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BABERGH DISTRICT COUNCIL and MIDSUFFOLK DISTRICT COUNCIL 
 

From: Head of Communities Report Number: R53 

To:  Executive Committee  
Strategy Committee 

Date of meeting: 5 October 2015 
 8 October 2015 

 
PROPOSED CLOSURE OF MAGISTRATES COURTS 
 
1. Purpose of Report 

1.1 To explain the current consultation that is proposing to close 91 County, Family and 
Magistrate Courts across England and Wales.  Within Suffolk this includes three 
proposed court closures.  

1.2 To agree the district response to this consultation 

1.3 To make Members aware of the Suffolk Public Leaders agreed joint position on the 
proposed closures.   

2. Recommendations 

2.1 That Members note the consultation. 

2.2 That Members approve the consultation response referred to in Appendix C.   

2.3 That Members agree and support the joint Suffolk position. 

The Committee is able to resolve this matter.  

 
3. Financial Implications  

3.1 There is concern that the court closures will increase officer time in taking cases to 
court and that the single court capacity in Ipswich will result in a higher number of 
delayed cases again increasing District Council costs associated with the court 
system.   

4. Legal Implications 

4.1 There are no specific legal implications. 

5. Risk Management 

5.1 Key risks are set out below: 

Risk Description Likelihood Impact Mitigation Measures 

Increase on resources and 
increase on financial costs 
for the Council to attend 
court. 

Probable Noticeable Response to the 
consultation and 
increase in digital 
technology. 
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Risk Description Likelihood Impact Mitigation Measures 

Financial impact on the 
community to access and 
attend courts. 

Probable Noticeable Response to the 
consultation and 
increase in digital 
technology. 

 
6. Consultations 

6.1 On 16 July 2015 a consultation on the ‘Proposal on the provision of court and 
tribunal estate in England and Wales’ commenced, this is Appendix A.  This report 
explains the impact of the proposals within this consultation, the main points of the 
joint Suffolk position and local position of Babergh and Mid Suffolk District Council.   

6.2 Alongside the consultation is an impact assessments carried out on every court 
proposed to close.  This forms part of the consultation, ‘Proposal on the provision of 
court and tribunal services in the South East region’, which is Appendix B. 

6.3 Internal views on this consultation have been sought from services using the court 
system (Legal, Housing, SRP and Licensing) 

7. Equality Analysis 

7.1 The proposed closures may impact on access to the judiciary system for more 
vulnerable residents and those reliant on public transport in locations not directly 
linked with Ipswich through the public transport system.    

8. Shared Service / Partnership Implications 

8.1 The main implication of the purposed closure is the potential for this to add cost to 
other public services within Suffolk.    

9. Links to Joint Strategic Plan 

9.1 The proposed closure consultation may impact on our strategy priority around self-
sufficient, safe and active communities.   

10. Key Information 

10.1 On 23rd June 2015 the Lord Chancellor and Secretary of State for Justice 
announced his intention to work with the judiciary to reform the courts and tribunals 
in England and Wales.  The reform is to bring quicker and fairer access to justice 
and create a justice system that reflects the way people use the services today.  

10.2 The reform wants to build on the modernisation within the court system by 
increasing the use of technology, introducing Wi-Fi, digital screens, video, 
telephone and online conferencing as well as a digital case management system for 
the administration of the criminal cases.   
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10.3 On 16 July 2015 a consultation on the ‘Proposal on the provision of court and 
tribunal estate in England and Wales’ commenced, this is Appendix A.  At Public 
Sector Leaders meeting on Friday 18th September it was suggested each 
organisation submitted an independent submission.  There will also be a joint 
overall response for Suffolk based on the letter circulated at this meeting by the 
PCC. This letter is Appendix D. 

10.4 The proposed closure of the magistrates’ courts in Bury St Edmunds and Lowestoft 
would leave Suffolk as one of just six English counties with just a single court. The 
proposal is for this to be based at Ipswich.   

