Nalini Varma is a Fee-paid Member of the First-tier Tribunal, Social Entitlement Chamber, Criminal Injuries Compensation. She also works for the Big Lottery Fund and is a member of the General Medical Council and the Nursing and Midwifery Council, among others. 

Previously she was a social worker in the London Borough of Waltham Forest, a consultant commissioner for Newham Social Services, served as a board member of the Children and Families Court Advisory Support Service and was 
involved in a number of charities both as a staff member and trustee, including being Chief Executive of the Rainer Foundation, now Catch 22, which supports young people.
The Criminal Injuries Compensation Appeals Tribunal exists to hear appeals from members of the public who believe they have been a victim of violent crime and are therefore eligible for an award of compensation.
If someone is the victim of a crime of violence they may be entitled to compensation. My job, along with my fellow panel members, is to ensure people can put their case across so we can determine whether they have a valid claim or not.

The tribunal hears appeals against decisions of the Criminal Injuries Compensation Authority regarding financial compensation for victims of violent crime under statutory schemes introduced in 1996, 2001 and 2008. Decisions are made on the level of compensation for the injury/ies sustained and, where appropriate, areas such as loss of earnings, loss of earning capacity, special expenses, state benefits and pension payments.

There are three panel members who are legal (a lawyer), medical (a doctor) and my role - lay (who may have professional experience of victims of violent crime). You have to be confident to participate fully, as all panel members are expected to contribute so that the panel works co-operatively. No-one has more say, for example the views of the legally qualified chair - who could be a Queen’s Counsel - do not carry more weight; we try to reach consensual decisions through full discussion. 
It is helpful having a background in social services and the charity sector because I have worked with, and have some understanding of, people from all walks of life – individuals of different races, religions and classes. The majority of appellants tend to be less privileged and many are unemployed, in poor health or have other difficulties. They are not usually legally represented and therefore often represent themselves. Understanding this context is important for ensuring highly vulnerable groups are able to present their evidence properly and have it considered fully and fairly.
There are a number of thresholds that have to be met in order to make a claim under the schemes. In general terms the crime must be a ‘crime of violence’ which has resulted in physical and/or mental injuries of a certain level of seriousness. The panel receives a bundle of papers in respect of each appellant who has requested an oral hearing. This includes the appellant’s application, decisions made by the Authority and other related correspondence and can also include medical evidence. Oral hearings only go ahead in the appellant’s absence at their request or if they have failed to attend without good reason previously. 
The Authority and tribunal panel question the appellant. Often a police witness attends at the request of the Authority about issues such as whether the crime was reported, if this was as soon as possible after the incident and whether the appellant co-operated with any police investigation. Sometimes the appellant may bring a witness as well for example, to prove they were available when the police were trying to make contact. It is an inquisitorial approach using a very structured process and decisions are made on the balance of probabilities.
You have to try to keep control of the day so that appellants are not waiting too long beyond the time of their hearing. An average case with an appellant and a police witness giving evidence can take up to an hour. We give the decision at the end of the hearing and the appellant and Authority get a copy to take away with them. Sometimes we have to reserve the decision if it is a particularly complicated case. If written reasons are requested, there is a strict time limit within which the response has to be received by the appellant. The tribunal chair sends a draft for the rest of the panel to comment on to ensure it reflects the decision-making process. So, you must be able to take full and legible notes. This is also important in cases where there is a request for Judicial Review to the Upper Tribunal.

What I enjoy most is working with the different people I have met since being on the tribunal and the interaction with the public. You travel widely with this appointment, throughout England and Wales, and sit as a panel for a week at a time. Your availability is canvassed six months in advance, so you have lots of notice of where you will be sitting. The preparation for the week is challenging as all cases have to be read in advance and if they are old cases the files can be six to eight inches high. Ploughing through medical notes can be particularly tough.

When applying for this role it would be useful to know about the recent scheme, this tribunal and the tribunal service as a whole. You are part of a much more complex system. 
