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Swift justice for victims and
offenders

A robust and well-functioning justice system is a foundation stone of
society.

But in England and Wales we are facing a soaring backlog of court cases. 

The backlog of outstanding criminal cases in the Crown Court stood at 59,928
at the end of September. 13,202 cases in the backlog are more than a year
old. 

A Crown Court case now takes an average of 23 months from offence to
completion.

Court backlogs have caused the number of people being held in prison on
remand to rise by 48% since 2018.

The independent Chief Inspectors of Constabulary, the Crown Prosecution
Service, Prisons, and Probation have identified the “unprecedented and very
serious court backlogs” as “the greatest threat to the proper operation of
the criminal justice system”.

Long delays increase the number of people held in prison on remand, putting
even more strain on overcrowded prisons. It can also lead to victims and
witnesses withdrawing, making it more likely that the case collapses.

The Government aims to reduce the Crown Court backlog to 53,000 by March
2025, but this would still leave it 59% larger than at the end of 2018. 

It’s a mystery how they plan to achieve even this unambitious target when
they are failing to recruit enough judges in the face of the criminal justice
system workforce crisis. The number of full-practice criminal barristers fell
by 11% between 2016-17 and 2019-20, and the permanent courts staff has shrunk
by 10% since 2015.

72 ‘Nightingale’ courtrooms were opened between July 2020 and July 2021 to
increase capacity, 38 of them serving the Crown Court, but the Chancellor has
refused to fund the 33 extra Nightingale courtrooms requested by the Ministry
of Justice.
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The court backlog has grown massively during the pandemic, but was already a
growing problem before Covid hit. The Conservative Government cut the number
of court sitting days, leading to a 23% rise in the number of outstanding
cases in the Crown Court in 2019-20.

Some people have proposed tackling the backlog by reducing the number of
jurors, and removing the right to a jury trial in certain cases.

This is a ridiculous suggestion – trial by jury has been a fundamental part
of the British justice system for more than 800 years, and is integral to
upholding an individual’s right to a fair trial.

Police officers, court staff, judges and lawyers have worked tirelessly to
keep our criminal justice system going through the Covid pandemic, but they
have been let down by the Government’s failure to provide adequate support
and resources. 

A truly sickening consequence of this situation is that more than 1,300 rape
cases are waiting to be brought before the Crown Court.

The backlog adds insult to injury. Survivors of sexual violence constantly
relive their trauma while their court cases are pending. They desperately
need closure and they deserve that perpetrators are swiftly brought to
justice.

We cannot keep failing survivors of sexual violence. We need urgent
improvements across our whole justice system to ensure survivors are not left
waiting whilst their attackers walk free.

Today Liberal Democrat members called for a new target of halving the time
from offence to sentencing for all criminals. 

To achieve this, we are calling for:

Extra Nightingale courtrooms to increase capacity.
A workforce strategy to ensure there are enough criminal barristers.
A new data strategy across the criminal justice system, to ensure that
capacity meets demand, and to understand the needs of all users,
especially victims, vulnerable people and those from ethnic minority
backgrounds.

The rejection of any proposals to weaken the right to trial by jury 
Extra funding for victims’ services.

We are also fighting to:

Restore community court buildings where still available, and invest in
new user-friendly premises where required and justified. 
Reduce the number of people in prison on remand. 
Make the legal aid system simpler and more generous for both criminal
and civil cases, with everyone in receipt of means-tested benefits
automatically eligible. 
Establish a new right to affordable, reasonable legal assistance with a



new, independent Justice Commission to monitor and enforce it.

Read the full motion

Even before the pandemic, Conservatives let this backlog soar out of control.
They need to now get a grip and ensure that justice is served.

Justice delayed is justice denied. The Conservative Government’s failure to
get to grips with the backlog in the criminal courts is letting down victims
and their families, witnesses, and defendants.
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The Crisis in Our Ambulance Services

Our Ambulance services are at breaking point. Record long ambulance waits are
leaving vulnerable patients stuck in queues outside hospitals for hours
without the treatment they need. People are being left scared, panicked and
with worsening symptoms, and in extreme cases dying when they might have been
saved.

Patients are being catastrophically let down by this government’s
woeful neglect of the NHS.

NHS waiting lists have grown to over six million – health service wait times
across the board are struggling, shrinking the difference between life and
death for many people in need of urgent diagnosis or treatment.

During the pandemic, NHS workers put themselves at risk, working tirelessly,
often separated from their families, and have dealt with unprecedented
emotional and mental stress. The public played by the rules to protect the
NHS and keep each other safe.

But massive shortages of doctors and nurses are not only stretching staff
thin but leading to poorer outcomes for patients.

Everyone should be confident that when they ring 999 they will get the
emergency treatment they need. Longer waiting times for ambulances have a
severe knock-on effect on people’s health.

Our wonderful health staff are under immense pressure, and things
are only continuing to get worse.
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Patients are being catastrophically let down by this government’s woeful
neglect of the NHS. Boris Johnson was repeatedly warned about the terrible
pressures facing our NHS and frontline staff, but chose to bury his head in
the sand.

This Government has run ambulance services into the ground with every single
target being missed for the most severe cases. They have completely failed to
act on warnings that ambulance services are struggling to maintain a safe and
timely service. Our wonderful health staff are under immense pressure, and
things are only continuing to get worse. This is unacceptable.

