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 Court spaces matter: this report summarises the discussions at three workshops 

funded by an Impact Acceleration Award from the Economic and Social Research 

Council. The workshops were prompted as an extension of work that Dr. Jeffrey has 

undertaken on war crimes courts, where the nature of court space has been central 

to the communication of the legitimacy of new trial processes.  

 Policy change: the workshops sought to explore the implications of current UK 

policies towards courts and tribunals, where trial processes are being concentrated 

in fewer, larger courts. The discussions centred on the significance of court spaces in 

shaping perceptions of the trial process, focusing on the architecture, design, 

arrangement and processes. 

This report identifies key questions in relation to court spaces: 

 Who are courts for? The discussions pointed to a tension between the needs of 

defendants, lawyers, judges and the wider public in the design and arrangement of 

courts. Rather than understanding court space purely in terms of the successful 

completion of trials, this report illustrates a greater symbolic role as a space of 

justice at the centre of society.  

 Are courts part of the punishment? The discussions uncovered a concern that the 

increased use of security in courts, from the entrance procedures to protective 

measures around the dock, may intervene in assumptions of presumed innocence. 

The trial itself becomes a punishment; the arrangement of the court a means of 

deterrent.  

 Can technology provide the answer? The use of technology was seen as both an 

opportunity and threat. Some were concerned about the lack of support and training 

in response to technological innovation, others worried about the quality of 

exchange that was capable over a video link. But in more positive terms some saw 

technology as a means of avoiding gruelling transport from remand prison to court 

for very brief hearings and as a mechanism for improving intelligibility of the trial 

process within court spaces.  

 

Cover: word cloud of the plenary discussion during the Wandsworth Workshop, 11th January 2017  

Executive Summary 
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1. Introduction 

We should all recognise that our reform plans 
are radical and will revolutionise how we 
work. This ambition has been matched by the 
investment committed by the government to 
the reforms. 

Kevin Gallagher, Digital Director for 
HM Courts & Tribunals Service, June 
2016 

 

Courts in the UK are changing. The centrality of physical presence to the operation of trials is 
increasingly being challenged, as technology offers new ways to access trials and the need for 
economic efficiencies encourages the concentration of trial activity in fewer, larger courts. 
Three workshops were run between July 2016 and January 2017 to explore different 
perspectives on these changes to courts, focusing in particular on courts as physical 
environments that provoke different responses from their varied users.  

Three aims guided the design of the workshops:  

 

o to hear a diversity of perspectives from the various court users and treating each voice 

equally;  

 

o to explore how space matters in different ways, as a question of security, inclusion, 

alienation or sanctuary;  

 

o to focus on meaningful outcomes from the discussions, where voiced concerns or 

opportunities make their way into wider public debate.  

 

The workshops were funded by an ESRC Impact Acceleration Award and supported by the 

Department of Geography and Emmanuel College at the University of Cambridge.  
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Workshop 1: Architectures of Law: Courts, Space and Legal Legitimacy 

July 2016, Emmanuel College, University of Cambridge.  

Speakers: Ann Griffin (Architect), Linda Mulcahy (LSE), Emma Rowden 

(University of Technology, Sydney), Wendy Pullan (Cambridge). This 

was a launch event for the project centred on questions of 

architecture and court space.  

 

 

Workshop 2: Policy Forum: Reform of the UK Court estate  

September 2016, Emmanuel College, University of Cambridge.  

Speakers: Alexandra Marks (JUSTICE), Philip Bowen (Justice 

Innovations), Penelope Gibbs (Transform Justice), Jessica Jacobsen 

(Birkbeck), Meredith Rossner (LSE), Nicola Padfield (Cambridge), Judge 

Isobel Plumstead, Judge Nick Coleman, Sidonie Kingsmill (HMCTS), 

Rachel Talbot (Cambridge Citizens’ Advice). This two-day event 

focused specifically on UK policy and included twenty delegates, some 

providing panel contributions alongside the keynote talks.  

 

Workshop 3: Understanding Courts: The Architecture, Accessibility and 

Experience of Court Space 

 January 2017, HMP Wandsworth.  