10.5 There is a potential for a significant impact on the residents of both Babergh District 
and Mid Suffolk District required to attend this court, particularly those with reliance 
on the public transport network.  

10.6 The main points of the agreed Suffolk position include support for the courts to be 
modernised and to operate more cost effectively, to support holding court sessions 
in other public buildings and to make greater use of technology. However, concern 
that having only one magistrate court in county of this size is disproportionate to the 
size of the area and is an under provision compared to other Counties and that the 
rural nature of the area and the limitations of the public transport system will be 
barrier for residents to attend the court. 

10.7 There are further concerns the impact on the magistrate system may reduce the 
range of volunteers from across the two districts given the greater travel distances 
and the time required for court hearings. Also, for professionals attending the courts 
this may also add additional costs and tie up resources for longer periods of time. 
This concern will be compounded if the further distances result in an increase in 
non-attendance and the associated delays.  

10.8 The Suffolk position will ask for 6 month abeyance so that alternative e 
arrangements can be considered and evaluated. This will create the time to 
consider if there is a better alternative arrangement for Suffolk which will improve 
efficiency and effectiveness, save taxpayers money and provide a higher level of 
local access to the courts. 

10.9 Based on feedback from the affected services a local response to the consultation 
has been drafted (see attached Appendix C). Locally the same concerns are 
shared. Locally the issue of the rural nature of the districts is of particular concern 
as is the impact on residents who are likely to face difficulty if required to attend the 
court at Ipswich.   

10.10 New technology may make access easier but the current gaps in broadband 
coverage and mobile signal coverage mean that this may not always be a workable 
solution. 

10.11 At a district level there is the potential to collaborate over shared buildings but this 
will require a dialogue with the courts to develop a shared solution. 

10.12 The consultation ends 8th October 2015 and the evaluation of the response will be 
shared with the Members of both Councils. 
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11. Appendices  

Title Location 

(A) Proposal on the provision of court and 
tribunal estate in England and Wales  -
Ministry of Justice and HM Courts and 
Tribunal Services 

https://consult.justice.gov.uk/digital-
communications/proposal-on-the-
provision-of-court-and-tribunal-
es/user_uploads/reform-estates-
national-consultation_official-
sensitive_final.pdf 

(B) Proposal on the provision of court and 
tribunal services in the South East region 

https://consult.justice.gov.uk/digital-
communications/proposal-on-the-
provision-of-court-and-tribunal-
es/user_uploads/official-
sensitive_south-east-
consultation_final.pdf 

(C) Babergh and Mid Suffolk consultation 
response 

Attached 

(D) Letter by Police and Crime 
Commissioner – Tim Passmore 

Attached 

 

12. Background Documents 

12.1 There are no background documents. 

 

 

Authorship: 
 
Kate Parnum 01449 724901 
Project and Research Officer Kate.Parnum@baberghmidsuffolk.gov.uk 
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BABERGH DISTRICT COUNCI L  
STRATEGY COMMITTEE 8 OCTOBER 2015 – AGENDA ITEM 8 

      Appendix C (Revised)  
to Paper R53 

 
This is a joint consultation response by Babergh and Mid Suffolk District Councils 
regarding the proposed magistrate’s closures 
 
Question 1: Do you agree with the proposals?  What overall comments would you 
like to make on the proposals? 
 
Babergh and Mid Suffolk District Councils understand the need to reform the justice 
system; however, the change must not be at the expense of local access to justice.  There 
is a widespread view within Suffolk that the current proposals may leave Suffolk unfairly 
served by the judiciary system compared with other counties.   
 
Our main objections to this consultation are: 
 

 The disproportionate and adverse effect  the proposed closures will have on the 
residents of Babergh and Mid Suffolk  

 The increased financial burden the proposed closures would place on the residents 
from Babergh and Mid Suffolk to  access justice 

 The lack of engagement to discuss alternative options, technologies, and potential 
shared use of other public sector buildings. 

