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Support for people in prison at remote oral hearings: findings from a snapshot survey of APL members 

Introduction
1. The Association of Prison Lawyers (APL) was formed in 2008 by a group of specialist lawyers, comprising barristers, solicitors and legal representatives across England & Wales. We represent and provide training for our members, and endeavour to represent their views in policy development and engage with relevant stakeholders as appropriate to try and ensure that law, policy and practice in this area is made on an informed basis.

2. APL welcomes the opportunity to provide a view in relation to the issue of support for people in prison at remote oral hearings. The paper does not reflect the views of all members of APL and should not be taken as such.

Context 
3. The APL regularly meets with Parole Board Senior Leadership Team colleagues. In Spring 2026 Parole Board noted that members were seeing ever more instances of prisoners on their own in rooms for a remote oral hearing. It was explained that where this had been raised with prisons, some had said it was not the job of the POM to be there with the prisoner or to support them. Our views were sought in relation to this. This short paper identifies key points from member feedback based on a short “snapshot” survey of 18 members and input from the APL Committee.  It then outlines some possible next steps, including what future guidance should incorporate and how the Parole Board may be able to assist with this issue. 

4. It is recommended that the Parole Board and PPCS engage directly with prisoners to obtain their views on this issue, ensuring that the perspectives of those most directly affected are appropriately considered in the development of future policy.

A summary of the key issues 
5. Of the 18 respondents, the vast majority (83%) had experience of clients giving evidence alone at remote oral hearings and identified significant concerns, including the impact on vulnerable clients, emotional distress, lack of familiarity with proceedings, practical issues (such as technical difficulties and lack of access to hearing papers), and the absence of basic support during hearings. 

6. Views on POM’s providing in-person support were mixed. While many considered a POM preferable to a client being alone, concerns were raised where the POM is also a witness whose evidence may not support the client. The preferred position was for legal representatives to attend in person where possible, with POMs or alternative support (such as chaplains or keyworkers) available where this is not feasible.

7. Respondents strongly agreed that clients should not face remote oral hearings alone wherever possible. Where a POM cannot attend, this should be communicated in advance so alternative support can be arranged. Members also highlighted practical barriers to legal representatives attending in person, including Legal Aid funding, prison access, and unsuitable hearing facilities, and suggested greater support through Parole Board directions to facilitate in-person attendance if policy does not comment upon this. 

Key points from member feedback: 
8. We received 18 responses to our survey. We have also sought APL Committee views on this submission before providing it to the Parole Board. 

9. When respondents were asked whether they had experience of a client giving evidence alone in a room at a remote oral hearing:

9.1. 83.33% answered yes (15 out of 18) 
9.2. 16.67% answered no (3 out of 18)

10. Where respondents answered yes, they had the following concerns:

10.1. Clients that are vulnerable, by virtue of their age or mental health for example, being alone during a difficult process.
10.2. Clients who have no previous experience of Parole Board hearings.
10.3. Clients being isolated whilst dealing with challenging emotions during a distressing and anxiety inducing process, where sensitive topics are discussed.
10.4. Clients who have not been provided with a copy of the dossier by the prison, so are unable to follow proceedings. 
10.5. Clients having technical difficulties and being unable to resolve these themselves. This includes also not knowing how to mute, trying to be able to access private consultation (and finding the process of asking for a private consultation daunting,
10.6. Clients who are alone without basics such as water, a room with good ventilation, or note paper/ a pen.

11. When respondents were asked whether they think it is appropriate for the POM to be with the client for support during the hearing: 

11.1. 44.44% answered yes (8 out of 18)
11.2. 50.00% answered sometimes (9 out of 18)
11.3. 5.56% answered no (1 out of 18)

