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Legal aid cuts put
access to justice at
risk, say lawyers

Natalie Hanman

Thousands of the most vulnerable people
risk being denied emergency access to
free advice from lawyers following major
changes to the way legal aid is delivered,
family law experts warn today.

Ninety per cent of family lawyers
surveyed by Resolution, the family
lawyers’ association, say they believe
access to justice is seriously under threat
afterthe recent shake-up of the tendering
process across all civil legal work which
now revolves around bidding for three-
year contracts.

Thesurvey reflects fearsthat legalaidis
goingtotake the biggest hit following last
week's announcement that the Ministry
ofustice will cut its £9bn budget by £2bn,
Justice secretary Kenneth Clarke saidina
recent interview that legal aid, which has
abudget of £2bn, was onearea “where our
cuts can come from®”.

Previously firms were paid for workona
case-by-case basis, or for aset of cases, and
critics of the changes say they favour big-
ger firms and are devastating for smaller
practices, among which specialistsin fam-
ily law are often found.

According to the Legal Services
Commission (LSC), which runs the legal
aid system in England and Wales, only

1,300 of the 2,400 family law firms previ-
) legal aid work have won new

contracts, whichstartin October. Ofthose
which responded to Resolution’s survey
published today, 86% said they will be
appealing the LSC’s decision. -
Last night Steve Hynes, director of the
Legal Action Group, said: “The big concern
‘with family lawisthe reduction in outlets,
which has been dramatic. It seems pretty
obvious thatif you reduce the number of
outlets on the high street by 1,300.then.
there will be members of the publi¢ miss-
ing out on getting access to legal aid.”
The LSC insists the new system, in
which firms have ta competitively bid for

. legal aid contracts in blocks and meet.a,

set of assessment criteria, works well. It
saysthatbecause allcategories were over-
subscribed it is simply a case of a smaller
number of providers doing broadly the
same amount of work, and that in the
famiily law sector a minimum of five pro-
viders will remain in each procurement

area to ensure against any conflict of
Interest. But onerespondent tothe survey
said the changes would have aparticularly
“devastating” impact on the family law
sector, which deals with cases including
children in care, domestic violence, forced
marriage, divorce and adoption,

The survey found: 5
® Family lawyers overwhelmingly believe
vulnerable people most in need of emer-
gency legalaid, such asdomestic violence
and forced marriage victims, will be
unable to find the advice they need after
anumber of key specialists in these areas
Iost their bids,
® Patchy nationwide provision, espe-
cially in rural areas, will result in “advice
deserts”, including in Cornwall, Dorset,
Bedfordshire and Lincolnshire,
© The reduced number of firms will lead
to potential conflicts ofinterest - or clients
having to travel significantly Further to
access a different lawyer - if a single firm
is forced to take on more than one client
party tothe same dispute.
@ The government’s proposed closure of
magistrates and county courts will further
seriously impede access to justice.
@ There will be more than 500 redundan-
ciesin the family legal aid sector, withone
firm saying it was likely to lose up to 30
staff members, and six firms saying they
may have to close their offices entirely.

“Our survey has painted a very worry-
ing picture for the future of legal aid pro-
vision,” said David Allison, chair of Reso-
lution. “We have written to the Ministry
of Tustice and the LSC and are calling on
them toimmediately and publicly set out

- the steps they will take and the practical

measures they will introduce to meet any
emerging access to justice issues.”

Hugh Barrett, executive director of the
LSC, admitted that it “did not intend that
there should be a significant reduction
in the number of firms that were doing
family legalaid work”.

He said: “Weare only part way through
a process of allocating the work. We have
a pracess of appeals and we will further
look at whether in any particular parts of
the country there are issues with access
tojustice.”

The survey was sent to all Resolution
legalaidlawyers, representing 1,355 firms;
597 responded, and 561 of those had bid
for a family contract.

Blair's £4.6m
gift to British
Legion

beenmuchbetter foreveryoneifhe hadn’t
taken us into these warsin the first place.
Blair lied about the Irag war, he refused to
express any regret at the Chilcot inquiry
and hisattempt tosave his conscience will
be little comfort to those injured or who
have lost their loved ones.”

The proceeds from the book will go to
theRoyal British Legion’s Battle Back cam-
paign, a project that will provide a new
rehabilitation centre for seriously injured
troops returning from the frontline.

Simpkinssaid: “Mz Blair's generosityis
muchappreciated and will help us tomake
arealand lasting difference to the lives of
hundreds of injured personnel.”

Onintemet forumsand message boards
soldiers appeared sceptical of Blair's
motives although most agreed his dona-
tion was good news for injured troops.

Adnan Sarwar, who lost two friends
during tours of Iraq before leaving the
army in 2007, said: “It may be a way of
trying to say sorry for what he has done,
a way of giving something back to the
troops, but whatever thereasonI think we
should accept his money and say thanks
very much ... This does not change what
happened or the decisions that were
made. But there comes a time when you
have to move on and, not forget or even
forgive necessarily, but move on.”

John Kampfner, page 26

Off to Uni?
No, studying
from home

{ continued from page 1

dow. I’s not as easy as coming in through
the frontdoor but if you’ra committed
enough you can getin.”

Atthe university of Westminster, vice-
chancellor Geoffrey Petts said the push
fromLabour toincrease student numbers,
while welcome. had led to an exnectatinn

“Thissea of studentshashad the build-
up to going to university rammed down
their throats for the last five years and all
ofasuddenalarge number of them aren’t
going tomake it,” he said.

The Open University has seen a 21%
increase in the number of 18-year-olds
reserving places on degree courses in the
last year, and a quarter of its new under-
graduates are now aged under 25.

Two years ago Birkbeck had no
applications from 18- and 19-year-olds;
thisyearit had 154, and young people rep-
resent a higher proportion of applicants
than ever before.

The total number of applications for
nart-time undereraduate deorase wac nn



