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Introduction
On 24th of February 2026, Community Justice Scotland (CJS) delivered the sixth event in its learning series for community justice partners 2025-26. The session focused on applying a Human Rights Based Approach (HRBA) to community justice, with particular attention to the often-reported challenge of meaningfully embedding lived experience into decision making.

Approximately 50 participants attended the event, representing a wide range of organisations, including community justice partnerships, local authorities, Scottish Government, NHS, justice social work, Alcohol and Drug Partnerships (ADPs), and third-sector organisations. Six speakers contributed to the session:

· Civil Service colleagues from the Scottish Government
· Claire Borden from South Lanarkshire Justice Services
· Simon Jones from the Forth Valley Alcohol and Drug Partnership
· Michelle Rogers, Community Justice Lead in Clackmannanshire
· Jamie Lygate, representative from the lived experience panel in Clackmannanshire

This report summarises key examples of how a HRBA has been applied in practice. By showcasing a range of approaches, the session aimed to support local authorities to better understand the value of using a HRBA, and to encourage reflection and discussion on how it could be applied within their own areas.
[bookmark: _Toc233012867]Background
The session was aligned to Priority Action 12 of the Community Justice Performance Framework, which requires partnerships to:
Enhance partnership planning and implementation by ensuring the voices of victims, survivors, people with lived experience and their families are effectively incorporated and embedded.
Participants acknowledged a strong sector wide commitment to involving lived experience within community justice. However, many highlighted ongoing challenges, including uncertainty about governance models, concerns around tokenism, and a lack of clear guidance to ensure that insights are incorporated in strategic and operational decisions. Applying the principles of a HRBA was presented as one partners might consider to ensure lived experience was put at the heart of strategic decision making at the local authority level within community justice. 
Many of the examples presented in the workshop to generate discussion and learning were taken from the drugs and alcohol sector as this is a sector where embedding a HRBA into policy development and practice has been used more widely over the last five years in Scotland.
[bookmark: _Toc233012868]What is a Human Rights Based Approach?
A human rights‑based approach (HRBA) means putting domestic and international human rights at the centre of how policies, services and decisions are designed, delivered and reviewed. In practice, it ensures that people understand their rights, are supported to claim them, and are meaningfully involved in decisions that affect them. This approach is commonly guided by the PANEL principles: 
· Participation: Everyone has the right to participate in decisions that affect them and their rights.
· Accountability: Accountability means duty bearers are responsible and answerable for meeting their human rights obligations. This requires clear understanding of those responsibilities, supported by appropriate laws, policies, procedures, monitoring, transparency, and effective remedies to uphold human rights
· Non‑discrimination: Being free from discrimination means that all discrimination must be prohibited, prevented and eliminated.
· Empowerment: People should be able to name and claim their rights, and be empowered and encouraged to participate in decision-making and the development of policy and practice that affects them and their rights.
· Legality: The full range of legally protected human rights must be respected, protected and fulfilled. It also means that human rights should be recognised as legally enforceable entitlements, and included within national law[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  Scottish National Action Plan for Human Rights (SNAP) (2023) SNAP 2: March 2023. [PDF] Available at: SNAP-2-March-2023-FINAL-PDF.pdf] 

Applying these principles helps ensure that rights‑holders are actively involved, that clear accountability mechanisms are in place, that decisions do not discriminate against certain populations. Finally, it ensures that people are empowered with knowledge and support to exercise their rights. In addition to these core foundations to a rights based approach, other frameworks were mentioned within practice examples of this session that are used alongside PANEL to support people understand rights established in the human rights act 1998 and to claim their rights—such as FAIR[footnoteRef:2] and FREDA[footnoteRef:3]. However, for the purposes of keeping it at introductory level, the workshop and this follow up report, focus on the PANEL principles and how we could apply them within strategic decision making and service delivery.  [2:  FAIR stands for Facts, Analyse, Identify and Review. This framework is designed to support duty bearers understand if rights are being infringed upon and help claim their rights if they are. ]  [3:  FREDA stands for Fairness, Respect, Equality, Dignity and Autonomy. The framework supports people to understand key rights established in the Human Rights Act (1998) without knowing the full articles. ] 

[bookmark: _Toc233012869]Summary of key points 
The following key points were identified throughout the session, identified by presenters and developed in discussion with participants:
· There was strong interest across different organisations in using a HRBA in community justice, particularly to better include people with lived experience in decision-making and ensure practice was rights respecting.
