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Society of Editors response to the root and branch review of the 

parole board system  

Overview 
 
The Society welcomes the opportunity to respond to the root and branch 
review of the parole board system. For the purposes of this response, we 
are primarily concerned with the proposal to grant greater access to 
parole board proceedings to victims, the press and the public more 
widely.  
 
The Society has strongly welcomed this long overdue review and it 
recognises that the proposals represent some of the biggest changes to 
the parole board process since boards were first established almost 60 
years ago.  
 
Enabling victims, the press and the public greater access to parole board 
hearings – whether in person or remotely – would greatly enhance public 
scrutiny and confidence in the justice system.  In the fifty plus years since 
the parole board system was implemented, journalists have rarely, if ever, 
been granted access to such proceedings and this does nothing for public 
confidence or understanding of how the parole process is run. 
 
As illustrated by the high-profile case of John Worboys in 2018, the 
closed-door nature of this historic system has resulted in a public 
perception of secrecy and a lack of transparency in how decisions around 
granting parole are made. The High Court’s decision to later overturn the 
decision of the board in the Worboys case, his subsequent additional 
convictions in 2019, the resignation of the board’s chair and the damning 
ruling by the High Court in respect of the parole board’s original decision, 
have all contributed to damaging public confidence in the parole process.    
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The government’s commitment to reviewing the current system and to implement 
changes following the Worboys case are to be welcomed. Despite being overdue, 
the fact that parole boards are now obliged to publish the reasoning behind their 
decisions and grant victims the right to challenge release decisions on violent 
offenders, means that some concerns that have arisen around the lack of 
transparency and confidence in the system have now started to be addressed. 
Further reform is, however, urgently needed.  

The Worboys case illustrated the vital importance of media scrutiny when it comes to 
the justice system and justice being seen to be done. Alongside the high-profile 
campaign by Worboys’ victims, the extensive media coverage following the original 
decision to release him undoubtedly contributed to the public’s awareness of the 
case and the subsequent reassessment of the parole board’s decision. Further 
scrutiny of this important facet of the justice system is likely to be achieved if 
proposals to extend press access to parole board hearings are approved.   
 
The Society supports calls by Martin Jones, Chief Executive of the Parole Board, to 
increase the number of hearings held in public and we would support the introduction 
in England and Wales of a similar parole board system as is currently seen in 
Canada. This independent administrative tribunal permits any member of the public 
age 18 and older to apply to be an observer, including victims, their support persons, 
offender assistants, journalists and students. Enabling a similar system in the UK 
whereby journalists and victims could apply to attend specific hearings would greatly 
enhance transparency and public understanding of the parole system.   
 
In conclusion, allowing victims, the press and the public more widely, enhanced 
access to the parole board process will allow greater scrutiny and confidence in the 
justice system. Such a move would not only be consistent with the principle of ‘open 
justice’ – an important foundation of the criminal justice system – but it would also go 
some way to reversing the public’s perception of the parole system as a historically 
secretive and closed process.  
 
The Worboys case 
 
As previously referenced, the government’s review of whether to open up parole 
board proceedings to the press and allow greater access for victims and the public is 
both welcome and overdue.  

As acknowledged by the Ministry of Justice (MOJ) upon launching the consultation, 
the review will form the culmination of work to examine and reform the parole 
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system. As we are aware, reform began in 2018 following the parole board’s 
direction to release the black cab rapist John Worboys from prison.  
 
The media reports in January 2018 that the parole board had approved the release 
of Worboys provoked immediate public outrage. Alongside the alarming fact that 
some of Worboys’ victims had not been notified of the board’s decision, criticism also 
centred around the perceived secretive decision-making and lack of transparency in 
how the decision to approve his release had been reached.   

The subsequent overturning of the original parole decision and the High Court’s 
ruling that “the credibility and reliability of [Worboys’] account was not probed to any 
extent, if at all” did nothing to enhance the public’s confidence in the parole board 
process. Furthermore, the subsequent additional conviction and sentencing of 
Worboys in 2019, the forced resignation of the board’s then-chair, Nick Hardwick, 
and the rapid introduction of additional rights for victims to challenge violent offender 
releases, all contributed to a lack of public confidence and perception in how the 
system had been run to date.   

Alongside a campaign by Worboys’ victims, the widespread and prolonged media 
coverage following the initial report of Worboys imminent release undoubtedly 
contributed to the public’s awareness of this case. The ensuing quashing by the High 
Court of the parole board’s decision to release him and his subsequent additional 
convictions in December 2019 are unlikely to have been possible were it not for the 
media coverage which prompted the widespread public outrage around the parole 
board’s original decision.  

The press scrutiny of the parole board process in the Worboys case is likely to have 
greatly contributed to the reassessment of his case. Had the press actually been 
allowed access to the initial parole board hearing when the decision was made, it is 
foreseeable that this particular case would have come to both the public – and his 
victims’ – attention even sooner.  
 
It is also worth acknowledging that the Society recognises that seriously contentious 
cases like John Worboys are unlikely to be the norm. As detailed in the Parole Board 
Annual Report for 2019/2020, the board for England and Wales conducted more 
hearings last year than ever before with a record high of 8,264 face-to-face parole 
reviews.  
 
In contrast to the Worboys case, permitting greater press and public access to parole 
board hearings will likely not only improve public confidence and understanding of 
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the parole system, it is also likely to show the everyday due diligence with which the 
parole board performs the thousands of reviews it annually undertakes.  
 
