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“[T]he unique nature of military land operations means that the Army differs from all other institutions, and must be sustained and provided for accordingly by the nation.  This mutual obligation forms the Military Covenant between the nation, the Army and each individual solder; an unbreakable common bond of identity, loyalty and responsibility which has sustained the Army and its soldiers throughout its history.”

The Military Covenant

“Civilians provide the manpower for our huge armies.  Parents provide the sons who fight.  They make sacrifices, enormous sacrifices for the cause.  Wives lose their husbands, children lose their fathers, families lose their breadwinners.  They go short of food, clothing and the comforts they are used to. They pay the heavy taxes required to finance our war effort… [hence] when they know that serious mistakes have been made they want to know why.  After all they pay the cost of those mistakes.”

Lieutenant-General H. Gordon Bennett,

Why Singapore Fell, 1944
Introduction

The Coroners and Justice Bill is an important piece of legislation for The Royal British Legion. As such, we would be very grateful if you felt able to speak in Monday’s Second Reading debate to highlight some of the key points outlined below. 

Overview
The Coroners and Justice Bill proposes significant improvements to coroner governance, particularly the introduction of the post of Chief Coroner; the inquests process, including appeals; and the involvement of families or interested parties, such as the Charter for Bereaved People.  

The Royal British Legion welcomes these and other improvements.  We also welcome the Ministry of Justice and the Ministry of Defence consultation that has been undertaken, which has helped to ensure that reform delivers real improvement.

Specific issues

However, the Coroners and Justice Bill introduces some new proposals, one of which was previously presented in the Counter-Terrorism Bill. While this proposal has seen some amendments, it continues to be a cause for concern for the Legion and families of deceased Armed Forces personnel. The specific issue relates to section 11, which deals with inquests without a jury. 

The particular areas of concern relate to:

· The reasons for holding a secret inquest include “the relationship between the United Kingdom and another country” ensuring that all “friendly fire” incidents could be subject to an inquest without a jury; 

· That a secret inquest could be held for the reason “otherwise in order to prevent real harm to the public interest”, effectively a catch-all clause; and

· Under section 29, the Bill proposes that inspectors are not entitled to attend an inquest that has been certified by the Secretary of State to be held without a jury, removing any checks and balances to the process.

The Bill also offers the opportunity for further progress to be made to ensure that comprehensive investigations take place, where required, and that bereaved families have full confidence in the coroners system.  In July 2008, the Royal British Legion and the War Widows Association held an event with bereaved Service families to discuss how support for families could be further improved.  

The discussions highlighted several areas for improvement. The Bill provides opportunities to address some of these, particularly to:

· Introduce a requirement for an inquest to be held before a jury where a death has occurred during military training or under the age of 18, where it can be argued that military personnel are owed an additional duty of care or in the care of the state;

· Ensure the Chief Coroner only approves the transfer or referral of military inquests where specialist training has been undertaken in military investigations; and

· Draw on proposed amendments to the Access to Justice Act 1999 in section 128  to provide an exemption to the means test for military inquests that qualify for exceptional public funding, helping to satisfy the additional duty of care owed to Armed Forces families outlined in the Military Covenant.

About the Legion

The Royal British Legion was founded in 1921 to provide charitable welfare assistance to those who had served in the Armed Force, their widows and dependants.  This work continues today. The Legion has around 400,000 members and in 2008 we delivered over 100,000 welfare services.  

In any one year, around 150 service personnel lose their lives while serving in the Armed Forces.  Since the beginning of Operation HERRICK and TELIC over 320 Armed Forces personnel have been killed fulfilling their duty to the nation.  
Further Information

If you would like further information or guidance on any of the information provided here, please contact:

Kevin Shinkwin


T: 020 3207 2246

Head of Public Affairs


E: kshinkwin@britishlegion.org.uk
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