the courtroom whilst cases are being heard this is 
permissible subject to that caveat. 

• Magistrates and Legal Advisers must wear face coverings when deliberating 
in a retiring room, unless the room is sufficiently large enough to maintain 2 
metres social distancing at all times. 

 
We remain ever vigilant to ensure our buildings remain safe - independent PHE advice 
indicates that community transmission is the most likely source of many cases where 
court and tribunal users have tested positive.  
 
Indeed, it is more the case of the people who attend at the court buildings who are not 
complying fully with the current social distancing guidelines that creates a greater risk of 
transmission. There have been numerous incidences of non-compliance which we will 
continue to address.   

https://www.judiciary.uk/announcements/message-from-the-lord-chief-justice-latest-covid-19-restrictions/
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/what-to-expect-coming-to-a-court-or-tribunal#if-you-are-unwell-or-self-isolating
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/what-to-expect-coming-to-a-court-or-tribunal#if-you-are-unwell-or-self-isolating
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This transcends to all court users and I do recognise it has included at times members 
of staff and judiciary.  However, the greatest risk is the day to day contact between people 
who have known each other for in some cases, many years.  Every one of us has a 
responsibility to maintain and follow all the guidelines, but also for asking others to do 
the same.  
  
However, we are very far from complacent - we listen to suggestions for improvements, 
and routinely review standards, implementing additional measures whereby they are 
supported by PHE officials and other experts and that will make a difference to the safety 
to court users of our buildings. This has included updating our advice on close contact in 
line with the change to the NHS Test and Trace definition.   
  
Users of courts can request the risk assessment from the building and we’ve published 
an escalation route for professional court users to use should they have any concerns, 
so that local matters can be dealt with quickly and effectively.  
  
Where we are notified of positive (or suspected) cases in any of our buildings, we initiate 
our own contact-tracing alongside the NHS Test and Trace service. Where there are two 
or more cases, we conduct an investigation. Areas of our sites which have 
been occupied or visited by people who have tested positive are isolated for 72 hours 
and are followed by regular touchpoint cleaning or section 16 cleaning, as appropriate.  
  
We also update local stakeholders and court users of the situation, while maintaining the 
confidentiality of those directly affected.  
  
I recognise that the levels of anxiety have increased given lockdown 3 and that is why we 
continue to review all our measures to reassure all court and tribunal users that that our 
buildings remain safe. We all have a role to play in following these measures. I hope 
these details are helpful and look forward to continuing to work alongside you to ensure 
the COVID-security of our sites and the safety of all our court users.  
  
Yours sincerely,  
  

Keith 
 

 

Keith Townend 

NW Head of Legal Operations  

 

 
 

 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/nhs-test-and-trace-how-it-works
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/950997/HMCTS_COVID-19_escalation_routes_professional_users_6_January_2021.pdf