Group and roundtable discussions following framing talks by Ian 

Bickers (HMP Wandsworth), Linda Mulcahy (LSE), Alexandra Marks 

(JUSTICE) and Penelope Gibbs (Transform Justice). Participants 

included ten inmates from HMP Wandsworth and twenty academics, 

policy makers, representatives from NGOs, members of the HMCTS 

and Serco. The discussions were divided into small-group and plenary 

sessions, participants were encouraged to make use of visual aids 

(post-its, acetates, flip charts) to convey feelings towards court 

spaces. A participatory cooking experience with six inmates provided 

lunch, organised by Nanna Mexico.  

2. The Workshops 

 

 

 

https://placinglaw.wordpress.com/2016/06/22/event-architectures-of-law-courts-space-and-legal-legitimacy/
https://placinglaw.wordpress.com/2016/10/05/understand-the-significance-of-trial-spaces-and-put-users-first-policy-forum-on-the-future-of-the-uk-court-system/
https://placinglaw.wordpress.com/2017/01/17/understanding-courts-event-at-hmp-wandsworth/
https://placinglaw.wordpress.com/2017/01/17/understanding-courts-event-at-hmp-wandsworth/
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3. Court Experiences 

“The court experience? It is 95% boredom and 5% trauma” 

Inmate of HMP Wandsworth 

“Controlling, overpowering, transparency, separation from 

lawyer” Court Experience in five words from an inmate of 

HMP Wandsworth 

 

Image: a selection of post-it notes used to describe court experience at the 

HMP Wandsworth workshop 
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3. Court Experiences (Cont…) 

Court experiences varied among participants, though they often focused on the challenges of 

entering and exiting court space. When narrating court experience, as judge, defendant or 

member of the public gallery, the participants at the workshop were always keen to place the 

court within wider routines and contexts. In all cases – though in different ways – the 

participants talked of the barriers and difficulties that existed accessing court, spanning from 

the mundane questions around design flaws through the to the rigours of remand. Specific 

issues included: 

 Lack of public access and comfort: the challenge of entering courts through security ‘air 

locks’ and the subsequent lack of suitable waiting areas was a frequent concern.  

 Courts as shaming: One of the key descriptors of the court experience coming from 

inmates was the feeling of shame, and even guilt, that came from being on trial.  

 Courts as deterrent: One representative argued that this was an important part of the 

trial process, that there should be a preventative component to court spaces, that they 

dissuade people from committing future crime. 

 Security as primary concern: Others felt that this punitive approach eroded the principle 

of presumed innocence, that the punishment should begin after adjudication of the 

crime not before. Others agreed, fearing the needs of securitising court spaces were 

elevated ‘above’ presumed innocence. 

 Journeys to court: described as “a huge waste of time” and representative of the 

boredom of the experience. Being transported in a ‘sweat box’ was described as 

traumatic, trapped in a cramped space which was perceived as unsafe on account of the 

inadequate provision of seatbelts.  

 Sleep deprived: because of transport times there was the need to be woken up extremely 

early for court. One participant in Wandsworth said “court starts at 2 or 3am”. He spoke 

of being woken up by the officer at 4-6am just to sit and wait.  

 Holding cells: the boredom and discomfort of the cells was mentioned by many inmates.  

Recommendations: The separation of legal deliberation from wider society is a key mechanism 

for ensuring impartiality and fair trials. But this must be balanced with the need for access to 

trial spaces to be opened, either through more sophisticated use of technology or better 

logistics to avoid long transportation when on trial.  
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4. Court Space 

“The design principles are clear in high security cases and 

clear in low security cases. There is a large grey area in 

between which is the problem. We cater for safety of those 

who work in courts so end up stretching to high security 

principles – catering for the worst case scenario. This 

disadvantages the vast majority of users of the space.” 

Architect, Wandsworth Workshop 
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Court spaces need more explanation. Participants lamented the lack of explanation of the process 

or the purpose of particular arrangements. This extended beyond the court rooms to the wider 

court building: a clearer reception to the buildings that extended beyond security screening would 

help people navigate their ways through the spaces. The absence of spaces to reflect or confer 

were also a theme of discussion.  Some specific points: 

 Where should be securitised? Much discussion explored the security restrictions within court 

rooms. Unlike in other European countries, in the UK there are few parts of the building that 

can be accessed without full security screening. In the case of airports some areas are 

securitised, some are not, could we get some inspiration from this solution? One of the 

inmates in Wandsworth pointed to the apparent contradiction of being supervised in court 

by a security guard, but since he was on bail he could mix freely with other participants of 

the court once out on the street. 

