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Courts Service Board Meeting Minutes 


Minutes of the meeting of the Courts Service Board
26th January 2026


Present: 

· The Hon. Ms. Justice Aileen Donnelly, Chairperson of Courts Service Board
· The Hon. Ms. Justice Caroline Costello, Board Member
· The Hon. Mr. Justice David Barniville, Board Member
· The Hon. Ms. Justice Tara Burns, Board Member
· The Hon. Mr. Justice Tony O’Connor, Board Member
· The Hon. Ms. Justice Patricia Ryan, Board Member
· His Honour Judge Keenan Johnson, Board Member 
· His Honour Judge Paul Kelly, Board Member 
· Judge Alan Mitchell, Board Member 
· Ms. Angela Denning, Board Member
· Ms. Rachel Woods, Board Member
· Mr. Sean Guerin, Board Member 
· Mr. Stuart Gilhooly, Board Member
· Ms. Sarah Benson, Board Member
· Mr. Derek Bunyan, Board Member 



  Apologies 

· The Hon. Mr. Justice Seamus Woulfe, Board Member. 
· Mr. Owen Reidy, Board Member
· Mr. Noel Beecher, Board Member



 Also in attendance
 
· Ms. Denise Cole, Head of Human Resources
· Ms. Lisa Scott, Secretary to the Board
· Ms. Rachel Murphy, Secretariat
· Mr. Patrick Ryan Secretariat



A Quorum was reached.






[bookmark: _Hlk188024633]Meeting actions and Decisions – 
	Action No.
	Report
	Action 
	Update/ Status
	Responsibility
	Due date

	1/2026
	Matters Arising
	The Chairperson and Ms Denning are to liaise with Ms Maura Howe, Head of Communications to produce a “Crisis Communications Policy”, which would determine when matters should be reported to the Chair of the Board/the Board.
	Open
	Chairperson/Ms Denning
	23/02/26

	2/2026
	Matters Arising
	Ms Denning confirmed that she would review the figures in the I Gate report and revert to the Board with an entire breakdown 
	Open
	Chairperson/Ms Denning
	23/02/26

	3/2026
	Healthy Places to Work Survey 2025 (Report CSB 1/2026)
	Ms Denning and Ms Cole have agreed to arrange a meeting with the Chair to discuss the comments 
	Open
	Ms Denning & Ms Cole
	23/02/26

	4/2026
	CEO Report (Report CSB 3/2026)
	A query was raised in relation to family law waiting times in Sligo and it was noted that a small number of cases could distort the median waiting time. Ms Denning confirmed she would review the waiting times and revert to the Board

	Open
	Ms Denning
	23/02/26

	5/2026
	Report CSB 4/2026
	In relation to the activity “Achieve a score of over 60% in the 2026 Healthy Place to Work Survey” Board members asked that the plan reflect the Board decision to keep the target score at 70%.
	Open
	Secretary/ Ms Cole 
	23/02/26

	6/2026
	Report CSB 4/2026
	A Board member requested that the engagement on courthouse security (specified on page 19) should include engagement with the Law Society and Bar Council. 
	Open
	Secretary/Ms Denning
	23/02/26

	7/2026
	Report CSB 4/2026
	It was agreed that Board members would revert to the Board Secretary with any further observations by close of business on 6th February. 
	Open
	Board members
	23/02/26

	8/2026
	Report CSB 6/2026 (Audit and Risk Committee report)
	Ms Rachel Woods, Committee member, agreed to review the report before the next Board meeting and will revert to the Board if there is any matter arising. 

	Open
	Ms R Woods
	23/02/26

	Meeting Decisions

	CSB D1/2026
	The Board approved the Corporate Business Plan in principle, subject to any observations provided by 6th February 2026.





1. Board members only time (in the absence of Ms Denning, CEO)
The Board commenced with a private session held in the absence of the Chief Executive Officer and Board Secretary.

