
Dear Colleague, 

UPDATE ON COVID OPERATING HOURS CONSULTATION 

Since the start of the pandemic, it has always been important for us to explore every option 
available to keep the justice system functioning safely at optimum capacity and to maintain 
access to justice for all those that need it.  

As you know, HMCTS piloted COVID Operating Hours – one of those options for increasing 
capacity - in seven Crown Courts last autumn, followed by a consultation process with 
professional court users during November and December 2020.  

I am very grateful to you for taking the time and effort to provide us with your constructive 
views in response to the proposal. I recognise the range of views the pilots generated, and 
that they raised substantive concerns for the professions. 

Since the consultation, the Lord Chancellor has given full consideration to whether court 
operating hours should be used more flexibly as a way to hear a greater number of criminal 
cases to aid our recovery from the pandemic. Of course that has been balanced with the 
overriding need to provide a safe and secure court setting, which has been the primary focus 
since the New Year and through each stage of the Government’s road map. 

Having considered the responses to the consultation and assessed the current situation, the 
Lord Chancellor has today announced his decision to endorse - on a short-term basis - a 
flexible approach that supports Resident Judges who wish to: 
 

 sit different hours to recover from the impact of the pandemic on their local 
caseloads  

 use a “remote” model for non-jury trial work that will enhance flexibility, and address 
concerns about changes in travel time.    

 
To be clear the Lord Chancellor has decided these measures are temporary and timebound. 
They will come to an end six months after any court chooses to implement them and we will 
carefully monitor their impact. They are one measure in the package of ongoing recovery 
activity (such as remote hearings) available to Resident Judges as an option should they 
want to use it. The operating hours scheme will not be mandated across courts and 
tribunals. 
 
Any use of these models is at the discretion of the local judiciary and should follow careful 
discussion and consideration with local court users, including legal practitioners.    
 
Early indications are that a small number of courts are exploring whether adopting the 
scheme might be something that would work for them locally in reducing levels of 
outstanding cases. 

Full details have been published in the consultation document on our GOV.UK pages this 
morning alongside the government announcement.   

Once again, thank you for your continuing support, and challenge, in the ongoing work to 
revive the courts and tribunals from the impacts of the pandemic. It is appreciated. 
 
 
Jason Latham 
Acting Development Director, HMCTS 