 
 In the early 1990’s Suffolk had 12 magistrates’ courts including Sudbury and Stowmarket 
(in the Babergh and Mid Suffolk districts).  Under the current proposals there will be only 
one in Ipswich.  This location will make it remote or even inaccessible to large areas of the 
county.  Not only will Ipswich be the only Magistrates Court within the county, Suffolk will be 
one of only six counties within England and Wales with just a single magistrate’s court.  
When considering that;  

 Suffolk is one of England’s 48 ceremonial counties;  

 It is the eighth largest by area; and 

 Ranked 32nd by population size 

 As a point of interest The Magna Carta a founding part of the judiciary service was 
signed in Bury St Edmunds (one of the proposed closures) 

 
In our view one magistrate court for the whole of Suffolk is not sufficient to meet the 
requirements of the County.  This deficit in coverage is in contrast to Norfolk (3) and Essex 
(4), see table below:   
 

 Suffolk Norfolk Essex 

Number of proposed 
Magistrates Courts 

1 3 4 

Number of sq. mi per 
magistrates court for each 
proposed court 

1,466 sq. mi 692 sq. mi 355 sq. mi 

Estimated population (ONS 
mid 2014) 

738,512 877,710 1,431,953 

Ratio of population to a 
court  

738,512 292,570 357,988 
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Geographically, the size of each area per magistrate court in Suffolk is twice the size of 
Norfolk and four times that in Essex.  The impact of these larger areas is even greater when 
considering that there are many communities within the districts that do not have access to 
public transport.  Population wise, Suffolk’s single Court would serve twice as many 
compared to Norfolk and Essex.  
 

County Number of recorded 
criminal incidents (Apr ’14 
– Mar ’15) 

Number of recorded 
criminal incidents 
per proposed court  

Essex 56,537 14,134 

Norfolk 26,545 8848 

Suffolk 20,898 20,898 

 
Though, Suffolk has lower crime levels than Norfolk and Essex the levels are not twice as 
low and as the table demonstrates the crime ratio to proposed court would be very 
disproportionate.  Our concern is that by reducing the county of Suffolk to just one 
Magistrate’s Court this will prevent access to justice and local accountability. 
 
We strongly believe that these proposals are not satisfactory.  We are a civilised society 
and one of the pillars of our society is the rule of law.  This rule relies upon local Courts 
providing justice administered fairly, and as quickly as possible.  In our view these 
proposals will not improve the administration of justice.  They may save money for the court 
administrative system but this may disadvantage some of the more vulnerable members of 
our community.  Access to services is already an issue within Suffolk.  This proposal 
appears to worsen this situation significantly.   
 
Question 2: Will the proposals for the provision of court and tribunal services have a 
direct impact on you?  If yes, please provide further details. 
 
Several district council services use the judiciary system.  The reduction in court numbers 
will result in more time and expense to access the court in Ipswich and Norwich.  If cases 
take longer to reach the court this will impact on service delivery as issues take longer to 
resolve.  In cases which involve council tenants we are very concerned about their ability to 
access the courts in Ipswich and Norwich from the more remote rural areas of our two 
districts. 
 
Question 3: Are there other particular impacts of the proposals that HM Courts & 
Tribunals Service should take into account when making a decision?  Please provide 
details. 
 
We believe that justice is for all and we are concerned that these proposals will leave the 
people of Suffolk unable to fairly access, or receive justice.  If these proposals are 
implemented, Suffolk will have just one Magistrate’s Court and one Crown Court - both at 
Ipswich.  As Ipswich is in the south east of the County, it will increase journey times and 
add expense to those attending this court.  It will also affect defendants, witnesses, lawyers 
and all those involved in the administration of justice.  
 