2. Minutes of the meeting 15th December 2025
The Board approved the minutes of the meeting held on 15th December 2025, subject to the following amendments:-
· an amendment to clarify that the Building Committee report to the Board was not “taken as read” at the meeting. There was a discussion regarding the Estates Prioritisation item which the minutes had recorded was to be included on the January agenda. The Chair outlined the reason this was not included and Ms Scott confirmed that the item is on the agenda for the February Board meeting and would be discussed at the Building Committee meeting on Thursday 29th January. 
· in relation to the Corporate Risk Register item, the request was that the register should explicitly list the specific actions required to fully mitigate or reduce risk, such as seeking increased funding.
There was a discussion regarding the minutes generally with some members noting that the minutes should more clearly record expressions of dissatisfaction, where relevant, rather than softening or omitting such sentiments. It was also noted that a balance must be struck between achieving a faithful summary and reflecting the overall sense of the meeting. The Chair outlined that she and Ms Scott would review this in the context of the minutes going forward. 

3. Matters arising 
In relation to Action CSB52/2025 the Chair noted that a memo would be produced by Ms Una Murphy/the Procurement Unit addressing procurement to support delivery of sustainability projects and overarching procurement requirements arising from EU legislation. Ms Murphy can be asked to attend the meeting once the memo has been reviewed.

In relation to Action 54/2025, the Board discussed the I‑Gate procurement report and multiple members expressed dissatisfaction, concerns regarding the time lag between the matter being identified as a potential problem at SMT and notification to the Board, and the potential reputational risk to the Courts Service. There was a discussion regarding procurement procedures and potential weaknesses. Concerns were raised at the failure of the relevant staff member to provide timely documentation to the Procurement Unit. Ms Denning addressed the circumstances of the expenditure for Interior fit-out and furniture, the issues relating to procurement procedures which had arisen and confirmed changes to procedures since this arose. The non-compliant expenditure was included on the Circular 40/02 return to C&AG in March 2025. It was confirmed by Ms Denning that where any derogations arise, this is cross-checked by the Procurement Unit with Internal Audit Unit. Ms Denning agreed that it is vitally important that public procurement procedures are followed and outlined that she had requested that Internal Audit investigate the issue to clarify the cause of the issue and to take corrective action in accordance with any recommendations made. The Internal Audit report was presented to SMT in mid-November 2025 and to ARC on 1st December 2025 and noted in the subsequent ARC report to the Board. 

There was some discussion regarding reporting to the Board and a request for more timely and forthcoming reporting from the Senior Management Team. Ms Denning confirmed that she would engage with the Chair of the Board in relation to further reporting to the Board. In response to a member suggestion, it was agreed that the Chairperson and Ms Denning would liaise with Ms Maura Howe, Head of Communications to produce a “Crisis Communications Policy”, which would determine when matters should be reported to the Chair of the Board/the Board and would notify the Chair of the Boad where procurement breaches arise (Action CSB 1/2026).

In response to a member query regarding the breakdown of the figures in the report, Ms Denning confirmed that she would review the figures and revert to the Board with an entire breakdown (Action CSB 2/2026).

Ms Denning confirmed that she had not yet written to Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration in relation to the Budget 2026 (which was approved by the Board on 15th December), indicating areas of funding shortfall and likely impacts. Ms Denning outlined the Revised Estimates Volume had been published just before Christmas. Ms Denning expects that she will have the payroll figures from the Finance Unit later this week, and then she will be in a position to write the letter regarding the impact of the shortfall. In response to member queries regarding priorities, Ms Denning highlighted that the Modernisation programme is funded for 2026. In response to a member’s query, Ms Denning confirmed that costings had not been undertaken by the Department in relation to the impact of the Family Courts Act in 2026. 

There was a further discussion regarding the Building Committee update and Action 50/2025 regarding project prioritisation work. Ms Denning highlighted that the Board Governance framework delegates some responsibilities to Committees such as the Building Committee in the first instance and then provides for Committees to escalate matters to the Board where appropriate. The Chair agreed the discussion regarding prioritisation of estates projects is a priority for the Board, but confirmed that generally material should firstly be reviewed and discussed by the Building Committee and once reviewed it can be escalated to the Board. Ms Scott confirmed that Estates Project Prioritisation and the E-Case register have been placed on the Board agenda for February.

In relation to Action 55/2025 relating to concerns regarding the Dublin Family Courts project, the Chair indicated that she had decided that it would not be appropriate to write the letters given developments since the last meeting. Ms Denning provided an update in relation to the site transfer, highlighting that the “Put and Call” Option Agreement is substantively agreed at this point however a small parcel of unregistered land was identified in the northeast corner of the site in late October. The OPW architect team have confirmed that this parcel of land is required for the purpose of developing the DFC. OPW have confirmed that they have been in possession of this piece of land since 2000 when the site was acquired and have confirmed a mapping error which needs to be resolved. The solicitors for the OPW, Courts Service and the NDFA are working to resolve this mapping issue and an update will be provided to the Project Board at its next meeting in early February .