In the new policy passed by our members today, the Liberal Democrats are
calling for:

The Secretary of State for Health and Social Care to commission the CQC
to conduct an investigation into the causes and impacts of ambulance
service delays.
Liberal Democrat MP Daisy Cooper’s Ambulance Waiting Times Bill to be
passed into law requiring accessible, localised reports of ambulance
response times to be published.
Emergency funding to be made available to ambulance trusts to reverse
closures of community ambulance stations and cancel planned closures
where needed.
A campaign to retain, recruit and train paramedics and other ambulance
staff.

Read the full motion

After months of failing to get a grip on the ambulance crisis, it’s clear
that the Government has no clue on what to do. The very least the
Conservatives can do is start the process to help the millions left stranded
on waiting lists, and prevent the devastating loss of loved ones waiting for
ambulances that arrive too late or get stuck in queues at hospitals.

People have already played their part to protect the NHS and each other
during the pandemic – they deserve better.
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Tigray and the Ethiopian Civil War

In the midst of a humanitarian crisis in Tigray, we urgently need to provide
as much support as we possibly can. But thanks to the Government’s aid cut,
we are fighting with one arm tied behind our back.
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The ongoing civil war in Ethiopia, primarily between Ethiopian government
forces and the Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF) has resulted in the
deaths of tens of thousands; the internal displacement of at least 4 million;
and at least 9 million in need of desperate help.

The UK used to be a world leader on giving humanitarian assistance
and aid to countries who needed it

In the last year, tens of thousands of civilians have died as result of
airstrikes, massacres and man-made famine. We are also troubled by reports of
ethnic targeting and the establishment of concentration camps.

The publication of the Joint Investigation by the UN Human Rights Office and
the Ethiopian Human Rights Commission, which found that “there are reasonable
grounds to believe that all parties to the conflict in Tigray have, to
varying degrees, committed violations of international human rights,
humanitarian and refugee law, some of which may amount to war crimes and
crimes against humanity.”

The Liberal Democrats also share serious concern with the potential danger of
ethnic violence spreading to and including areas of Sudan and Eritrea.

The UK used to be a world leader on giving humanitarian assistance and aid to
countries who needed it, like Ethiopia, Sudan and Yemen. The Government has
now turned their back on the world’s poorest, by cutting international
development spending from 0.7% of Gross National Income to 0.5%.

Tens of thousands of civilians have died as result of airstrikes,
massacres and man-made famine.

It’s time for the Conservative Government to abandon the cruel and misguided
decision to cut the international development budget.

The UK’s influence in the Horn of Africa, and therefore our ability as an
actor making the case for a diplomatic solution, has been hampered by the
Government’s decision to abandon the international development spending
target.

In new policy passed by members today, Liberal Democrats are calling for:

Restoration of the 0.7% of GNI target for international development
spending – including support for humanitarian relief, via independent
agencies, and support for Ethiopian and Tigrayan refugees.
Prioritision of the eradication of sexual violence in conflict.
Working with permanent members of the UN Security Council, and other
international partners such as the African Union to:

push for negotiations to reach a sustainable peace
secure humanitarian access
Investigate human rights abuses and war crimes



Using Magnitsky sanctions against those who are perpetrating violence or
preventing humanitarian aid from getting to those who need it.
Work closely with neighbouring countries in an effort to prevent spill
over of ethnic violence to the wider region.

Read the full motion

The Government urgently needs to step up their diplomatic response to this
disastrous conflict by increasing aid spending for humanitarian relief,
engaging with international and regional partners such as the African Union,
and working with all parties to pursue a ceasefire.

We have a moral responsibility to stand up for the fundamental liberal
principles of equality, human rights, peace, democracy and the rule of
international law.
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Sewage dumping stinks

England’s rivers and lakes are in a terrible condition due to sewage
discharges.

Water companies are responsible for this mess, not consumers.

Water companies discharged raw sewage into our rivers and lakes 400,000 times
in 2020. That’s the equivalent of 3 million hours of discharges.

This is particularly worrying given the increases in the use of our waterways
by wild swimmers, paddle-boarders, kayakers and canoeists.

Just 14% of UK rivers are in a good state, and more than half of England’s
rivers failed to pass cleanliness tests.

The Conservatives have failed to tackle the sewage problem; they watered down
proposals to reduce sewage discharges in the Environment Bill. While this
Government eventually caved to pressure and amended the Environment Act to do
something about sewage discharges, it was nowhere near enough.

Water companies discharged raw sewage into our rivers and lakes
400,000 times in 2020.
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The Government’s proposals have no meaningful targets or timescales for
reducing sewage discharges by water companies and sets no duties on water
companies to clean up the mess they’ve already made.

Water companies are responsible for this mess, not consumers. Bill payers
should not be paying to clean up the mess.

In our new policy voted for by members today, Liberal Democrats are calling
for:

a Sewage Tax to force water companies to contribute from their massive
profits to cleaning up the damage caused by sewage discharges.
reducing the number of licences the Environment Agency gives to water
companies permitting them to discharge raw sewage into waterways.
setting meaningful targets and deadlines for water companies to end
sewage discharges into waterways.
adding local environmental groups onto water companies boards, to
support water companies in their duties to protect and enhance the
environment.
The promotion of a “public benefit company” model for water companies,
so that particular economic and environmental policy objectives are also
considered when running the company rather than just a return for
shareholders.

Read the full motion

In 2020, water companies made £2 billion in profit – a Sewage Tax would have
raised £340 million to help clean up our rivers.

Water companies would be prevented from passing the cost of the Sewage Tax
onto consumers by Ofwat.

The Conservatives have allowed water companies to pollute our waterways with
raw sewage for far too long. It’s time to stop them.
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