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Nick Armstrong 
 
Nick Armstrong spoke about civil legal aid. He recommended reading the House of Lords 
debate on prison law which took place on 29 December: in particular, he noted Lord 
Pannick’s comment that the changes to prison law had reversed 25 years of justice. Nick 
mentioned two cases that showed the impact of the cuts: a prisoner who had suffered a 
brain injury which had left him unable to challenge the category of prison he was kept in, 
meaning that his confinement continued to cost the taxpayer £65,000 a year; and a young 
offender who did not have the literacy skills necessary to understand a large dossier sent to 
him dealing with requirements for applying to move from a young offenders’ institution, 
meaning that he was likely to remain there as a decision on parole was not imminent.  
 
Nick then spoke about the residence test. He noted that this involved the removal of legal aid 
from a large number of people on the basis of their status alone: no concessions were to be 
made for more vulnerable people such as those with disabilities. However, the residence test 
had not yet been brought into force: there was still time to oppose it. The JCHR Report had 
criticised the test, and Nick urged the audience to act now to try to prevent its introduction.  
 
Nick also noted that the judicial review reforms had been announced but not yet 
implemented – challenges could still be made to these. Chris Grayling had said that those 
who opposed the judicial review reforms were merely those who benefitted from the status 
quo. However, he had entirely misunderstood the nature and importance of judicial review. 
Judicial review is about public law, not private law: individuals may benefit from judicial 
reviews, but the system as a whole is future-looking and is intended to benefit society in 
general. For example, without judicial review, an effective challenge could not be brought 
against immigration detention centres that acted in breach of Article 3 of the ECHR. Judicial 
review was capable of affecting everything from HS2, children’s special educational needs, 
libraries, fire stations, and environmental matters including the recent floods! These 
examples give the lie to Government’s perception that judicial reviews are largely a tool of 
left-wing campaigners. But judicial reviews frequently involve difficult legal issues and skilled 
lawyers are needed to bring them. Nick urged the audience to look hard at, and challenge, 
the Criminal Justice and Courts Bill as it passed through Parliament over the coming weeks. 
Bad things were happening and they could still be stopped. 
 
Michael Turner QC 
 
Michael began by criticising the Government’s rhetoric that the cuts to legal aid were about 
saving money in a time of austerity. The message to those who opposed the cuts was, 
essentially, to “stop whining”. However, the claim that the cuts would save money was either 
a “barefaced lie”, or an indication that the Government had no idea how much money it was 
already wasting through inefficiency. 
 
For example, the Government had been seeking to expand the Public Defender Service 
(PDS), even though this was “five times more expensive” than the using the independent 
Bar. The PDS had recently taken on three QCs at a cost of £125,000 a year each, but these 
barristers could not do conflicts cases. Therefore, where a case involved a conflict of interest 
between three defendants, the PDS could only represent one of them and the Government 
had ended up attempting to turn to the independent Bar for assistance. The PDS had 
recently had to drop an important case. 
 



In addition, Michael said that the Crown Prosecution Service cost the taxpayer far more per 
year than using the independent Bar. The Government also continued to contract out 
services to companies such as G4S even though they had engaged in tax fraud. Capita ran 
one of the worst interpretation services imaginable. Whose interests were being served 
here? Another Government idea was to staff courts with volunteers. 
 
Overall, Michael felt that the cuts had nothing to do with money but were all about 
undermining a profession that was capable of exposing Government inadequacy. He feared 
that the profession would lose diversity and there would be a return to the days when it was 
the preserve of the white and moneyed. The Government would be left to explain the ruin of 
a legal aid system that had been a pillar of democracy and fairness. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


