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Overview  

 
 

1. From time to time requests are made for observers to attend a Parole Board 
hearing. This policy is intended to cover the range of circumstances where an 
observer may be requested. It sets out the guiding principles and factors that 

the panel chair may wish to consider in deciding whether to grant an application 
and provides guidance on the process to be followed.   

 
General principles 

 
 
2. The following general principles apply:  

 
a) The attendance of observers is at the discretion of the panel chair of the oral 

hearing, as set out in rule 14 of the Parole Board Rules 2019 (see extract of 
the Rules – annex I). The final decision rests with the panel chair. The 
attendance of the observer remains at the discretion of the panel chair and 

the panel chair may revoke the decision if they consider it appropriate to do 
so. 

b) While the Parole Board is committed to transparency about the work of the 
Board, individual prisoner hearings are held in private, as set out in rule 15 of 
the Parole Board Rules 2019 (see extract of the Rules – annex I). They are 

not open to the public and only hearing participants and permitted observers 
may attend. 

c) Observers will be permitted to attend only for a professional purpose or a 
purpose connected to the parole process. 

d) In deciding whether to permit an observer, the panel chair will have due 

regard to fairness to the prisoner and the effectiveness of the hearing, 
including the need for the prisoner and witnesses to feel at ease. 

e) Parties should be made aware of observers and the reason for their 
attendance in advance of the hearing. Parties should be given the opportunity 
to flag to the panel chair if the attendance of the observer raises concerns. 

f) There is a need for transparency about observers and avoiding actual or 
perceived conflicts of interest between the panel and observers. Persons 

wishing to observe may from time to time have a professional or personal 
connection with a panel member. In general, observers should not attend 
hearings where they have a connection with a panel member, to avoid the 

appearance of a conflict. 
g) Information from the proceedings are confidential and must not be disclosed, 

without prior agreement, such as when permission has been granted to use 
the information for research purposes. Observers attending as part of 
professional training may discuss the hearing with their supervisor, within the 

context of professional learning and development and subject to professional 
confidentiality protocols. 

h) Attendance of observers in hearings held at a prison are also subject to the 
agreement of the prison Governor or Director. 

i) Requests to observe should be made as early as possible, but at least 12 
weeks before the date of the oral hearing, as set out in the Parole Board 
Rules 2019. This provides sufficient time to allow the request to be 

considered, and for parties to be consulted. Requests closer to the date of the 
oral hearing may only be agreed to where there is an exceptional reason for 

making a late request.  
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Reasons for observers 
 

3. Persons may wish to observe a Parole Board hearing for a range of reasons. 
Observers may only attend for particular professional purposes or purposes 
connected to the parole process. Acceptable reasons include: 

 
Persons supporting the prisoner – the prisoner/legal representative may 

request that one or more persons attend to support the prisoner, such as family 
members, friends, or pastoral advisors.  

 
Internal Parole Board observers attending for training/professional 
development or quality assurance – new Parole Board members are required 

to observe a certain number of hearings as part of their induction training. They 
will have access to the dossier to support their learning and may observe pre 

and post-hearing discussions, but will not participate in the decision-making of 
the panel. Parole Board staff are encouraged to observe hearings to learn more 
about the parole process and gain insight into the roles of those present. 

Members or staff may also observe hearings for quality assurance purposes.  
 

Training/Professional development of participants in the parole process 
– persons may request to observe a hearing where they may be expected to 
participate in future parole hearings as witnesses or understand the parole 

process, such as trainee psychologists, offender managers, legal representatives, 
or PPCS/MoJ staff. Observations at parole hearings may form part of a planned 

training programme for persons in this category. Rather than approaching the 
Parole Board or a member directly, such persons should follow the usual 
professional development route in their area i.e. arrange for their supervisor or 

colleague involved in a parole hearing to seek permission for them to observe 
their colleague at a hearing.  

 
Academic/research purposes – academic researchers may arrange to 
observe hearings as part of an agreed research programme. Students wishing to 

attend for general interest are not usually permitted.  
 

Note: additional permission is required for observers in this category. See  
  below. 
 

