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WELL THERE IS NO TURNING BACK now, the Community
Justice (Scotland) Act duly received royal assent and the
transition, at least on paper, from a criminal justice focus
to a vision of community facing and community engaging
responses to crime is now official. The vision of a new
justice system for Scotland was laid out by the then newly
appointed Cabinet Justice Secretary Michael Matheson
MSP at the 2015 Apex Lecture where he highlighted three
fundamental pillars of this design: effective, evidence based
interventions at appropriate points in the system; the need
to empower communities to allow then to be truly involved
in local community justice matters; the delivery of improved
partnerships, planning and performance right across the sector.
A bold vision certainly, but just how much of this vision is
shared or fully understood by those who are on the receiving
end of the outcomes, required to deliver the actions or who
are apparently in need of empowerment? Certainly the mood
music is not all optimistic at this stage.
While Matheson stated that “each step needs to carry
with it the confidence of the people who will be affected by
it” his predecessor echoed the concerns of the third sector
that “funding arrangements remain largely at the whim of
already hard pressed local authority budgets … it’s a recipe
for obfuscation if not disaster” (MacAskill, 2015), and statutory
partners expressed concerns that more was being asked of
them without clarification of how it should be done. No-one
doubts the size and ambition of the redesign programme, and
the aims are undoubtedly laudable, but the question remains:
just how engaged and on message are the people of Scotland
in this significant change in thinking about how their social
boundaries are enforced?
In the last SJM we concentrated on some of the significant
structural and delivery questions, looking at the evidence and
practice underlying some of the planned developments and
inviting readers to re-imagine the justice world. This edition
looks to explore the same issues from another perspective as
we reverse the lens and ask a number of key players both here
and abroad how they see the development of a community
focus for justice playing out in their communities. How might
victims of crime react to the idea that Scottish Justice should be
characterised by a rehabilitative rather than retributive ethos?
How will the third sector ensure that they are engaged not only
in consultation but in planning and design? Just how much say
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will communities have, how will they get it and who will do the
asking? How will the media react to the changing discourse
at policy level, and are there things we can learn from our
neighbours which might help us make the best decisions?
Despite the extensive road shows undertaken by Scottish
Government there is little evidence that there is a clear
understanding of how things will change, and what that will
mean in practice. To date there has been no obvious attempt to
begin to change the public discourse on justice, with even the
Strategy being soft launched during the election process, and
we continue to see significant ideological gaps between some
of the key players in the justice industry principally influenced
by concerns over resources and changes in power/status. When
all the tinkering with process is finished maybe it does all come
down to Mr Matheson’s view that each step will need to carry
with it the confidence of the people, but if that is the case how
near are we to achieving that dream and what still needs to be
done?
Autumn this year sees the establishment in shadow form
of the Community Justice Scotland single body and 32 local
authorities and associated partners, whether statutory or
otherwise, have to show how they intend to deliver on the
aspirations of the Government. The acid test then will be
whether the change in language is mirrored by a change in
behaviour or whether once again we have dreamed big dreams
without being prepared to fully address the factors which
prevent them. Great aspiration requires courageous leadership
and SJM has consistently highlighted examples of what can be
achieved when doing the right thing becomes more important
than maintaining what we have. We watch the space with great
interest and more than a little hope.
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