Enhanced access to parole board proceedings  
 
Following the Worboys case, the Society welcomed reforms that required parole 
boards to publish the reasoning behind their decisions and give victims the right to 
challenge release decisions on violent offenders.  

The Society recognises that significant strides have been made since 2018, 
including new rules that do allow for observers to attend hearings, at the discretion of 
the panel chair, and the Society notes that, in a number of cases, the parole board 
has sought to use this power to achieve greater transparency by allowing media 
figures to observe some hearings. The Society contends that this review provides an 
opportunity for these strides to be built on - allowing greater access for victims and 
the press – and, by default, enhanced scrutiny of the justice system at work.   

The Society agrees that a balance must be struck between the desire for openness 
and transparency and the right to privacy and security for all those taking part in 
hearings. While we support the proposals for victims to be allowed to apply to the 
Secretary of State to observe parole hearings, we remain concerned that without 
granting the same powers to the media, cases where there is a legitimate public 
interest in media scrutiny may fall by the wayside if the default position is that only 
parties to the process are allowed to make applications for hearings to be heard in 
public. 

With this in mind, the SoE is supportive of comments made by Martin Jones, Chief 
Executive of the Parole Board, pointing to the parole board system in Canada as a 
possible arrangement that could be similarly replicated in England and Wales.  
 
As the Commission will no doubt be aware, the Canadian Parole Board acts as an 
independent administrative tribunal and permits any member of the public age 18 
and older to apply to be an observer, including victims, their support persons, 
offender assistants, journalists and students. This system, whereby the press and 
victims can apply to observe hearings, appears to work efficiently with little disruption 
to parole proceedings. Furthermore, it greatly enhances scrutiny of decision-making 
in Canada. Enabling a similar system in the UK whereby journalists and victims do 
not have an automatic right to attend all hearings but could apply to attend specific 
reviews, would similarly increase public confidence and understanding of how 
decisions are made.   
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The Society appreciates that a system whereby victims and the press are given an 

automatic right to attend all hearings is unlikely due to practical considerations and 

occasions where it might not be appropriate, or safe, for victims or the media to do 

so. That said, in cases where victims have applied – and been refused access to 

observe parole hearings – there could still be a good case for the media to be in 

attendance.  

Significant technological strides recently introduced in the Criminal Court system in 
England and Wales in an effort to tackle the backlog of cases caused by the Covid-
19 pandemic could work as an example of how to mitigate some practical and safety 
considerations with victims and the press able to observe hearings in a controlled 
environment. Technological solutions, such as broadcasting the proceedings to a 
separate location or streaming them online appear to be the most viable method of 
delivering public hearings.  

As recognised in the consultation, there is a strong argument that parole decision-
making is a matter of public interest and therefore the process should be as open 
and transparent as possible in order to satisfy the needs of open justice.  Granting 
the press and victims greater access to hearings, upon request, is unlikely to pose a 
significant threat to the privacy and security of participants involved in the review 
process. On the contrary, open hearings would allow the public, media and victims to 
gain a better understanding of how and why a decision has been reached in a level 
of detail that is unlikely to be achieved through a written summary of decisions.   

The MOJ’s legitimate concerns around the reporting of medical information, private 
and sensitive material and intelligence from the police or security services in parole 
reviews are also unlikely to be insurmountable. Trained journalists are educated in 
recognising – and abiding by – restrictions that prevent the reporting of private, 
sensitive and confidential material and mechanisms could be put in place whereby 
the public’s access is limited to certain parts of the hearing where sensitive or 
personal information is not discussed. Non-disclosure rulings could also provide a 
solution. Journalists, meanwhile, could be permitted to remain during proceedings 
where public access is restricted on the understanding that they do not publish the 
information they become privy to. 

In light of the above, the Society supports the introduction of a system akin to that in 
Canada whereby hearings could be held fully in public: i.e. with victims, the general 
public and the media permitted to apply to observe hearings. While the Society 
strongly supports and recognises that allowing victims to attend the full hearing 
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would be a significant step forward in terms of openness and transparency, 
excluding the media and the wider public from attending such hearings is unlikely to 
change the perception of the parole system as a largely ‘closed’ shop.  

For this reason, we are not in favour of a system whereby only victims are given the 
right to apply to attend hearings.  Some victims may not wish to participate in the 
parole process due to numerous reasons - including the possibility of reliving 
previous traumas – however this does not mean that there is not a significant public 
interest in media scrutiny of a review.  Not allowing the media access to apply to 
attend hearings as observers undermines the public's confidence in the system.  

Conclusion  

In conclusion, enhanced media and public scrutiny of parole board hearings would 
ensure that the parole process is consistent with the principle of ‘open justice’. While 
the Society recognises that practical and privacy considerations must be taken into 
account in any decision to approve enhanced access to proceedings, we support 
comments by the Parole Board’s Chief Executive to implement a system similar to 
that in Canada.  

The Canadian system whereby any member of the public age 18 and older can 
apply to be an observer, including victims, their support persons, offender assistants, 
journalists and students appears to work efficiently with little disruption to parole 
proceedings. It greatly enhances scrutiny of decision-making in Canada. Enabling a 
similar system in the UK whereby journalists and victims do not have an automatic 
right to attend all hearings but could apply to attend specific reviews, would similarly 
increase public confidence and understanding of how decisions are made. 

The Society strongly believes that, alongside measures introduced in the wake of the 

John Worboys case in 2018, there remains further scope for greater transparency to 

be achieved in the parole board process while not compromising the integrity of the 

parole process.  
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