Other professional purposes – occasionally observers will be permitted for 
other professional purposes that align with the Parole Board’s business priorities, 

such as official visitors or journalists. 
 
Note: additional permission is required for observers in this category. See  

  below. 
 

Media and Press - as part of the transparency agenda the Parole Board is 
looking at opening up hearings in order to improve the public’s understanding 

about parole hearings.   
 
Note: any requests from media or press should be referred to the Head of 

 Communications to review and put in place necessary arrangements, 
 as appropriate. 
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4. Members of the public wishing to attend for general interest are not permitted.  

 
5. It is not generally possible to accommodate persons wishing to observe a 

hearing when applying or considering applying to become a Parole Board 
member, due to high volumes of candidates and prospective candidates. The 
exception to this is registered psychologists and psychiatrists. The Parole Board 

is seeking to increase representation within its membership from these specialist 
roles and welcomes requests to observe hearings from persons in these 

categories. Such requests should be made through the ‘other professional 
purposes’ category and the Parole Board will identify a suitable hearing based on 

location, date and relevant specialism.   
 
 

General Process 
 

Category Process 

Persons supporting the 

prisoner 

Prisoner/legal rep to obtain permission for observer from 

panel chair via Parole Board case manager 

Internal Parole Board 

observers 

Parole Board operational staff will notify parties and obtain 

permission from panel chair 

Training/ development 

of participants in the 
parole process 

Supervisor/witness obtain permission for trainee to 

observe from panel chair via Parole Board case manager 

Academic/ researchers Additional permission required via the Research 
Governance Group then obtain permission from panel chair 
via Parole Board case manager 

Other professional 
purposes 

Additional permission required from Business Improvement 
and Support Team then obtain permission for observer 

from panel chair via Parole Board case manager 

Media/Press Additional permission required from Head of 

Communications then obtain permission for observer from 
panel chair via Parole Board case manager 

 
 

6. If making a request to observe in the “academic/research purposes”, “other 
professional purposes” or “media/Press” categories above, additional permission 
is required first before submitting a request to the Parole Board panel chair. 

Persons in the other categories above can proceed straight to Step Two.  
 

Step One 
 

a) Academic/research purposes: a successful research application approved 

by the Parole Board Research Governance Group is required before 
agreement can be given to observe a hearing.  

 
b) Other professional purposes: submit a written request to the Chief 

Operating Officer, detailing the reason for the request to observe a hearing. 

 
c) Media/Press: apply via the Head of Communications. 
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Step Two 

 
a) Once any additional permission is obtained as detailed in (1) if required, the 

person wishing to observe (or person requesting on their behalf) should make 
a written request to the Parole Board panel chair to observe the hearing. In 
some cases, such as official visitors wishing to attend a hearing, Parole Board 

staff may identify a suitable hearing and make this request on behalf of the 
visitor.  Requests should be directed to the Parole Board case manager who 

will put the request to the chair.  
 

- Requests should provide the full name of the observer, clearly state the 
reason for their proposed attendance and the person’s relationship to 
the oral hearing participants, if any, including witnesses and panel 

members  
- Requests should be made as far in advance of the hearing as possible, 

but, as set out in rule 14, no later than twelve weeks before the date 
allocated for the oral hearing. Late requests may give insufficient time 
for the panel chair to consider them and may be refused on this basis 

- Requests for observers from the prisoner/legal representative should 
be copied to the PPCS case manager  

- Requests for observers from professionals such as prison, probation or 
psychologists are effectively applications from the Secretary of State 
for an observer – these requests should be copied to both the PPCS 

case manager and the prisoner/legal representative  
 

7. For observers other than those requested by the prisoner, the case manager will 
seek the views of the prisoner/legal representative for the panel chair to take 
into account when deciding whether to grant the request, if this has not yet been 

obtained. The prisoner/legal representative should be made aware of the reason 
for the observer.  

 
8. The panel chair will consider the request and grant or refuse the request, taking 

into account the views and circumstances of the prisoner. If refusing the request, 

the panel chair will give reasons why the request has not been granted. The 
panel chair can impose conditions, for example that the observer only observe 

part of the hearing. 
 
