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The use of video conferencing as an alternative to travel varies significantly across government 
departments.  Whereas some departments, such as the Department for Children Schools and 
Families, use each unit a number of times a day, others such as the Department for Culture, Media 
and Sport only claim to use the equipment ‘at least once a month’. 
 
Departments must take the lead to actively promote video conferencing internally, and discourage 
travel unless it is absolutely necessary by asking staff to verify in travel request and expenses forms 
that they have considered tele and video conferencing as alternatives. 

The Northern Ireland Prison Service has completely reformed the way prisoners attend court hearings by 
installing 132 video conferencing units as part of an integrated network across the criminal justice system.  
Inmates no longer travel to court for bail or remand hearings, but appear over video link from the detention centre 
where they are based.  The savings from transport costs alone are estimated at £10 million per year. 
 
Officials throughout the NI criminal justice system rely on the TANDBERG network to streamline administrative 
business.  The network links-up two dozen courthouses, three detention centres, 17 police stations, the Youth 
Justice Agency, the Department of Public Prosecutions, the Crown Solicitor’s Office, the Probation Board, the 
Legal Services Commission, the Police Ombudsman’s Office and the Assets Recovery Agency. 
 
The resulting cost-saving benefits have been significant.  Police officers have been transferred from escort duty to 
crime fighting, and the throughput of cases in court has been sped up.  Around 50% of all pre-trial hearings are 
now conducted via video conferencing, including almost all bail and remand hearings.   
 
The technology has also helped support public policy initiatives on improving effective consultation and 
engagement.  Between 130 and 210 legal and other consultations take place every week over video 
conferencing. 
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6. THE POTENTIAL FOR FUTURE USE OF VIDEO 
CONFERENCING  
 
Parliament and government 
 
Achieving a healthy work-life balance is particularly difficult for many MPs, who have to juggle working in 
Westminster four days a week and in their constituency the rest of the time.  Speaking to The Observer in April 
2007, Claire Curtis-Thomas MP described the hours she has to work as a “disaster”, saying that her work has a 
“profound effect” on her relationship with her children and her husband.  To negate the impact, she uses video 
conferencing to keep in touch: 
 

“My 16 year old is pragmatic.  She misses me, but we spend the day texting.  But my boy 
is eight and only just waking up to the fact that I go off for long periods.  We do video 
conferencing.  I look at their teeth every morning and arbitrate on domestic-strife issues.” 
 
There is great potential for more MPs to make greater use of video conferencing between their constituency and 
Westminster offices, particularly for constituency surgeries.  Currently the vast majority of MPs hold surgeries on 
either a Friday or sometimes on a Saturday morning, making it difficult for many people to find the time to come 
and see them.  If Parliamentarians had a video link between their Westminster and constituency offices, it would 
enable them to do surgeries after office hours during the week and on an ad-hoc basis in the event of a crisis.  
Video conferencing could also be used for regular meetings between staff in both offices, thereby also improving 
communication between staff and combating the feeling of isolation that many staff members who work alone can 
experience.  
 
Another important way that video conferencing could significantly improve how government works is by enabling 
government departments to move out of Whitehall.  As Sir Michael Lyons pointed out in his 2004 report11, many 
government departments have expensive central London offices for functions that could potentially take place 
elsewhere in the country.  The Treasury has approximately 1,200 civil servants in London occupying 230,470 
square metres of office space in prime locations, when now, due to technological developments, only a relatively 
small group who advise Ministers need to stay in London.  A significant proportion of civil servants could relocate 
to a less expensive area and video conference where necessary. 
 
Schools Minister Lord Adonis also recognises the benefits of moving government functions out of Westminster.  In 
an article for The Guardian in March 2007, Lord Adonis spoke of the potential to move the House of Lords out of 
London to Manchester or Birmingham: 
 

“The parliamentary work would be the same.  Meetings with MPs and ministerial 
colleagues could be comfortably accomplished on one day a week in London, with some 
meetings replaced by phone call or video conferencing.  MPs and London-based Ministers 
could travel to the second chamber on occasion.” 
 
Adonis also spoke of having a dozen or so of those ministers who sit in the House of Lords located outside 
London as “positively advantageous”.  As a Schools Minister he regularly has to visit the Midlands and the north, 
and therefore it would be a good thing to have a group of public-service ministers, in particular, whose offices are 
outside London.   
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Increased use of video conferencing across government could drive down the costs associated with 
unnecessary travel, reduce the environmental impact of government as a whole, improve work-life 
balance for staff and deliver better public services.  However, political will and leadership from the 
centre is required to make this vision a reality. 