· While organisations were committed to involving lived experience, challenges remained. These included uncertainty about how to structure this work, concerns about tokenism, and limited guidance on how to turn feedback into action.
· A HRBA was presented as a useful and practical way to support decision-making, using the PANEL principles to guide how lived experience was included.
· Examples from the drugs and alcohol sector showed how a HRBA had already been used successfully, providing useful learning for community justice partners.
· The National Collaborative project, a rights based approach to drug and alcohol policy project, demonstrated how working closely with people with lived experience could shape national policy. The lived experienced ‘Change Team’ at the heart of this project co-designed a Charter of Rights and toolkit through extensive consultation with people affected by substance use and with people responsible for design, delivery and monitoring of substance related support services. The Charter aims to support change in policy and practice for people affected by substance use.
· Placing lived experience at the centre of decision-making was highlighted as key to improving services and ensuring they reflected people’s real needs.
· The National Collaborative’s work was successfully embedded within South Lanarkshire Justice Services, demonstrating how a HRBA drove tangible service improvements. This included reviewing court-based disposals, such as Drug Treatment and Testing Orders (DTTOs), and wider practice through a human rights lens, strengthening staff understanding of rights, and developing more rights respecting approaches to those who had a substance use problem which contributed to their offending behaviour. This approach also supported stronger multi-agency partnership working across health, social work and justice. A key example was the development of a problem-solving drug and alcohol court, which used structured deferred sentences (SDS) to support individuals in addressing substance use under court supervision. This approach proved highly effective, as evidenced by the external evaluation work undertaken on its impact[footnoteRef:4].  [4:  McLean, R & Deuchar, R 2024, Evaluation of South Lanarkshire Alcohol and Drug Problem-Solving Court: Mid-term Project Report December 2024. Ross Deuchar Consulting, Paisley.] 

· Work in Forth Valley and Clackmannanshire demonstrated the value of independent lived experience panels and involving people directly in decision-making at a strategic level.
· Partners shared that successfully applying a HRBA required cultural change, including sharing power, challenging traditional ways of working, and treating lived experience as a core part of decision-making.
· Lived experience contributions highlighted the importance of creating safe, inclusive and non-judgmental spaces where people felt able to share their views.
· Building trust and relationships took time within the panel and was identified as both a challenge and an essential part of meaningful participation.
· Ensuring a diverse range of voices remained a challenge, including improving gender balance and recognising that different lived experiences did not always overlap.
· Early impacts of using a HRBA included improvements to services, increased staff awareness, more inclusive engagement approaches, and growing confidence among people with lived experience to influence decisions.



[bookmark: _Toc233012870]Example 1 – The National Collaborative 
[bookmark: _Toc233012871]First Speakers: Civil Service colleagues
In the first part of the workshop, Scottish Government colleagues from the Drug Policy Division shared their experience of embedding a HRBA into policy over the last few years. They explained that Scotland is shifting away from a criminal justice–led response to substance use towards a public health approach. This change reflects a growing understanding that drug- and alcohol- related harms are closely linked to wider social determinants such as poverty, trauma, stigma and inequality. By reframing substance use as a health issue, the Scottish Government is better able to focus on preventing harm, improving access to healthcare, and reducing avoidable deaths.
A key example of applying a HRBA in practice is the National Collaborative project, established as part of the National Mission on Drugs. Although independent, the National Collaborative operates with Scottish Government support and was tasked with co-designing a Charter of Rights for people affected by substance use.
The Collaborative brought together a wide range of stakeholders, including people with lived experience, policymakers, service providers, rights holders and duty-bearers across sectors such as health, housing, justice, local government and regulation. Central to this work was a ‘Change Team’ made up of individuals with lived experience of substance use - either directly, as a family member or through professional experience. This group was led by an independent chair, Professor Alan Miller, an international human rights lawyer. The structure of the National Collaborative was intentionally designed to redistribute power, placing lived experience at the centre of decision-making, policy development and service design.
