Litigant in Person Reference Group visit to Dungannon Court with
NICTS staff 4thth October 2019
A. Introduction
In September 2018 the School of Law at Ulster University in partnership with the
Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission (and funded by the Nuffield Foundation)
published its research report “Litigants in person in Northern Ireland: barriers to legal
participation,” which evidenced some of the main challenges faced by litigants in
person (LiPs) involved in civil or family proceedings. Following publication of that
research, the Department of Justice in consultation with Ulster University and the
Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission, established the Litigants in Person
Reference Group, with a view to identifying ways to improve the experience of
personal litigants in the courts system in Northern Ireland. The work of the Group is
currently focused, on the information and support needs of LiPs and their relationships
with others in the justice system.
On 4th October 2019 members of the Reference Group visited Dungannon Court with
NICTS staff to identify any obstacles LiPs may face in navigating the court
environment and to explore potential practical solutions for overcoming any such
obstacles. What follows is a summary of the observations and suggestions that
emerged from that visit.

B. Layout, design etc.
1. The Dungannon Court House is a modern building which is bright and airy
and has disabled access. It has parking spaces within its grounds including
provision for parking close to the building to facilitate disabled access. The
Court is located close to Dungannon town centre so it is close to local bus
services. The visit was on a Friday afternoon and there was little activity
around the four courts operating within the building.
2. On entering the building, everyone is required to go through a security check
which is managed by staff outsourced from NICTS. The staff have been
trained to answer and assist users whenever possible. There is a public
enquiry office on the ground floor which is easy to find.
3. The four courts operate across three separate floors with lift and stair
access. The signage is generally good though there are no braille
signs. Induction loops can be used in all four court rooms for people with
hearing impairments.
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4. Each court has a waiting area with chairs which are bolted to the floor. During
our visit a member of the public came up to the third floor to ask if anyone
minded her sitting up here as the seats downstairs were so uncomfortable.
5. There is an array of posters in the public office and in each waiting area
outside the court and a video screen as people move into the building on the
ground floor. The video screen displays the names of users and which courts
they are expected to be seen in (as standard names for those attending
Family Proceedings are not listed due to privacy).
6. There is little coherence to the posters displayed, for example, the poster
setting out ‘what we expect from you’ and ‘what you can expect from us’ is in
the public reception waiting area and one in the waiting area of one court but,
not others. One poster in the reception area covering disability needs has an
information leaflet pinned over it. It would be good to have key specific
information on each floor with, in some cases, a leaflet about what you can
expect from us and the reverse or an online version available in advance
which is mentioned in letters to court users.
7. Some posters on the ground floor are immediately behind a row of chairs in a
waiting area and as a result, you would have to stand over someone sitting
and waiting to read the poster (several posters have quite a lot of text and
could not be read from a distance). In most areas, the posters are not
immediately behind the waiting area chairs so they can be accessed
readily. The intention is to introduce more video screens for information in
due course.
8. There are signs encouraging individuals to let court staff know if you don’t
have a solicitor though, again, they are not on every floor (at least as far as
we could see).
9. A café operates on the first floor which is open to 2pm. The court operates to
facilitate judges so users called all attend from around 10am and many will
not have their cases heard immediately so even knowing that in advance
would be helpful as it was pointed out that many LiPs would not go and get a
tea/coffee or use the toilet for fear of missing being called into court.
10. There are no facilities for bringing children with you to the court and this is
discouraged. Where a child or young person is a witness or involved in a
case then, normally DPP or solicitor has made any necessary
arrangements. A LiP who doesn’t have childcare arrangements will have to
‘make do and mend’. There are consultation rooms on each floor so that an
individual can be separated from a former abusive partner, however, to
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access this the onus falls on the LiP to both know this facility is available and
to alert court staff.
11. There was a discussion around helping LiPs prepare in advance. Issues
raised included alerting a person in advance from the outset that he or she
has been named on proceedings and is therefore likely to have to appear in
court at some stage. Presently, a person often gets around 14 days’ notice of
needing to attend court and getting legal representation. Even preparing in
advance without a solicitor at short notice can often be difficult. An example
cited was being issued with a court order at 8pm on arriving home from work
in the evening of the need to attend court the next day. Court staff raised that
court rules may prevent such an approach.
12. More information about what to expect and how to prepare in accompanying
letters to attend court would be helpful. This could be done through a leaflet
or even suggesting an online link on where to access further information. This
could allow people to understand that if a case is called for 10am it may not
go ahead immediately, who to ask if you have a query when you arrive, what
to do if the other side is for example, a former partner and because of
circumstances you wish to be kept apart from that individual etc.
13. We also discussed the expectations on staff, court users and others that
conversations in public areas and proceeding should be kept private. Court
staff noted that their staff are trained in awareness of privacy and general
principles around this, otherwise no other information is provided to
others. There are clearly very public conversations going on about cases in
public areas especially in the reception and waiting areas (when consulting
rooms are all taken). An example given was a blog by a McKenzie Friend
which included details of a case that the individuals and family members
involved would have known referred to them.

C. Conclusion
It was good to see a local court and court service staff were open in facilitating the
visit. Our inclination might be to visit one more local court, perhaps one which is not
as modern to provide a useful comparator.
The facilities in Dungannon were generally very good yet, the onus still largely falls
to LiPs to work out how to prepare in advance, seek help etc. and more could be
done to facilitate this. As court service staff pointed out the substantial majority of
court users are coming to court in whatever role for the first time.
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