 Cuffing: Much discussion focused on whether hand or body cuffing prisoners was necessary, 

and the implications of such practices for assumptions of guilt or innocence amongst the 

jury. The representative from Serco pointed to the responsibility he held to ensure the 

safety of his staff – pointing to the death of a guard who had been handcuffed to a prisoner.   

 Secure Dock: participants argued that it is not right for everyone to be placed in a secure 

dock and think it should be reserved for remand prisoners. As emphasised by an inmate at 

HMP Wandsworth: “the experience of the defendant in the dock is lonely and isolating.” 

 Requirement: One group asked whether a dock was needed? It may be required in certain 

cases and sometimes there is the need to separate families. This was used to emphasise the 

need for more flexible court spaces to suit individual uses and users. 

 Responsibility: participants pointed to the need for lawyers and judiciary to be more 

accommodating when requests are made to sit outside a secure dock. One NGO 

representative remarked: “we have heard of two trials from people in the room today who 

have been on bail but in a secure dock. Lawyers should have asked for them to be removed 

to sit with them.” 

 

Recommendations: courts are not simply sites of trial justice, but they are focal points for social 

understandings of justice. We must avoid extending the punishment into the court space and 

adopt greater flexibility so the security measures fit the risk profile.  

 

 

4. Court Space (Cont…) 



Funded by the Economic and Social Research  
Council Impact Acceleration Account 

  
 

 

 

 

5. Future Courts 

“Courts should be brought to people, rather than the other way 

round”  

Representative from JUSTICE, Wandsworth workshop 

 

Image: post-its describing what participants would preserve, transform and 

add from the HMP Wandsworth workshop 
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Small improvements in courts could be transformative. As indicated on the post-it notes on the 
previous page: future courts were not imagined as being profound deviations from the existing 
provision, a great deal of time was spent on much more prosaic desires, such as light, comfortable 
seating and areas to write and think. Alongside these concerns discussion centred on the possibilities 
posed by both ‘pop-up’ courts and improvements in technology to confront some of the challenges 
of court experience and space explored in the previous two sections. These included: 

 Pop-Up Courts: One such example of multi-function spaces is the notion of ‘pop-up’ courts, 
and much discussion focused on the minimum equipment requirements of these courts and 
the ability to establish the appropriate level of solemnity in a transitory judicial space. There 
was much discussion of what sites would be appropriate for a pop-up court; participants felt 
they should not be in pubs (as they used to be) but in civic spaces like schools. 

 The significance of locality: Participants were keen to emphasise the significance of the local 
– of trials taking place close to where crimes were committed. One of the key benefits 
identified for pop-up courts would be the opportunity for court proceedings to be close to 
where a defendant is based. Pop-up courts could loosen the rigidity of the UK court estate.  

 Security: a concern was raised as to whether pop-up courts could provide the appropriate 
security apparatus for a modern court. Others disagreed, pointing to the historical 
precedent: “one should differentiate between risk per se and the fear of risk.” 

 Video link as efficiency? One Wandsworth participant was keen to voice his support for the 
use of video link when the defendant is in custody – it saves on travelling time, the early 
wake-up, the fear of going to other prisons. But concerns remain: communication is an 
important factor which cannot be overlooked. You need to be able to see your lawyer and 
the judge to see their reactions. Some of the participating judiciary also worried that some 
of the dynamics between judge and expert witnesses were lost through video 
communication.   

 The acceptance of guilt: one discussion focused on the ways in which increased use of 
technology to process offences may shape perceptions of guilt and justice. If fines can be 
immediately paid at little inconvenience this may reduce a sense of obligation to wider 
society and the need to uphold the law in the future. 

 Significance of sound: participants felt that some of the technological innovation espoused in 
new policy initiatives overlooked some of the more prosaic technologies in the court room. 
For example, there was considerable concern that sound should be improved to defendant.  
Discussions also raised the possibility of more sophisticated use of sound: for example using  
voice-changing technology in order to protect one's identity. 

5. Future Courts (Cont…) 
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By way of summary, five key tensions concerning court space were voiced across the three 

workshops: 

1. Gravity of situation vs. more equal setting: the gravitas of the court room was recognised 

throughout the workshops as an ambiguous trait: both lauded for creating the 

appropriate atmosphere for the judgement of serious crimes while simultaneously 

being seen to contribute to individuals feeling ill at ease.  