Ms Denning also outlined that a Residential Zoned Land Tax (RZLT) liability in respect of the Hammond Lane site has crystallised for 2025 and is being addressed by OPW in the context of the site transfer. The position with regard to RZLT liability for 2026 is under consideration by OPW who will give the Courts Service an indemnity for this. Ms Denning confirmed that these issues are not delaying the project at this time.
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4. Healthy Places to Work Survey 2025 (Report CSB 1/2026)
Ms. Denise Cole, Head of Human Resources, joined the meeting and presented the report.
Ms Cole highlighted the score for 2025 was 59%, which is an increase of 5% from 2024 and an increase in 8% since the first survey in November 2022. Ms Cole indicated that the results of the survey bring areas for improvement into sharp focus.
Board members congratulated the Senior Management Team and office managers on the score. Board members acknowledged the difficulty at certain grades where there are more attractive positions (which allow for more flexible working arrangements) elsewhere in the public service. Members noted that some operational offices scored higher than others. Ms Cole highlighted that high scores in operational offices are usually an indication of strong cooperation and engagement by the regional manager, relevant office manager, and deputy office manager. 
Issues in relation to promotions and mobility which are potentially adversely impacting some Circuit and District Court offices was raised. It was noted that in some instances, staff are appointed from external panels to HEO positions and those staff do not have knowledge of court processes. In response Ms Cole outlined that DPER establish the procedures regarding appointments, sequencing and mobility and Courts Service Human Resources must comply with the relevant circulars. Ms Cole outlined that underfunding of the Courts Service payroll leads to unfilled vacancies and this also contributes to lower morale and scores in some instances.
A Board member raised his belief that the work output of Registrars in the District Court was greater than that of Registrars in the High Court who are at a more senior grade.
It was noted that Cloverhill District Court had received a score of over 70%. A member queried that this appears to be contrary to the findings of a recent Internal Audit report. Ms Cole outlined that this is a standardised survey addressing specific items and the result would need to be reviewed in that context.
A member suggested that there could be a review of offices where scores have dropped and also a review of District Court offices where scores have improved with learnings from both to be shared with office managers. It was noted that significant progress had been made in terms of Learning and Development and specifically the roll out of District Crime modules. 
Following a discussion in relation to the target score over the coming two years, Ms Cole agreed with members that the target score should remain at 70%, though she indicated it may take longer to achieve this. Ms Cole will consider whether targets should be set for year-on-year increases.
It was noted that the anonymous comments had not yet been shared with the Chair of the Board. Ms Denning and Ms Cole have agreed to arrange a meeting with the Chair to discuss the comments (Action CSB 3/2026).

5. [bookmark: _Hlk215648773]Quarter 4 2025 Business Plan Update (Report CSB 2/2026)

