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A TERROR suspect was
spared jail in a trial lasting
just five hours, which shines
a light on the chaos spread-
ing through UK courts.

The rapid decision emerged in
a Sun on Sunday investigation
which reveals a backlog of
almost 40,000 cases.

The number is growing by 250 a
week and could cost an extra
£200million to clear.

Yet, as judges flounder to relieve
the pile-up, many are so worried
about Covid-19 that the handful of
trials which are going ahead are
spread across three courtrooms — at
a cost of £10,000 a day.

And some experts fear the turmoil
could see dangerous criminals get off.

Chris Henley QC, of Carmelite
Chambers and a former chairman of
the Criminal Bar Association,
warned: “If you talk to judges pri-
vately they tell you the system will
be in chaos for at least a year.

“And if you talk to criminal barris-
ters and solicitors, they will tell you
how they have been completely aban-
doned by the people at the top.”

Last week in the first case of its
kind, a terror suspect identified only
as QQ was convicted of failing to
comply with a control order by not
registering at a police station.

He appeared at London’s Old Bai-
ley via video link from Leicester
crown court.

The defendant — convicted of wit-
ness intimidation in 1999 — faced up
to five years in jail. But the judge
said he would suspend his sentence,
adding: “I have in mind recent obser-
vations of the Lord Chief Justice on
the impact of people going into cus-
tody at this time in the pandemic.”

Such a case would normally last
several days. And yesterday justice
campaigners yesterday slammed the
process.

Dr Rakib Ehsano of the Henry
Jackson Society said: “It leaves us
open to exploitation by extremists
who continue to harbour violent
intentions.”

Fiyaz Mughal, the former director
of Tell Mama, said: “Cases being
seen too quickly is one thing, but
dangerous potential terrorist cases
should not be rushed.

“Also, I’m afraid that even during a
pandemic, justice must be done.
There shouldn’t be special measures
for someone not to go to jail because
of the virus — especially not a sus-
pected terrorist.”

In another ruling last week, a man
who brutally attacked an NHS
worker in Manchester was spared
jail after solicitors argued the
pandemic would leave him fac-
ing a miserable time inside.

Boxing coach Billy McNamara,
27, attacked cowering Emma
Bent in her bathroom after he
arrived at her house drunk. 

But his legal team were able
to rely on leniency for offenders
due to prison inmates being

and victims forced to wait more than
half a year for crown court trials.

To resolve the backlog, the think
tank calculates the Government
would need to spend up to £110mil-
lion a year for two years.

Crown courts in seven cities only
began reopening on Monday.

Elsewhere nine in ten magistrate
court cases are being held via
video-link.

Due to social distancing guidelines
some cases are reportedly being
heard across three locations. With
the average daily cost of a court case
at £2,700 this means a big trial will
now cost £10,000 a day. 

Clearing the log-jam will rely on
judges, who on average are aged 59,
being willing to get back to work
while the virus is still spreading. 

The crisis could even see thousands

of prosecutions for drug, theft, public
order and criminal damage offences
dropped. Police have also been urged
to apply out-of-court measures, such
as a caution or curfews, to relieve
pressure on the system.

A whistleblower working in the
legal system said: “Many courts are
in chaos and just have mountains of
cases to get through.

“But everything is taking twice as
long and many of the judges still
aren’t back. 

“Courts aren’t the most modern of
places at the best of times. So asking
them to suddenly embrace technology
is presenting problems. 

“Everyone has been talking about
the impact this virus has on the
economy. We are about to see the
effects on our criminal justice system.

“For those hell-bent on breaking

locked up in their cells for 23 hours
a day. Meanwhile the coronavirus
crisis is seeing major cases post-
poned — heaping misery on victims.

Hearings shelved for months
include the inquests into the deaths
of 11 men in the Shoreham Airshow
crash and the trial over the alleged

rape and murder of Hull
University student Libby

Squire.
Researchers at the

Chartered Institute for
Public Finance and
Accountancy fear wait-
ing times for cases
could increase by more
than 70 per cent —

leading to the highest
average waiting time on

record. That means
defendants
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UNIONS yesterday tar-
geted the board of
British Airways in a
“direct action” cam-
paign to stop 12,000
jobs being axed.

Unite also aims to
change the minds of
BA’s corporate clients
and investors.

The campaign
includes a “Stop
Betraying Britain”
social media poster.

It claims BA is
using the pandemic to
ditch staff and put
remaining employees
on lower pay.

Angry staff aimed to
project the poster on
London landmarks to
cause maximum
embarrassment to BA.

The union sent a
letter to the homes of
all board members of
its parent firm IAG.

It threatened to
“shine a light on your
betrayal of Britain and
your cynical use of
this crisis as cover for
your corporate greed”.

The Sun on Sunday
was sent a secret plan
by the union, which
intends to sit tight and
do nothing for now.

It believes BA’s only
legal option would be
to make its entire
workforce redundant —
an “unlikely” move.

A union official said:
“We can offer a legal
challenge but not to
their proposals.

“It would be on the
grounds of constructive
dismissal if we all lost
our jobs.

“We’re furloughed so
shouldn’t be discussing
company business.

“We’re not meeting
with them because if
we do we have to find
ways of mitigating job
losses and negotiating
proposals. This buys
us more time.

