SHADOW FAMILY JUSTICE BOARD

Minutes

Minutes of the twenty-first meeting of the shadow Family Justice Board (sFJB)
held on 16th June 2025 at 4pm
in the Judicial Assembly Room
Attendees:
Mr Justice Kinney (Chair)

Judge McCormick


District Judge Prytherch
Master Sweeney
Master Wells

Roisin McCabe (LCJO)

Pamela Reid (NICTS)
Edel McKenna (CCGANI) 
Adele O’Grady (Family Bar Association)

Suzanne Rice (Law Society) 
Michael Foster (DoF)

Martina Moore (DoH)
Secretariat: 
Michelle Hanna (LCJO)

Catherine Di Maio (LCJO)

Welcome

1. The Chair welcomed members to the meeting and thanked them for their attendance.
Apologies

2. Apologies were noted from Tom Cassidy (HSCT), Paul Andrews (LSA), Karen Ward (NICTS) and Steven Allison (DoJ).
Minutes of the sFJB meeting on 25th February 2025
3. The Board approved the draft minutes of the previous meeting for publication. 
Open Justice

Judicial Family Working Group (JFWG)
4. The Chair updated members on the work of the JFWG and said   a targeted consultation on a Media in Court Pilot in the Family Division of the High Court is due to issue at the end of June. The pilot will adopt some of the features of the E&W reporting pilot and will run for 12 months with a 3 month review stage.  Engagement has also taken place with the Bar, Law Society, the Taxing Master and the Legal Services Agency, in advance of the consultation issuing on the 23rd June 2025.  

4.1 
The Chair advised the JFWG are also preparing Guidance for the Judiciary on Domestic Abuse based on the E&W Practice Direction 12J and next steps will be agreed at the next meeting of the JFWG on the 19th June 2025.

4.2 
The Chair said Judge Loughran has also been liaising with the Education Authorities to reinvigorate Personal Education Plans on behalf of the JFWG and the topic will be included in the upcoming family judges training day.

4.3
The Chair advised members that Judge McCormick is engaging with the Professions to implement a pilot to reduce delay in private law cases in the Family Care Centre and Judge McGurgan has commenced a pilot in Craigavon Family Care Centre by identifying cases suitable for Children’s Court Officer (CCO) involvement at an early stage and having a CCO in attendance on designated days to progress cases. 
Business Modernisation
Judicial Modernisation

E-Bundles

5. Ms McCabe advised the LCJ continues to promote the use of e-bundles and the LCJO are continuing to monitor usage and noted that compliance and formatting remains an issue. 
Modernisation update

Themis Programme Update
6. Mrs Reid confirmed that progress is ongoing with small claims due to go live in October and design work has commenced in respect of Tribunals and will be fully transformed by summer 2026.
Other Digital Projects
7. Mrs Reid advised work on the replacement for Sightlink is underway with Webex identified as the appropriate solution. Court staff training has commenced, and training for the judiciary will commence in September 2025, in advance of go live at the end of October 2025. Ms Reid confirmed that updates to Webex should be completed out of hours in order to reduce the impact on courts.
Estates Modernisation Programme Update

8. Mrs Reid advised the Developed Design Stage is progressing as planned and the Project Team is focussing on the procurement for the RCJ decant works with the DoF Construction Procurement Delivery.
8.1
Mrs Reid confirmed the Procurement for an Integrated Consultancy Team for the Modernisation of Bishop Street Courthouse was launched in February 2025, which should be awarded by Summer 2025.
The Mental Capacity Act (NI) 2016 Judicial Liaison Group.

9.
Master Wells advised that a Project Board has been established, and work has commenced on the development of a future implementation plan and suggested the Family Bar and the Law Society should have an opportunity to discuss the options outlined in the Office of Public Guardian NI business case which is awaiting approval from the DoJ Financial Services Division.
Enabling Access to Justice Programme for Delivery
Family Drug and Alcohol Court (FDAC)

10.
The Chair advised members that a representative from the DoJ was not available to attend today’s meeting and advised if members had any queries regarding the updates, the secretariat would pass on any comments to the DoJ.
Resolutions outside court