Ms Angela Denning, CEO, presented the report, focusing on items where the target date for completion passed on 31st December 2025. Ms Denning outlined that items not completed had been incorporated into the 2026 Business Plan. Items addressed included:-
· Develop blueprint for Courts Service response to legislative change including the Regulatory Impact Assessment and Estimates process: Ms Denning highlighted that the initial work is complete and will be piloted using the Civil Reform Bill 
· Research and respond to Juror needs to support the procurement and provision of pilot Jury Minding Services: Work is underway to draft a new market consultation document. This will be carried forward to 2026 and regularly reviewed and will be advanced as resources become available. 
· Research jury attendance rates: this will be finished in Q1 2026 when data from Q4 2025 is available 
· Development and rollout of new Circuit Court Family Forms: stakeholder engagement is ongoing. A subcommittee has been established. There was a discussion regarding the engagement and the process by which further amendments may be made after the forms are finalised. 
· Explore further opportunities for synergies between the Legal Research and Library Service function and the Offices of the Presidents of the Courts: Ms Denning outlined the progress that has been made by Ms Laura Butler in the library and this project will continue into 2026.
· Continue to work with court Presidents to scope support required for HR record keeping and advice: Ms Denning outlined progress made by Ms Cole and HR and developments in relation to the database. It was indicted that the target date for completion is Q2 but it is hoped that this may be finished earlier. 
· A query was raised In relation to the Judicial Handbook. Court Presidents confirmed that this had been circulated by the Judicial Support Unit for obs. Judge Burns requested that the document also be sent to Judge Denis McDonald (Judicial JPWG implementation group) and Judge Tara Burns (Chair of AJI) for input . 
· In relation to UCMS Civil in Dublin Circuit and District, the new target date for rollout is Q1 2026. Ms Denning clarified that it is hoped that UCMS civil will be rolled out to all offices by the end of 2026. The delay in the rollout of UCMS to the Court of Appeal and subsequent back offices in 2025 has consequently delayed the rollout of the Portal to areas such as the High Court. 
· Commence build of blended training programme for Family Law: Ms Denning noted that The Family Law build scheduled for Q3 did not commence as resources were focused on finalising the crime modules. 
· Develop and roll out training to bring about a culture of diversity and inclusion: As I Am will conduct an audit in Q1 2026.
· FMS NSSO system- The NSSO have pushed back the “Go live” date to autumn 2026. 
· On Facility Management and Planned Preventative Maintenance, consultation has concluded and the development of priority standards is underway at two pilot sites, Phoenix House and Arklow. It is expected that the Minor Works framework will be in place in Q2 2026. 
· The PPP Bundle Energy Efficiency Action Plan is at draft stage, and this will be completed in Q1 2026.
· Ms Denning noted that update in relation to Dublin Family Courts was provided earlier in the meeting.
· Review governance documentation following Board Effectiveness Review: it was noted that the procedure for approvals of contracts will be reviewed in advance of the go-live of the new Financial Shared Services Project in April. This will require an amendment to the Governance Framework. This will need to come to the Board and Finance Committee for approval. This is reflected as an action on the 2026 Business Plan. Because of this review, the review of the Framework Document has been postponed.
· A review of first-year progress on Strategic Plan was to be presented at the September Board meeting. It is proposed that this will be presented at the February meeting, which is the midpoint in the strategic plan.
· Estate and Sustainability Strategy 2026- 2030: this will be completed by the end of Q2 and will be presented to the Board. 
· Communication and Stakeholder engagement strategy: this was carried over to 2026 so that any recommendation in the Review of the Courts Service may be taken on board. 

Quarter 4 2025 CEO report (Report CSB 3/2026)

Ms Angela Denning, CEO, presented the report, which Board members requested would be taken as read. 
Ms Denning noted that there have been no meetings of the JPWG Steering Group due to staffing issues on DJHAM side but work is ongoing on the Courts Service side to provide the support to the Presidents in relation to Judicial HR functions. Ms Denning noted that at the last Steering Group meeting, it was suggested a sub-group should be established to progress the Boundary review comprising the Judiciary, the Courts Service and DJAHM. Ms Denning noted that Circuit and District Court operations have started to scope the level of stakeholder engagement, the extent of legislative and rule changes as well as Board and Ministerial decisions, the extent and scope of changes to ICT systems across the justice sector, changes to reporting templates and other processes with a view to informing the work of any sub group and the Steering Group. 
There was an extensive discussion regarding the Civil Reform Bill. Ms Denning noted that the Courts Service have seen the General Scheme. It was noted that the Bill will be presented by DJHAM at the meeting of the Kelly Review Implementation Group today. Ms Denning noted that operationalising the legislation will be very difficult for the Courts Service, particularly at a time when Family Courts Act is also being implemented. The General Scheme is being reviewed and observations will be provided. A Board member expressed concerns regarding the changes to jurisdictional limits without consultation by the Department and noted that the legislation could see significant work moving to the Circuit Court which does not have the infrastructure, sittings or judiciary to support the additional work. Ms Denning confirmed that the impact of the change to jurisdictional limits will need to be assessed. It has is considered that some provisions concerning Judicial Review may be passed and commenced quite quickly. Ms Denning confirmed that the Civil Reform Team are working through the scheme. A Board member identified that the proposed legislation may lead to delays, giving rise to claims under the Court Proceedings (Delays) Act 2024.
The Board was updated on a recent security incident in a court office. Risk mitigation measures are being reviewed by the Courthouse Security Group and awareness campaigns in relation to the use of panic buttons will be considered. 
In response to a member’s query regarding the Justice Sector Capital Group, Ms Denning outlined that the Minister had established the group which comprises of the Secretary General of the Department, Heads of relevant bodies, Accounting Officers, Heads of Finance and Estates. The group will be meeting bi-monthly at Assistant Secretary level and with the Minister and heads of Agencies bi-annually. The aim of the group is to progress and monitor delivery of projects under the National Development Plan.
A query was raised in relation to family law waiting times in Sligo and it was noted that a small number of cases could distort the median waiting time. Ms Denning confirmed she would review the waiting times and revert to the Board.(Action CSB 4/2026)
Board members noted significant ICT improvements and conveyed congratulations to all staff involved in the website upgrade which resulted in the 100% accessibility score from the NDA.

