
Delivering Simple, Speedy, Summary Justice

(CJSSS)

On 21 July 2006 the Government published “Delivering 
Simple Speedy, Summary Justice” which set out plans 
to improve the speed and effectiveness of  the 
magistrates’ court system. This was in response to a 
review of  the magistrates’ courts which found:

•	 On average it took 5 hearings for simple trial cases;

•	 Up to 190 days for cases to be disposed; 

•	 It takes a number of  hearings before defendant 
pleads guilty or prosecution discontinue a case;

•	 In one case it took 18 months and 9 hearings to 
bring a case to trial for a public order offence, the 
case then cracked on the day of  trial; and

•	 In October 2006 Public Accounts Committee 
published a report concluding that £173 million was 
wasted each year in CJS as a result of  wasted and 
ineffective hearings.

Although the problems clearly differ between areas 
these are typical issues. 

The ambition for CJSSS
The overall aim is to improve the criminal justice 
system for the public, but there are specific ambitions 
that over time the improvements will deliver: 

•	 A reduction in the number of  hearings in most 
cases, from the current average of  5 to an 
expectation of  one (for guilty plea cases) and two 
(for contested cases); and

•	 The majority of  simple cases taking on average 
between one day to six weeks from charge to 
disposal, as opposed to the current system which 
averages 21 plus weeks. 

Key principles
The key principles have been developed to make the 
process simpler, make it faster and make it much more 
focused on getting an efficient, quick service this means:

•	 Improved preparation from arrest to first hearing 
(whilst crucially ensuring that pre-court preparation 
is proportionate to the matter at issue); 

•	 Defence are prepared and ready for the first hearing;

•	 Ensuring a plea is entered at first hearing, with a 
guilty plea being sentenced at that hearing wherever 
possible, or in the event of  a not guilty plea, the 
majority of  cases should be listed for trial within  
6 weeks; and

•	 A commitment to ensure cases are progressed out 
of  court between first hearing and trial – to ensure 
that trials are ready to go ahead on time.

Key findings
New working arrangements were agreed and tested at 
four test sites in three Local Criminal Justice Board areas. 
These have demonstrated significant improvements:

•	  A 24% improvement in the overall plea rate at first 
hearing;

•	  A 30% increase in the level of  guilty pleas at first 
hearing;

•	  A 10% increase in guilty plea cases being sentenced 
that day; 

•	 Overall timeliness has improved (e.g. from first 
hearing to trial has fallen from an average of  110 
days to 51 days (across the 4 sites); and

•	 There has been a massive reduction in the number 
of  pre-trial reviews and a 70% reduction in the 
number of  cases adjourned at first hearing for some 
form of  interim hearing.

National delivery of CJSSS
All the criminal justice agencies, working with the 
judiciary, are committed to national delivery of  CJSSS 
during 2007. Your local criminal justice area is currently 
developing plans to deliver CJSSS in your area starting 
in April 2007 and concluding in December 2007. 

A national cross agency team has identified 
improvements to be made to current practices based 
on the experience of  the test sites. Whilst these 
changes are key to successfully delivering simple, 
speedy, summary justice, it is recognised that there 
needs to be flexibility to allow for local variations. Your 
area will establish a cross agency team, with judiciary 
and defence to work together to identify how CJSSS 
will work for you. 

To make this happen we need:

•	 A cultural shift to ensure there is a clear expectation 
to get it right first time and on time;

•	 Criminal justice agencies to work closely with 
judiciary and defence practitioners to identify and 
resolve difficulties together to deliver CJSSS; and

•	 To learn a key lesson from the test sites, which is 
that proportionate but sufficient prosecution team 
preparation is the key to success.

The National Criminal Justice Board confirmed in 
March 2007 that CJSSS was a clear and pressing 
priority to be delivered in 2007.
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