9. The observer needs to sign a confidentiality agreement (annex II) which will be 

provided by the case manager – this is not required for Parole Board staff, 
members or PPCS staff, or for observers requested by the prisoner; prisoners 

requesting observers to attend for support are taken to have agreed 
responsibility for any information shared with the observer.  

 

10.The observer needs the agreement of the establishment to attend the hearing 
where it is being held in a prison (or other institution where the hearing is taking 

place in a different location). This will usually be co-ordinated through the OMU.  
A Governor or Director can refuse permission of any observer. 

 
11.Once approval is obtained from the panel chair and the prison, the Parole Board 

case manager will add the observer to the hearing timetable and circulate this to 

all parties.  
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Process for internal Parole Board observers 

 
12.For internal Parole Board observers (new Parole Board members, staff, and 

quality assurance), the process will be as follows:  
 

- The panel chair will be notified by Parole Board operational staff that an 

observer is planned 
- The Parole Board case manager will notify the prisoner/legal 

representative and give them an opportunity to raise any particular 
circumstances or characteristics of the prisoner that indicate it would 

not be suitable to have observers 
- The panel chair will consider any issues the prisoner/legal 

representative has raised and make the final decision about whether 

the observer is permitted 
- The observer will be added to the hearing timetable and this will be 

circulated to all parties 
 
Further points for observers to note 

 
13.Observers do not take part in the hearing and do not give evidence to the panel 

or act as an advisor to the prisoner. 
  

14.Observers should get permission from the panel chair before taking notes. Any 

notes containing details of the hearing must be stored or disposed of securely. 
 

15.Details of the hearing including the names, personal circumstances and any 
information in the dossier or hearing must not be discussed with anyone other 
than Parole Board staff or members, as appropriate. 

 
16.The observer must abide by any conditions on their attendance imposed by the 

panel chair. 
 
17.Any person wishing to observe a hearing must adhere to relevant prison policies 

and security requirements, for example be aged 18 or over.  
 

18.Observers must declare any actual or perceived conflicts of interest with any 
person present at the hearing, whether professional or personal.  This includes 
notifying the panel chair immediately if a conflict becomes apparent on the day.  

 
19.Information discussed at oral hearings can be graphic in nature and distressing. 

It is the responsibility of the observer to ensure they have adequate support 
following the hearing, should they require it. 

 

 
Factors for the panel chair to consider in deciding an observer request 

 
20.Factors the panel chair may wish to take into account when deciding whether to 

grant a request for an observer: 
 

- The purpose for which the observer is requesting to attend 

- Fairness/efficacy of the hearing and the need for the prisoner and 
witnesses to be at ease when giving evidence 
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- The prisoner’s views about the observer attending and any particular 

circumstances or characteristics of the prisoner or the hearing that 
indicate observers should be limited or refused – for example observers 

other than those requested by the prisoner may not necessarily be 
appropriate for hearings involving vulnerable persons; observers 
should not generally be permitted for offenders under 18 

- Physical layout/suitability of the hearing room – the panel chair should 
consider the layout and space available in the hearing room and 

whether seating can be arranged to limit the impact of the observer’s 
presence where appropriate, such as seating them behind or away 

from the prisoner/witnesses.  
- The number of witnesses and hearing participants that will also be in 

the room and whether any other observers have already been agreed  

- Any risk issues that may arise from the observer’s attendance 
- Whether there is any victim involvement/victim attendance at the 

hearing – would an additional person in the room add to anxiety for 
example; 

- Any actual or perceived conflicts of interest between the observer and 

any person present at the hearing, whether professional or personal.  
Panel chairs should be alert to any conflicts arising on the day of the 

hearing, for example if there is a late substitute witness.  
- Whether the observer is known to any of the members (in which case it 

is preferable for the observer to arrange to observe a different hearing) 

- Whether it is appropriate to impose any additional conditions on the 
observer to enable them to attend 

- Any other factors the panel chair considers relevant  
 
 

 
Annex I – extract from the Parole Board Rules 2019 

Annex II – Observer Confidentiality Form 
 
 