DoH & DoJ Private Family Law Early Resolution Action Plan

11.
Members noted the update provided by the DoJ.
Public Law System

DoJ Expert Witnesses pilot scheme
12.
Members noted the update provided by the DoJ.
Independent review of Children’s Social Care Services
13. 
The Chair advised an annual meeting with the family judiciary and the CCGANI took place on the 27th May 2025. The meeting had been opened up to include representatives from the Child Contact Centres and the five HSCTS and matters discussed included updates from the NI Child Contact Centres and a presentation on the joint Lakewood and Woodland facilities. The Chair reported that those in attendance agreed that it was a very useful forum and the next annual meeting would take place in May 2026.
Children Court Guardian resources
14.
Ms McKenna updated members on the Agency’s ongoing challenges and advised there has been a slight decrease in the number of unallocated cases., there are currently 163 unallocated cases involving 273 children. Ms McKenna advised that 5 experienced Guardians are moving into partial retirement before the autumn and preparations are underway to minimise the impact on caseloads and all current vacancies have been filled with no staff sick absences at present a business case has been submitted for additional resources and it is hoped an update will be available at the next meeting
Children’s Court Guardian Agency Solicitors Panel

15.
Ms McKenna advised the Solicitors Panel will be reconstituted in March 2026, and the updated Guidance will run concurrently with this. Ms Rice advised the Law Society had a beneficial meeting with the CCGANI and after gaining a better understanding and to avoid delay the solicitors are now meeting with the children and continue to liaise with CCGANI.  
Shadow Family Justice Board Sub-Committee on Delay in Public Law Children Order Proceedings

CCGANI Review Pilot

16.
Ms Moore advised members that a workshop meeting is due to take place on  the 25th June 2025 to discuss plans to develop a 5 year strategic plan which will consider the recommendations in the draft report.
Working Group on Disclosure

17.
Members noted the update on the work of the sFJB Sub-Committee on Delay.
Social Worker resources

18.
Ms Moore confirmed the 2025-27 action plan has been finalised and additional training places have been identified. Ms Moore advised that a meeting took place last week and work is ongoing to consider a procedure for cross border registration for Social Workers
NIPSA strike/work-to-rule action

19.
Members noted the update provided and that the position remains unchanged from the previous meeting.  
Children Order Cases/Performance Monitoring

Review of the COAC Best Practice Guidance
20.
Ms Moore advised that contact has been made with the DoJ regarding the review of the outline business case and it was confirmed this will be dealt with over the summer 2025, Miss McCabe said a resource had been allocated by NICTS to review the business case.
Private Law System

Introduction of Domestic Abuse and Civil Proceedings Act 2021 in Northern Ireland

21.
Members noted the update provided by the DoJ.
Litigants in Person (LiP)
LiP Reference Group
22.
The Chair advised members that Mr Allamby was due to attend today’s meeting to provide an overview on the work of the LiP RG, however he had been detained and could not attend today’s meeting and would be invited to attend the next meeting of the sFJB.
Matters Arising
Cross Jurisdiction Conference
23.
The Chair advised members that a launch of the new Cross Jurisdiction Protocol and accompanying Handbook for Adults who Lack Capacity will take place on the 24th June 2025, the Chair noted Master Wells input into the Protocol and that he hoped the launch would help to raise greater awareness of the Protocol and Handbook.
Delay of GP notes and records from GP practices
24.
Members discussed the issues with delays in receiving GP notes and records and noted that the procedure differs between practices. Ms O’Grady suggested that it may be beneficial to review the practice in E&W. The Chair agreed and asked if a Working Group could be established to progress a potential Protocol. Ms O’Grady suggested the sFJB Sub-Committee on delay could add the matter to the agenda of the next meeting and Ms Moore suggested the Director of Primary Care could also be asked to provide input.
ACTION: GP Notes and Records to be added to the sFJB Sub-Committee agenda to draft a Protocol to standardise process of obtaining GP notes & records.
Family Justice Council Guidance on responding to a child’s unexplained reluctance, resistance or refusal to spend time with a parent and allegations of alienating behaviour

25. 
The Chair asked members for views on developing similar guidance for NI and members agreed a working group should be established to consider the guidance and prepare a draft adapted for NI. 
ACTION: LCJO to request nominations from the Bar and Law Society for a working group to develop guidance for NI.
Review of Non-Molestation Application Statistics
26.
The Chair referred to the statistics provided to members in advance of the meeting which set out the number of non-molestation orders received, granted and refused in 2024 and 2019. The Chair also noted the Commissioner for Victims of Crime (CVOCNI) has commissioned research into Non- Molestation Orders.  Members discussed the statistics and agreed to keep the matter on the agenda and to review the results of the research commissioned by CVOCNI when published. 
Action: Secretariat to keep matter on the agenda and update members on the progress of the research commissioned by CVOCNI.
Any other business
27.
Mr Foster advised members a consultation on Divorce and Dissolution Legislation regarding no fault divorces, will be issued next week with and will close in September 2025, and said the consultation would be shared with members. 
ACTION: Mr Foster to forward consultation to the LCJO for circulation to members.

Next Meeting

28.
The date of the next meeting will be agreed in due course.  
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