Delivering public services  
 
Aside from the potential for video conferencing to improve working practices across Westminster and Whitehall, 
there is also great potential for video conferencing to improve public service delivery.  Video conferencing is 
becoming increasingly common in courts, enabling expert witnesses from around the world to give evidence, as 
well as protecting more vulnerable witnesses from the trauma associated with giving evidence in the same room 
as the defendant.  There are also some very positive examples of knowledge sharing in the health sector that 
provides a much better service for the patient.  Multi Disciplinary Teams including consultants with different areas 
of expertise and specialist nurses from different hospitals across the country have the ability to meet and discuss 
complicated individual cases, and decide the best course of treatment for the patient. 
 
Schools have started to see the benefits of video conferencing, particularly in terms of teaching foreign 
languages.  In Coventry a number of primary schools have used video conferencing to receive live Spanish 
instruction by video.  Certain museums and attractions, such as the National Space Centre in Leicester, have also 
developed specialist classes that can be taught via video link.  However, only a small proportion of schools have 
access to video conferencing at the moment, meaning that the majority of pupils cannot take advantage of such 
schemes. 
 
Local authorities could also make use of video conferencing to deliver public services.  More and more councils 
are introducing ‘one stop shops’, so that people can access the majority of the services that local councils provide 
in one place.  By introducing video pods to these one stop shops, the services could be extended enabling people 
to talk to the relevant official there and then.  This would also allow non-English speaking people to access 
translation services and deaf people to converse in sign language via video link.  This would mean that councils 
would not have to have translators on site, thereby driving down costs.  
 
TANDBERG customers have found that video conferencing can reduce the need to travel by one fifth.  The 
Swedish Customs Service has been able to directly attribute CO2 emissions reductions to the adoption of 
TANDBERG technology.  The organisation now holds about 60 video conferences a month, resulting in a direct 
reduction in CO2 emissions of seven tonnes each month. 
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7. RECOMMENDATIONS  
 
A 2007 Ipsos MORI poll commissioned by TANDBERG found that over half of respondents felt that Government 
should take a leading role in limiting the effects of climate change.12   In the UK, despite an increasing political 
focus on environmental issues, the Government appears to have failed to get its own house in order by reducing 
unnecessary business travel.   
 
Government departments do not accurately record travel taken by Ministers and officials, the costs involved or the 
environmental impact of their actions.  Where data is collected on travel, the processes used vary hugely between 
departments making it impossible to compare and contrast. This provides little incentive for government 
departments to change their current practice.   
 
As such, we believe that the Government should take the following steps to reduce unnecessary travel: 
 
 
• All departments should record details of travel undertaken by Ministers and officials in the same way, and 

these figures should be made available to the public 
 
• In addition, all Ministers and civil servants should have to explain why they chose a particular mode of travel 

in their expenses or travel request form.  This will encourage staff to consider cheaper and more 
environmentally friendly forms of travel, as well as alternatives such as video conferencing 

 
• All departments must take the lead to actively promote video conferencing internally, whether it is through 

poster campaigns, staff awareness days or other innovative ways of encouraging use of the technology and 
discouraging unnecessary travel 

 
• Political will and leadership from the centre is required to encourage all departments to make greater use of 

video conferencing.  As such, the Cabinet Office’s Transformational Government strategy should include a 
specific role for video conferencing across government departments, and in the delivery of public services 
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8. ABOUT TANDBERG AND THE ENVIRONMENT 
 
TANDBERG is a leading global provider of visual communication products and services.  The Company has dual 
headquarters in New York and Norway. TANDBERG designs, develops and markets systems and software for 
video, voice and data.  The Company provides sales, support and value-added services in more than 90 countries 
worldwide. 
 
Government agencies throughout the world are using visual communications to speed up decision-making, 
provide employees with increased access to experts and information and to provide real-time public safety 
responses.  TANDBERG has been at the forefront of this development.  In the UK, we work with a range of public 
sector clients including the emergency services, schools and Local Education Authorities, universities, Primary 
Care Trusts and central government departments.  We also provide services for some of the leading private-
sector companies in the country. 
 
As a producer of electrical equipment, TANDBERG is committed to the collection, treatment, recycling and 
environmentally safe disposal of its technology.   
 
The implications of Corporate Social Responsibility are being tackled within boardrooms across the world, with 
environmental issues central to the field.  International environmental legislation such as the Kyoto treaty and 
regional regulation such as WEEE and RoHS in the EU are now a reality that need to be addressed, and 
TANDBERG has put systems in place to improve and monitor company environmental practice on a continuous 
basis.  
 
At TANDBERG, as well as promoting the reduction of greenhouse gases through the use of our technology, we 
are committed to the environment through our own actions as well.  That is why when customers buy TANDBERG 
equipment, they are entitled to:  
 
• Send old equipment back for recycling on a one-for-one, like-for-like basis (this varies depending on the 

country) 
 
• Send the new equipment back for recycling when this ultimately becomes waste. 
 
For more information about TANDBERG and the benefits of video conferencing, please visit www.tandberg.com. 
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