12. In terms of the POM attending, respondents had the following perspectives:

12.1. It may be preferrable for legal representatives to attend in person, where possible.
12.2. Some members felt that it should be normal for the POM to attend. The prison is the POM’s workplace, and attendance should be least onerous on them. They are also the person who has the most in person contact with the prisoner and should know them well. Further, the POM’s job role includes managing the prisoner in custody, and that attending the parole hearing should be seen as part of that management, support and rehabilitation services that they are meant to provide. As a professional witness based in the prison, and a representative of the prison, they should be in the establishment hosting the link. 
12.3. If the POM cannot attend in person with the prisoner, attendees should be forewarned so other arrangements can be made. 
12.4. Several members raised that there are some cases where the POM is not supporting progression/ the outcome the prisoner seeks, and this presents difficulty with the client feeling supported by them at a difficult time. As the POM is a witness and could give evidence that upsets the client and be a “hostile witness” they are most likely not the best avenue for support.  However, some members identified that there were cases where this is the position, and it doesn’t present an issue and the POM’s assistance with practical aspects of the hearing is helpful. 
12.5. There is a lack of consistency with the approaches of prisons and POMs. 
12.6. It can be helpful for the POM to be there, in circumstances where the legal representative can’t, to help with navigating the dossier or explaining terminology.
12.7. There were mixed responses to the appropriateness of POM’s being present in the room in circumstances where their evidence is not supportive. The overarching view is that this can be managed if the legal representative is not able to attend in person but would be preferrable for the legal representative to attend if they can. 
Observations for practice
13. In terms of general observations about practice, and suggestions moving forward, respondents noted the following:

13.1. APL Members are emphatic that prisoners facing an oral hearing alone should be avoided at all costs.
13.2. Where a POM cannot attend with the prisoner, attendees should be informed so other arrangements can be made.
13.3. Legal representatives should use their professional judgement, and take instructions from their client, to determine if their client will be supported better by their attendance in person. However, there is no incentive for lawyers to attend hearings in person. In most cases legal representatives are not paid for their travel time, and even where they are, they must justify their attendance in person and can usually only claim for 2 hours’ worth of travel regardless of how long the actual journey is.  
13.4. There are benefits for legal representatives to having online access to hearings, where they have their own personal needs. If it is not possible for the legal representative to attend, and the POM cannot also attend or is a hostile witness, other support avenues should be investigated such as Chaplains or Keyworkers. Client instructions should also be taken on how they feel about being alone/not being alone. 
13.5. Some prisons can be hostile in organising or allowing legal representatives to attend remote oral hearings in person at the prison. Examples can be provided if required. 
13.6. Where legal representatives have attended hearings in person, concern has been raised about the conditions of rooms for hearings. Some members report small rooms, no ventilation, no natural light, no table to rest a laptop on, poor sound quality, and no opportunities to obtain water. 
13.7. Some members felt it was best practice for legal representatives to attend in person and noted that it would be helpful if at the MCA stage, or at Panel Chair Directions stage, if it could be stated in the directions that the representative should attend in person. We would then be able to use this with the Legal Aid Agency to justify attendance in person and the prison are then more co-operative if a Parole Board direction states. When legal representatives have attended in person, Panel Chair’s often refer to the helpfulness or usefulness of this. 
What future policy could incorporate and how the Parole Board may be able to assist with this issue. 
14. In terms of a policy for prisons, this could include:

14.1. An obligation on prisons to ensure prisoners are not alone during a remote oral hearing.
14.2. An obligation on POMs to notify attendees in good time that their attendance in person will not be possible (and ideally when the case is listed) so that alternative arrangements can be made.
14.3. An obligation upon prisons to facilitate legal representatives’ access to the prison if they are attending in person, including a clear and unambiguous statement that confirms that a legal representative does not require approval from the Parole Board or PPCS to attend a remote hearing in person at the prison. 
14.4. An obligation upon prisons to ensure facilities for remote oral hearings are sufficient, in terms of space and ventilation, and access to basics such as water and a table; 
14.5. A reminder that prisons should be providing the Parole Board dossier to prisoners well in advance of the hearing, even if further reports are due close to the hearing. 

15. In terms of Parole Board directions, it is suggested that this could entail:

15.1. When a hearing is directed at Member Case Assessment stage, and that hearing is to be remote (video link), standard wording in directions should states that it is up to the legal representative to decide whether attend in person and the prison is required to facilitate any such requests for their attendance. 
15.2. A standard direction should be made for the prison to confirm that the client will have someone present with them at the oral hearing, if the legal representative is not attending.
15.3. Where there are issues of effective participation which make it particularly important for the legal representative to attend, the Panel should be encouraged to note this in its decision as this will help enable representatives to justify attendance to the Legal Aid Agency. Ultimately if the Parole Board think that there is a real benefit in some cases for legal representatives to be at the prison with their clients, it would be helpful for this to be raised with the Legal Aid Agency.
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