Suffolk is still a predominantly rural county. The journey times from the west of Babergh or 
the north of Mid Suffolk are significant by car. If public transport is available (and in many 
locations this is not the case) travel times are prohibitive and may not match the required 
times for court attendance.  The likelihood is that they may not be able to attend court at all 
and may suffer injustice as a result.  
 



3 
 

 
 
It is also that felt that in having just one proposed Magistrates Court located in Ipswich, 
journalists from local media outlets such as Bury Free Press and Diss Express may not be 
able to attend and report on cases which could impact on local communities and residents’ 
ability to have an informed view.    
 
Question 4: Our assessment of the likely impacts and supporting analysis is set out 
in the Impact Assessment accompanying this consultation.  Do you have any 
comments on the evidence used or conclusions reached?  Please provide any 
additional evidence that you believe could be helpful. 
 
The rurality of Babergh and Mid Suffolk is a significant factor in the issues around difficulties 
accessing public transport, equality issues, duration of journey, emotional impact, and the 
cost implications for the residents and the organisations that use the courts.  
 
If we are to assume that, contrary to the impact assessment, not all court users start their 
journey from Bury St Edmunds, then the reality is that the geographical area and 
subsequent resident population on which this decision will impact is far more significant and 
that the rurality of Babergh and Mid Suffolk will further complicate court users’ ability to 
access local justice.  
 
Public transport in Suffolk is limited and therefore, for a resident to access the courts for an 
early morning or late afternoon session would be problematic.  The distances, travel time 
and limited times of buses and trains will make getting to and from court extremely difficult. 
In Suffolk the average wage is generally low making the use of taxi services to make these 
journeys prohibitive which would againc leave the poorest and most vulnerable residents 
struggling to access the court. 
 
In our view the impact assessment missed three important elements;  
 

 Emotional impact – both the impact of a longer journey and possibility of being in a 
town that is not known to an individual has the potential to impact negatively on the 
victim, defendant or witness.  

 Journey times – in the impact assessment the focus is on the travel time from the old 
court location to the new court location.  This does not reflect the change in travel 
time from the resident’s location.  This means that for many the travel time is greater 
than that considered within the impact assessment.  This assessment also fails to 
consider that in rural locations public transport has very limited timetables and 
therefore, residents having an early or late court time will either not get there in time, 
or be unable to use public transport to return home.  This assessment does not 
consider the impact on professional attendees of the cases (including Social 
Workers, Council Officers etc.) this additional journey time will impact on their 
working day and adds costs to the other public services.   

 Local knowledge – Magistrates are normally local to the court, by having courts so 
far from the crime means that local knowledge of the area may be lost.   

 
Examining the evidence within the impact assessment, there is no clear indication of the 
capacity at Chelmsford, Ipswich or Norwich to handle the extra work.  We are aware that 
Ipswich family court is already at capacity and has to redirect cases to Chelmsford.   
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Question 5: Are there alternatives to travelling to a physical building that would be a 
benefit to some users?  These could include using technology to engage remotely or 
the use of other, civic or public buildings for hearings as demand requires. 
 
Please explain your answer, with specific examples and evidence of the potential 
demand for the service where possible. 
 
We support the need for reform and the greater use of technology.   However, whilst there 
are some gaps in the provision of broadband and mobile coverage across our two districts 
we are concerned that this will not provide comprehensive alternative access.  Within the 
consultation there is limited detail on the type and location of the technology that may be 
used, therefore it is difficult to give a detailed response.  There are a number of places 
within Suffolk that have no or very poor broadband coverage.    
 
There is the potential to provide justice at the existing courts and work with court 
administrative to ensure that the building is being use to its full potential.  There are several 
alternative buildings throughout the county that have the potential to be used for this 
purpose and would provide greater accessibility for residents in both Babergh and Mid 
Suffolk.  
 
If Bury St Edmunds is to lose a court service because of the constraints of the existing 
building, as is suggested in your consultation, then we would ask that an alternative location 
within Bury St Edmunds is considered first.    
 