Colleagues from the Scottish Government explained that the National Collaborative embedded a human rights-based approach throughout its work using the PANEL principles. In addition, the Collaborative applied the FAIR model (Facts, Analysis, Identification and Review) to guide its process.
At the Facts stage, a large-scale call for evidence gathered the views and experiences of over 650 people. This included 8 national events, 37 community conversations, and survey responses, creating a strong evidence base on how rights are realised—or denied—in practice with people looking to access care and treatment for their substance use.
During the Analysis stage, it was quickly established that rights weren’t being fulfilled for this health population and several key themes emerged. These included the impact of stigma, low awareness of rights, barriers to accessing support, and the need for stronger advocacy and more effective complaints processes.
At the Identification stage, duty-bearers were identified, and a group was established to support and drive rights respecting change.
For the Review stage, the findings from the earlier phases were used to inform the drafting of the Charter of Rights. This draft was then refined through further consultation with more than 500 participants.
The final Charter, launched in December 2024, sets out seven key rights most relevant to people affected by substance use. It also provides guidance on how these rights can be applied in everyday service settings. The accompanying toolkit supports both rights-holders and duty-bearers, offering practical advice on how to apply the charter, whether that be claiming their rights or respecting the rights of others.
Scottish Government colleagues highlighted that taking a HRBA—particularly through the involvement of the lived experience ‘Change Team’—meant the work went beyond simply producing a document. The co-design process itself has begun to influence culture, practice, and service delivery across a range of settings.
Early examples of impact include:
· Moray Alcohol and Drug Partnership (ADP) used the Charter to engage with local communities, leading to services being relocated to more trauma-informed environments.
· Glasgow ADP has used the Charter to support staff training and shape the design and delivery of the safer consumption facility, The Thistle, including making spaces more welcoming and dignified.
· Organisations such as We Are With You have embedded the Charter within their policies and co-designed feedback mechanisms with service users.
· The Simon Community has co-designed a women-only Connect Hub, creating a more inclusive environment and delivering over 5,000 support interventions in its first year.
· The Scottish Drugs Forum (SDF) has incorporated the FAIR model into its
peer-led training and engagement approaches.

Overall, the National Collaborative demonstrates how a HRBA can be put into practice at a national policy development level. It highlights the importance of grounding work in lived experience, sharing power through co-design, and supporting both individuals to realise their rights and services to meet their responsibilities. Crucially, it shows how using a HRBA can ensure the right people are at the heart of decision making and can ensure policy and practice is in line with those who are being effected by the decisions.
[bookmark: _Toc233012872]Example 2 – Applying a HRBA in South Lanarkshire Justice Services
[bookmark: _Toc233012873]Second Speaker: Claire Borden 
Justice Service lead Claire Borden described how South Lanarkshire Justice Services have embedded the Charter of Rights for people with substance use, alongside a wider HRBA, within the design and delivery of their services. This provided a practical example of how the Charter, developed through the National Collaborative, has been translated into meaningful change at a local level.
Drawing on their role as a duty-bearer within the National Collaborative, Claire explained how participation in the project prompted critical reflection on existing practice. This included a structured evaluation of justice services through a human rights lens, enabling the team to identify where improvements were needed to ensure services were more rights respecting.
South Lanarkshire initiated this work by establishing a multi-agency working group to explore how learning from the National Collaborative could be applied locally. A key focus was on building awareness, education and training on the charter and human rights across services. To support this, the group introduced a series of informal “lunch and learn” sessions. These created accessible opportunities for staff across justice services, alcohol and drug partnerships, and third-sector organisations to engage with the Charter. The sessions fostered open discussion, encouraged shared learning, and helped identify priorities for improvement.
A central strand of the evaluation was embedding lived experience at all levels of service delivery. People with lived experience were involved in strategic and operational decision-making, as well as in service design and feedback processes. Mechanisms such as the Care Opinion platform were used to gather feedback and insights, which directly informed service improvements. In addition, roles within justice services were adapted to ensure lived experience was represented within teams, including within Alcohol and Drug Partnerships (ADPs) and third-sector organisations.
