
 
 

 

 

Coronavirus has had an enormous impact on the courts, with urgent and essential business being 

prioritised in line with the Scottish Government’s current lockdown restrictions. With these 

restrictions in place, we have been working hard with Sheriffs Principal and the Law Society of 

Scotland to extend the services we can offer, as well as planning on how we safely move into the 

next phase as soon as the lockdown restrictions ease.  

Compliance with the government’s stringent measures to slow the spread of the virus is vital and 

any return to a new normal will be on a phased basis. While at this stage it is impossible to give any 

indicative timescales, there is likely to be three broad phases: 

• Phase 1: Lockdown – the current phase. Limited to urgent and necessary civil business in 10 

hub courts and those cases outlined in the guidance, which can be progressed remotely.   

• Phase 2: Societal recovery - Government easing some restrictions, allowing the re-opening 

of closed courts - with the expectation that robust social distancing measures will 

necessitate an increase in digital and remote working, with few physical attendance 

hearings. 

• Phase 3: Move to “new” business as usual – with a form of social distancing likely to remain 

in place.   

Phase 1, lockdown, has proven incredibly challenging. As our overriding priority was the safety of our 

staff, judiciary and court users, we moved to a 10 sheriff court hub model to deliver essential 

business. The limited ability to extend beyond essential business from these hub courts is not down 

to unwillingness or resistance of SCTS or the judiciary, quite the reverse - with the same frustrations 

being felt. 

 It is simply a reflection that conducting civil business in the sheriff courts is still intensively paper 

based. It relies on the complicated chain of transferring significant volumes of papers between the 

staff, sheriffs and the courts. Through an extensive deployment of laptops we now have more than 

500 concurrent daily connections from homes to our systems. This has given greater flexibility in 

dealing with cases that can be handled digitally but it does not get round the problem of the reliance 

on paper processes, which cannot be simply transported from courts and then handled in a home 

environment, with further transfer between staff and sheriffs.  

We have worked with the Law Society to restart certain categories of civil business where they can 

be handled digitally, and restarted the commissary process, with almost 400 confirmations returned 

to practitioners in the first week alone.  

Our focus now needs to turn to the recovery phase, as and when government restrictions on 

essential work and travel ease. We anticipate our first step in this phase will be the reopening of 

closed courts, clearing backlogs and processing new actions. However, with social distancing likely to 

remain in place for some time, we need to make the best use of technology to enable cases to 

proceed as safely and as quickly as possible.   

Virtual courts were successfully introduced in the Court of Session Inner House at the end of April 

and are being extended to criminal appeals and the Outer House, in addition to telephone hearings 



 
 

 

already in place.  With remote hearings taking place in the sheriff courts, the continuing priority will 

be to expand their use and take new opportunities to introduce virtual courts.    

Eric McQueen said, “I really understand the difficulties being experienced by the profession, and the 

justice system as a whole, at this time. I want assure you that we are doing everything possible to 

work with the Law Society in a practical and collaborative way to find the solutions that will not just 

help us all through the challenges of social distancing, but are the right steps to move civil business 

onto a digital platform.  

Strong collaboration with the legal profession is fundamental to our future planning. Coronavirus has 

fundamentally changed the way everyone works and in a short number of weeks we have seen 

incredible progress on virtual courts.  We need to take the opportunity to make sure that we come 

through Covid-19, not having just survived, but as a springboard for innovation, that meets the 

digital aspirations of 21st century Scotland and which underlines Scotland’s place as a leading forum 

for the effective resolution of disputes.”   
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