The Public Service Village (PSV) Project in Bury St Edmunds, which is supported by the 
Cabinet Office through its One Public Estate Programme may offer the scope to relocate 
the existing court service (using any capital receipt from the existing building sale, or via an 
alternative funding mechanism).  
 
Sharing facilities with other PSV users is a highly efficient way to minimise building and 
running costs.  We are aware that West Suffolk is having similar conversations with the 
Coroners Service regarding inquest hearings and would encourage a similar debate with 
the court services.   
 
With Babergh and Mid Suffolk we welcome the opportunity to discuss the potential for 
shared buildings as our own accommodation plans are developed but this will require a 
dialogue with the court administrative system. 
 
Question 6: Please provide any additional comments that you have 
 
Suffolk has experienced several court closures including Magistrates’ Courts in Newmarket, 
Mildenhall, Felixstowe, Haverhill, Sudbury, Stowmarket, Brandon and Woodbridge. It is the 
view of both Babergh and Mid Suffolk District Council’s this latest proposal is not in the best 
interests of the residents. A single court to serve the whole of the county is likely to cause 
greater issues with access and greater cost for residents and other public service providers.   
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Appendix C 
 


This is a joint consultation response by Babergh and Mid Suffolk District 
Councils regarding the proposed magistrate’s closures 


 
 


Question 1: Do you agree with the proposals? What overall comments would you like to 
make on the proposals? 
 
Babergh and Mid Suffolk District Councils understand the need to reform the justice system; 
however, the change must not be at the expense of local access to justice. There is a 
widespread view within Suffolk that the current proposals may leave Suffolk unfairly served 
by the judiciary system compared with other counties. 
 
In the early 1990’s Suffolk had 12 magistrates’ courts, under the current proposals   there 
will be only one, which is Ipswich in the South-east end of the County.  This location will 
make it remote or even inaccessible to large areas of the county.  Not only is Ipswich going 
to be the only magistrates within the County, Suffolk will be one of only six Counties with 
just a single magistrate’s court.  When considering that;  


 Suffolk is one of England’s 48 ceremonial Counties;  
 It is the eighth largest by area; and 
 Ranked 32nd by population size.  


 
This does not seem sufficient to meet the requirements of the County.  This deficit in 
coverage is in contrast to Norfolk (3) and Essex (4), see table below:   
 


 Suffolk Norfolk Essex 


Number of Magistrates Courts 1 3 4 


Number of magistrates courts 
per square miles 


1,466 sqm 692 sqm 355 sqm 


 
The Suffolk geographic area is more than twice the size of Norfolk and Essex combined.  
Though, Suffolk has lower crime levels than Norfolk and Essex the levels are not twice as 
low.  Our concern is that by reducing Suffolk to just one magistrate’s court this will and 
prevent accessible to justice.    
 
We strongly believe that these proposals are not satisfactory. We are a civilised society and 
one of the pillars of our society is the rule of law. This rule relies upon local Courts providing 
justice administered fairly and as quickly as possible.  In our view these proposals will not 
improve the administration of justice. They may save money for the court administrative 
system but this may disadvantage some of the more vulnerable members of our 
community.  Access to services is already an issue within Suffolk.  This proposal appears to 
worsen this situation significantly.   
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Question 2: Will the proposals for the provision of court and tribunal services have a 
direct impact on you? If yes, please provide further details. 
 
Several District Council services use the judiciary system.  The reduction in court numbers 
will result in more time and expense to access the court in Ipswich and Norwich.  If cases 
take longer to reach the court this will impact on service delivery as issues take longer to 
resolve.  In cases which involve Council tenants we are very concerned about their ability to 
access the courts in Ipswich and Norwich from dispersed area of the two Districts. 
 
Question 3: Are there other particular impacts of the proposals that HM Courts & 
Tribunals Service should take into account when making a decision? Please provide 
details. 
 