2. Open vs. closed courts: many of the discussions concerning future courts centred on the 

balance between opening courts through the use of temporary spaces (see ‘pop -up’ 

courts) or re-organising court spaces to allow greater transparency and public 

participation. But alongside this drive for openness came a desire, voiced in different 

ways across the three workshops, for the retention of a sense of closure, since 

increased openness could lead to forms of exposure or public shaming. 

3. Convenience vs. due process: assumption of innocence must be maintained. As one 

Wandsworth participant said “I don’t mind waking up at 1am if I get to participate in my 

trial – but not if I will go and sit and not be involved in my sentencing”. The flexibility 

surrounding the use of remote access was seen as positive, particularly if it removed the 

need for gruelling travel schedules to attend very brief court sessions.  

4. Technology vs. people: debate concerning technology dominated the Emmanuel and 

Wandsworth workshops. There was a feeling that technological improvements could 

bring efficiencies but they were needed alongside investment in human capital and 

support. There was a feeling that technology currently in use does not operate as 

effectively or reliably as it could. Improvements in technology could make the court 

experience more intelligible, for example by changing the orientation of cameras and 

increasing their panning motion. Equally human elements could be enhanced; a simple 

change in the delivery of clear introductions could improve the experience.  

5. Legal professionals vs. defendants in the design of courts: ‘who are courts for?’ was a 

common question posed across the three workshops. Are they designed for the safety 

of court staff, the needs of legal professionals or aiding the understanding of 

defendants? There is a need to include all court users in the design process to balance 

the needs of different parties within trial processes.  

 

  Summary: Key Tensions 
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This project has drawn on the support and advice of many people. I am grateful to the Impact 

Acceleration Award team in Cambridge for supporting these events and particularly to Dr. Bhaskar 

Vira for the encouragement and advice during the application stage.  

Dr. Justice Tankebe was a key help in the early framing of the project and I am grateful for his help 

with the application. Prof. Linda Mulcahy and Ann Griffin were kind enough to attend all three 

workshops and I learnt a great deal about court space and design from them both. I am grateful to 

Phil Bowen for speaking to me early in the project and helping identify key points for discussion. 

Nicola Buckley from the Centre for Science and Policy, University of Cambridge, was very helpful in 

structuring the workshops and assisting with building a network of contacts. Thank you to Dagmar 

Zdrazilova, Makoto Takahashi and Tom Jackson for assistance with organisation and reporting at 

the events.  

The Wandsworth event would not have been possible without the expertise, enthusiasm and 

encouragement of Dr. Ruth Armstrong and Dr. Amy Ludlow, both from the Institute of Criminology 

at the University of Cambridge. I am very grateful to Rachel Whitlock and Ian Bickers at 

Wandsworth for taking time and devoting resources to the workshop and making the day such a 

success. I am particularly grateful to the ten men from Wandsworth who agreed to participate, 

sharing their experiences and ideas with insight, energy and perception.  

Finally, thank you to all the participants at all three events.  
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“As a Reform prison HMP Wandsworth is at the forefront of 'breaking the 
norm'. It was an honour to host this event which included the most important 
voices of all - our men and those who use this service in a way that many of us 
cannot understand. They brought knowledge that was shared openly and were 
treated as equals. Many reported back just how valued the experience made 
them feel and felt as if their own experiences would be incorporated in to the 
work that Alex is undertaking. A very valuable day that will help to continue to 
push the reform agenda forward.” 

Ian Bickers, Executive Governor  
Wandsworth Reform Prison 

 
 
"It is rare to get policy influencers, judges and academics in a room discussing 
current developments in criminal justice. In the policy forum on courts we 
discussed insightful current research and had lively discussion, enriched by a 
range of views and experiences.  It was useful for my work as a campaigner to 
understand more about the history of, and current plans for, the court." 

Penelope Gibbs  
Director, Transform Justice 

 

“From a JUSTICE perspective, it was both encouraging and fascinating to 
participate in a far-reaching discussion with such a wide range of others - from 
the judiciary, to academia and from Citizen's advice to HMCTS - on so many 
topics touched on in our What is a Court? Working Party report. I am sure that 
the intimate and informal setting you provided at Emmanuel College facilitated 
frank exchanges.” 

Alexandra Marks,  
Deputy Court Judge and Board Member of JUSTICE 

Testimonials 