This work also led to a formal review of existing justice responses to substance use, including Drug Treatment and Testing Orders (DTTOs). DTTOs are court orders, imposed by Sheriffs, for individuals whose offending is linked to substance use. They involve mandatory drug testing and regular court reviews. However, their effectiveness has been subject to ongoing debate. In 2022, the Drug Death Taskforce Report recommended that the Scottish Government review the use and effectiveness of DTTOs and Community Payback Orders (CPOs) with treatment requirements. Subsequently, a 2023 literature review by Justice Analytical Services found that while court mandated treatment may be less effective than voluntary approaches, it is often more effective than custodial sentences.
In response to both national evidence and local evaluation, South Lanarkshire developed a revised model of service delivery. This included a stronger emphasis on diversion from prosecution, Structured Deferred Sentences (SDS), and CPOs with treatment requirements. The model also introduced greater flexibility and choice in treatment options, supported by tailored action plans delivered by a wider range of providers. For individuals engaging with abstinence based supports, links were strengthened with community resources such as Café Connect in Cambuslang. Importantly, the model was co-designed with people with lived experience.
Recognising that drug-related harm is closely linked to wider social determinants of health, South Lanarkshire adopted a wraparound approach to support someone involved in the justice system. This led to the development of a Recovery-Oriented Justice Service, bringing together health, social work and justice partners. A key feature of this approach was collaboration with Hamilton Sheriff Court, where SDS’s were used to support voluntary engagement with treatment. Individuals were able to work with health and social work professionals while being periodically reviewed and encouraged by the court.
This approach has enabled individuals to address their substance use in a supportive and structured way, without unnecessary escalation within the justice system. It has reduced the likelihood of breach and custodial sentences while promoting recovery and rehabilitation.
Claire also emphasised that embedding a human rights-based approach did not require “reinventing the wheel.” Instead, the Charter provided a shared framework to strengthen existing practice, make incremental improvements and support more consistent and transparent ways of working. The focus was on doing existing work better by working collaboratively and placing the voices and experiences of people affected by justice and substance use systems at the centre.
Overall, this work demonstrates how the Charter of Rights and a HRBA more widely can be translated into practical, rights-respecting approaches within justice services.
[bookmark: _Toc233012874]Example 3 – Applying a HRBA in Community Justice Partnerships 
[bookmark: _Toc233012875]Third Speakers: Simon Jones & Michelle Rogers 
Simon Jones and Michelle Rogers presented joint work across the Alcohol and Drug Partnership (ADP) and Community Justice Partnership in Forth Valley and Clackmannanshire. They highlighted how a HRBA had been embedded through sustained partnership working and meaningful involvement of people with lived experience.
Simon emphasised that adopting a HRBA was an ongoing process rather than a time limited project. The work had been shaped by Scotland’s National Drugs Mission, including the introduction of Medication Assisted Treatment (MAT) standards, and by a growing recognition that people affected by substance use frequently experienced violations of their rights, often by public bodies. This awareness led to a strategic focus on reforming systems, policies and commissioning practices, rather than placing responsibility on individuals to navigate unequal structures.
A key early priority for Forth Valley ADP was to move away from abstinence only recovery assumptions towards a harm reduction approach grounded in human rights principles. This shift was embedded within strategic planning and commissioning, using a definition of recovery based on “any positive change.” Alongside this, the ADP invested in empowerment and rights-awareness training, working with Reach Advocacy to deliver specialist training and workshops for people affected by substance use. This work responded to evidence that many individuals affected by substance use had internalised stigma and discrimination, lacked awareness of their rights, and did not see themselves as entitled to care or support.
To strengthen participation and accountability at a strategic level, the ADP established an independent Lived Experience Advisory Panel (LEAP), facilitated by Resilience Learning Partnership (RLP). This panel worked alongside the partnerships, shaping strategic decisions which were being developed in Forth Valley. Independence was intentionally built into the model to enable constructive challenge to strategic decisions and avoid “tokenism”. Panel members were remunerated, supported to participate safely, and provided with papers in advance of meetings. The panel contributed feedback directly to the ADP and latterly to community justice meetings, submitted written recommendations, and influenced policy priorities and commissioning decisions. This approach required changes to governance and internal practice, including sharing power and rebalancing whose voices were prioritised in decision-making.