We believe that justice is for all and we are concerned that these proposals will leave the 
people of Suffolk unable to either get or receive justice. If these proposals are implemented, 
Suffolk will be left with one just Magistrates’ Court and one Crown Court both at Ipswich. 
Ipswich is in the South East of the County of Suffolk and this will increase journey times and 
add expense to those attending the Court in Ipswich. This will affect Defendants, Witnesses, 
Lawyers and all those involved in the administration of justice.  
 
Suffolk is still a predominantly rural County. The journey times from the west of Babergh or 
the north of Mid Suffolk are significant by car. If public transport is available (and in many 
locations this is not the case) travel times are prohibitive and may not match the required 
times for court attendance. The likelihood is that they may not be able to attend Court at all 
and may suffer injustice as a result of not being able to attend their Court Hearing.  
 
Question 4: Our assessment of the likely impacts and supporting analysis is set out in the 
Impact Assessment accompanying this consultation. Do you have any comments on the 
evidence used or conclusions reached? Please provide any additional evidence that you 
believe could be helpful. 
 
The rurality of the authorities: is a major fact and has not been considered fully including 
issues around the difficulties in accessing public transport, equality issues, duration of 
journey, emotional impact, and the cost of and the implications for the residents and the 
organisations that use the courts. 
 
Public transport in Suffolk is limited and therefore, for a resident to access the courts for an 
early morning or late afternoon session would be problematic.  The distances, travel time 
and limited times of buses and trains will make getting to court or back home extremely 
difficult. In Suffolk the average wage is generally low which would again leave the poorest 
and most vulnerable residents at risk and struggling to access the court. 
 
In our view the impact assessment missed four important elements;  


 Emotional impact – both the impact of a longer journey and possibility of being in a 
town that is not known to an individual has the potential to impact negatively on the 
victim, defendant or witness.  
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 Journey times – in the impact assessment the focus is on the travel time from the old 
court location to the new court location. This does not reflect the change in travel 
time from the resident’s location. This means that for many the travel time is greater 
than that considered within the impact assessment.  This assessment also fails to 
consider that in rural locations public transport has very limited timetables and 
therefore, residents having an early or late court time will either not get there in 
time or be unable to use public transport to return home.  This assessment does not 
consider the impact on professional attendees of the cases (including Social 
Workers, Council Officers etc.) this additional journey time will impact on their 
working day and adds costs to the other public services.   


 Local knowledge – Magistrates are normally local to the court, by having courts so 
far from the crime means that local knowledge of the area may be lost.   


 
Examining the evidence within the impact assessment, there is no clear indication of the 
capacity at Ipswich or Norwich to handle the extra work.  We are aware that Ipswich family 
court is already at capacity and has to redirect cases to Chelmsford.     
 
Question 5: Are there alternatives to travelling to a physical building that would be a 
benefit to some users? These could include using technology to engage remotely or the 
use of other, civic or public buildings for hearings as demand requires. 
Please explain your answer, with specific examples and evidence of the potential demand 
for the service where possible. 
 
We support the need for reform and the greater use technology.   However, whilst there are 
some gaps in the provision of broadband and mobile coverage across our two districts we 
are concerned that this will not provide comprehensive alternative access. 
 
We welcome the opportunity to discuss the potential for shared buildings but this will 
require a dialogue with the court administrative system.  
 
Question 6: Please provide any additional comments that you have. 
 
Suffolk has experienced several court closures including Magistrates’ Courts in Newmarket, 
Mildenhall, Felixstowe, Haverhill, Sudbury, Stowmarket, Brandon and Woodbridge. It is the 
view of both Babergh and Mid Suffolk District Council’s this latest proposal is not in the best 
interests of the residents. A single court to serve the whole of the county is likely to cause 
greater issues with access and greater cost for residents and other public service providers.   
 
 
 
k:\docs\committee\reports\strategy\2015\081015 - magistrates closure report - appendix (c).docx 