“It’s a game of cat
and mouse. BA’s backed
itself into a corner.”

Prices of 
pets soar

Union bid 
to prevent
12,000 BA
jobs cull

LONELY locked-down
Brits have sparked a
surge in pet prices.

Inquiries about dogs
shot up by 140 per
cent in April com-
pared to 2019, says the
Kennel Club.

People stuck indoors
want a four-legged
friend, with French
bulldogs and cockapoos
among the favourites.

One Kent buyer had
agreed £1,000 for a
pedigree pooch before
the shutdown but
reportedly had to pay
another £800 or lose
to another bidder.

The Kennel Club’s
Bill Lambert said: “I
usually get one or two
inquiries a month. Now
it’s four or five a day.”

Facing turmoil
 . . Mr Buckland
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the law there has never been a bet-
ter time to do it. There is a fear
some will get off scot-free.”

There are also concerns offenders
are being released early to ease
overcrowding in virus-hit jails.

Meanwhile the legal backlog could
see cases held in theatres and univ-
ersity lecture halls. 

The Scottish Courts and Tribunals
Service are even considering holding
trials in cinemas — and sources say
English officials may follow suit.

Last week Justice Secretary Robert
Buckland said he had instructed
officials to look at ways of adapting
the NHS model of commandeering
additional buildings to allow for
social distancing. 

Plus, in a move not seen since
World War Two, officials are even
considering cutting the number of
people on juries from 12 to help

ensure there are more to go round.
Nick Davis, author of a report for
the Institute for Government, said:
“The effect of the coronavirus out-
break now means that there will
also be huge delays in cases reach-
ing courts — and therefore justice
delayed — without more spending.”

A survey saw three-quarters of
3,400 barristers admit they do not
think the public can currently access
justice at an acceptable level, while
just seven per cent thought access
was acceptable.

The Bar Council survey also indi-
cates the financial impact of the
pandemic — with 53 per cent of self-
employed barristers reporting they
cannot survive six months. 

Almost a third of criminal barris-
ters said they will not be able to
continue to practice within three
months. In all, 88 per cent may no

longer be practicing within a year.
Amanda Pinto QC, Chair of the Bar
Council, said: “If we fall into the
trap of routinely delaying hearings,
adding to the ever-growing backlog
of cases and taking work away from
those whose livelihoods depend on it,
we might very well find there are no
barristers left to help pick up the
pieces after the crisis subsides. 

“Then access to justice in England
and Wales will be in real trouble.
Our findings highlight the fear that
this is already happening.”

The reliance of the use of video-
links and Zoom to conduct trials is
also already throwing up problems. 

Many cases are already reporting
issues over connections which can
lead to cases being held up. 

And those sent down via Zoom
could be tempted to appeal after a
report by academics indicated trials

using the app were unfairly biased
against those in a virtual dock. 

Academics at the University of
Surrey assessed more than 600 cases
and found defendants appearing via
video-link were less likely to have
legal representation compared to
traditional hearings. 

Transform Justice charity Director
Penelope Gibbs said: “Is it really
worth risking defendants’ rights and
justice outcomes to make justice
cheaper and more convenient?”

Last night a Ministry of Justice
spokesman said of the decision in
the QQ case: “Judges explain the
reasons for their sentences very
carefully in court. 

“They take into account aggravat-
ing and mitigating factors, along
with other factors in sentencing
guidelines.”

ben.griffiths@the-sun.co.uk
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By AMIR RAZAVI

CAR hire giant Hertz
has filed for bank-
ruptcy protection owing
to the pandemic.

The 102-year-old com-
pany had debts before
Covid-19 hit rental
demand at airports.

It has furloughed or
laid off 20,000 of its
38,000 global work-
force, and shut most
of its 400 operations in
the UK and Ireland.

Hertz had £15.3bil-
lion debts by March’s
end and just £820mil-
lion in cash.

It has filed for a
restructure in the US
— meaning creditors
must take less of the
money they are owed
but that the business
can continue to run.

But its operations in
Europe and Australasia
are not affected.

Ride-hailing apps
are also thought to
have hit business.

Hertz said bosses
had taken “immediate
actions to prioritise the
health and safety of
employees and cus-
tomers, eliminate all
non-essential spending
and preserve liquidity”.

Uncertainty over the
industry recovering led
to the latest decision.

Its first-quarter
report had said: “Man-
agement has concluded
there is substantial
doubt regarding the
company’s ability to
continue as a going
concern within a year.”

Airport woe . . rentals

Bankrupt
battle as 
outbreak 
Hertz bad

Mortuary 
closures

TWO mortuaries set
up to cope with coro-
navirus deaths will be
mothballed because of
a lack of demand.

The morgues, in
Poole and Dorchester,
Dorset, have only been
used “a handful of
times” since opening
last month.

The county’s death
toll from the virus is
142, with the last fatal-
ity on May 10.

Council leader Spen-
cer Flower said: “Resi-
dents observed the
guidelines and this
means our infection
rates remained low.

“But we ask every-
one to continue the
good work to keep
everyone safe.”

BEFORE COVID

AFTER COVID

Even in a 
pandemic 
we must 

have true
justice

Those sent 
down via 
Zoom will 

be tempted 
to appealVideo-links are 

increasingly used

Typical scene 
in a UK court
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