Michelle Rogers described how this model directly influenced the development within the Clackmannanshire Community Justice Partnership. The same lived experience panel was subsequently embedded into governance structures, including shared chairing arrangements where a lived experience co-chair sat alongside statutory partners. The panel was supported by RLP using a trauma-informed approach and contributed to strategy development, self-evaluation, annual reporting and partnership meetings. Importantly, lived experience was described as “never off the agenda,” reflecting a shift from consultation as an add-on to participation as a core element of how the partnership operated.
Across both partnerships, human rights principles were embedded and as a result the lived experience panel was formed. While both speakers stressed that the work was still evolving, the example demonstrated how a HRBA had reshaped strategy, governance and organisational culture, ensuring that lived experience meaningfully informed decision-making, and that systems were more accountable for respecting, protecting and fulfilling rights.
[bookmark: _Toc233012876]Lived Experience Insights
[bookmark: _Toc233012877]Fourth Speaker: Jamie Lygate 
Finally, we heard from Jamie who shared reflections on their experience of being part of the panel, highlighting both the positive impacts and some of the challenges encountered.
Jamie described the panel as an accessible and inclusive space, which had supported members to build confidence and develop new skills, including using online platforms such as Microsoft Teams. Participation in structured meetings was seen as particularly valuable as it ensured people with lived experience had a direct involvement in live decision-making.
A key strength identified by Jamie was the creation of a safe, non-judgemental environment. The panel had brought together individuals with a range of experiences, including those who had been harmed and those who had caused harm, ensuring that all perspectives were heard and respected. Jamie emphasised that this inclusive approach strengthened the quality of discussions and helped ensure that recommendations reflected a broad range of lived experiences.
Jamie also highlighted some challenges. In particular, building trust and shared that relationships within the panel had taken time to build and felt slow in the early stages. However, this was recognised as a necessary foundation. Jamie noted that the investment in relationship-building had enabled the group to begin working more effectively and confidently as it developed.
Another challenge identified was the lack of consistent male representation. While the panel was predominantly made up of women, some men had participated more intermittently. Although the flexible nature of participation, allowing members to step in and out, was seen as a strength, Jamie felt that more consistent male involvement would strengthen the diversity of perspectives within the group.
Looking ahead, Jamie noted that confidence within the panel had grown over time. There was a shared ambition to build on this progress, deepen understanding of community justice journeys, and ensure that new voices with lived experience continued to be brought into the work. Jamie also highlighted the importance of recognising that experiences of substance use and justice systems did not always overlap, and that approaches should remain sensitive to these differences.
Finally, Jamie reflected on the positive links between the ADP, Community Justice Partnership and Lived Experience Advisory Panel. As the ADP panel had been established for longer, it had developed a strong level of confidence among members, including individuals taking on co-chairing roles. Jamie noted that this confidence was beginning to carry across into the community justice panel, supported by strong partnership working between professionals. Overall, this was seen as a positive indication that lived experience voices were becoming more empowered and influential across both areas of work.
[bookmark: _Toc233012878]Next Steps
Drawing on a range of examples from various speakers, this session explored how embedding lived experience within decision making and using the guiding principles of a HRBA, can strengthen policy development and service delivery. It encouraged partners to reflect on current practice and consider the added value of placing lived experience at the centre of decision-making.
Key areas for further consideration and next steps include:
· Sharing learning across partnerships: Clackmannanshire Community Justice Partnership has produced a written evaluation of its lived experience panel, which CJS will circulate with those involved in this discussion. More broadly, examples highlighted in this session—including those from the National Collaborative, South Lanarkshire, and Forth Valley/Clackmannanshire—should be disseminated to support wider understanding of how a HRBA can be applied in practice.
· Building awareness and capacity: There is an opportunity to strengthen partners knowledge and confidence in applying the PANEL principles through ongoing training, peer learning, and accessible guidance. Alongside the National Collaborative toolkit, partners may also wish to draw on external support from organisations such as Reach Advocacy and others delivering HRBA training.
· Strengthening lived experience involvement: Partners may wish to consider how to move beyond one off consultation towards embedding lived experience more systematically within governance structures, decision-making processes, and service design.
· Developing clear models for participation: Practical tools, guidance, and examples can support partnerships to establish effective and meaningful participation structures, including independent lived experience panels, ensuring approaches are both sustainable and impactful.
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