6. Corporate Business Plan 2026 (Report CSB 4/2026)

Ms Angela Denning, CEO, presented the report, outlining that the actions carried over from 2025 (as outlined in the Corporate Business Plan Q4 2025 update) are included in the 2026 Plan.
A query arose in relation to the terminology used in the “priorities” column. Ms Denning confirmed that these reflect the strategic priorities under the Strategic Plan 2024-2027. In relation to Goal 3, Ms Denning highlighted the development of a Digital Audio Recording AI solution integrated into the UCMS case management system and a proof of concept on the use of AI to assist in interpretation provision within a courtroom setting. In relation to the activity “Achieve a score of over 60% in the 2026 Healthy Place to Work Survey” Board members asked that the plan reflect the Board decision to keep the target score at 70% (Action CSB 5/2026). Ms Denning highlighted other aspects of the plan, including the review of Court fees; the review of the Courts Service Climate Action Plan; and the completion of the procurement for the Minor Works framework. 
A Board member requested that the engagement on courthouse security (specified on page 19) should include engagement with the Law Society and Bar Council. (Action CSB 6/2026)
It was agreed that Board members would revert to the Board Secretary with any further observations by close of business on 6th February. (Action CSB 7/2026)
The Board approved the Plan in principle, subject to any observations arising. (Decision CSB1/2026)

7. Committee Updates:

Finance Committee Update (Report CSB 5/2026)
President David Barniville, Chairperson, presented the report which was taken as read. 
President Barniville noted that all of the items escalated by the Committee to the Board had been dealt with at the Board meeting on 15th December 2025. 
The Board noted the report. 

 Audit and Risk Committee Update (Report CSB 6/2026)
It was noted that Mr Noel Beecher, Chair of the Committee, was not in attendance to present the report. The Chair noted that no questions, recommendations or specific items had been escalated by the Committee at the meeting held on 1st December 2025. The report was taken as read. 
Ms Rachel Woods, Committee member, agreed to review the report before the next Board meeting and will revert to the Board if there is any matter arising. (Action CSB 8/2026)
A query arose in relation to the meeting with the C&AG and the offer to the auditor to meet with the Committee in private session. Ms Scott, Secretary, clarified that this is standard when the external auditor attends a meeting of ARC and this must be formally noted in the minutes as a matter of best practice. There was a discussion in relation to internal audit recommendations and why certain recommendations are not implemented. Ms Woods outlined that a tracker has been developed to record recommendations and to automate requests for updates from managers. Ms Denning clarified that this was previously tracked in a manual register. A Board member indicated there may be value to a summary of this being provided to the Board. There was a discussion regarding certain recommendations which could not be implemented immediately; for example where the recommendations required further consultation, decisions to be made outside of the Courts Service or ICT changes. There was a discussion regarding the recommendations made by the IPA in relation to the Committee.

8. AOB
Disclosure of Interests 2026
Ms Scott outlined that an email regarding Disclosure of Interests will issue in the coming weeks. The email will contain a link to complete the form on Microsoft forms. Members queried whether a blank form could be sent or whether the previous form could be enclosed. Ms Scott is to consider this before sending the form.
The Board expressed its deepest sympathy on the recent death of staff member Mr Shay Bowen (Cork). The Board acknowledged Mr Bowen’s valued service and directed that a formal message of condolence be sent to his family by Ms Denning on behalf of the Board.

Next Meeting 23rd February 2026, Virtual @ 8am 
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