
Minutes – APG on Legal Aid meeting, 3 September 2014, the Jubilee Room 

 

Karl Turner MP 

Karl noted that it had been 18 months since the Legal Aid, Sentencing and Punishment of 

Offenders Act 2012 (LASPO) had entered into law. Many of his constituents were now 

finding that they had nowhere to turn for help with their legal problems. As an MP and not a 

practising lawyer, Karl felt that the advice that he could give them was inadequate to address 

their complex needs. This was a major problem. The report of the Low Commission had 

been accurate. People’s problems still existed after support was taken away. 

Kate Green MP 

Kate began by highlighting how the cuts have affected advice provision in and around her 

own constituency – Trafford Law Centre had had to close, with the loss of its heavy 

immigration and employment caseload. Her local Welfare Rights Unit had also lost staff due 

to the cuts. The local Citizens Advice Bureau could not cope. Advice available over the 

phone and online was simply not as good as face-to-face advice. People had all the 

problems they had before the legal aid cuts, plus more because of cuts to public spending 

and the welfare budget. She and her staff felt helpless: before, they knew where to refer 

people, but now there was often nowhere to refer them to. The situation was an “absolute 

disgrace” and meant the shutting out of the poorest and most disadvantaged. She added 

that the meetings of the APG on Legal Aid were very helpful as a means of conveying the 

realities of the situation. MPs ought to do as much as they could to assist. 

Andy Slaughter MP 

Andy noted that a recent report had identified five suicides at one prison in 2013 and said 

this showed the danger of the cuts to the prison service including cuts to legal aid for 

prisoners. This was symptomatic of what had happened to the justice system. We were now 

entering the final phase of the current Parliament and the run-up to the general election 

campaigns. The Government was running out of steam to introduce new legislation, but was 

reaping what had been sown by LASPO. It was time to prioritise the things that needed to be 

changed, put right and repaired. Things that the Government had said would not happen 

were in fact happening: for example, exceptional funding was supposed to be a “safety net” 

but was in fact extremely limited; family mediation was not taking off as promised. Almost 

every part of the justice system had been denuded and would leave the incoming 

Government a bad legacy. The question was how to restore a system of access to justice 

that would be worthy of the name. What were the pressing priorities, the areas facing severe 

need, and the longer-term strategy? No one was saying that the system could return to its 

pre-LASPO state. Andy concluded that at present, we had no sustainable justice system.  

Jenny Beck: Co-Chair of LAPG and Director of Family Law – Head of Professional 

Practice at Co-operative Legal Services 

Jenny divided the effects of LASPO into short- and long-term failings. Thousands were 

currently being denied access to justice and were facing hurdles too difficult to overcome. 

For example, 20 people a day were coming to her firm who had suffered domestic violence 

but could not provide the requisite evidence. Even if people were allowed into the system, 

firms received less than £100 for the initial help and time they had given. People were 

struggling to get the help they needed and problems were not going away. Instead, clients 

and practitioners were being sent round and round in circles. An example of the impact was 



in private family law proceedings: without the protection of legal aid, some separated parents 

with care of their children were opting to deny contact to the other parent outright, and 

parents without care were not fighting for contact. If people did not want to mediate, then 

they would not. Family life was often left fragmented. Only a tiny proportion of the very 

persistent were getting access to legal aid. 

Lord Low of Dalston 

The Report of the Low Commission was intended to lay the foundations of a strategy for the 

future of advice on social welfare law. Over one year, Lord Low and his team examined the 

area comprehensively. Currently, people were left languishing. Their problems did not go 

away, but got worse due to the marked reduction in the availability of legal advice. These 

problems were being allowed to escalate due to the fact that interrelated issues were being 

dealt with in isolation from each other. It was for the next Government to “patch up” the 

system and address its failings. It was crucial that a strategy should be put in place for the 

future of advice services in England and Wales. Lord Low was pleased to hear Andy 

Slaughter talking about a strategic approach. The Low Commission recommended that there 

should be a minister with a cross-departmental remit to oversee the implementation of the 

strategy. The strategy should involve plans for local support: groups of local authorities 

should work together. Overall, Lord Low said that the Low Commission’s recommendations 

were moderate and conservative: the Commission suggested that an additional £100 million 

should go into advice services per year, of which only half should come from central 

Government. This was a “drop in the ocean” and ought to be manageable. Other 

suggestions of the Commission included a levy on payday loan companies which could go 

towards advice provision. Overall, Lord Low concluded that the problem of the advice deficit 

was not going to go anywhere – it needed to be grasped and addressed and this should be 

reflected in party manifestos. The Low Commission was currently working on selling its 

recommendations. 

Ruth Hayes – Centre Director, Islington Law Centre and Vice-Chair, Law Centres 

Network  

Ruth echoed the comments of the other speakers, and noted that because of LASPO, new 

advice needs were emerging now that individuals could not access legal aid. There were 

hidden issues behind everything. Some clients at law centres were collapsing because they 

had not eaten for days. Some were surviving for weeks with no income. New issues were 

constantly emerging: for example, people who had left benefits in order to become self-

employed often struggled with the tax implications and needed advice. Provision of advice 

had become more and more fragmented. The loss of legal aid was causing real iniquities. 

The system had also become extremely confusing, with many different access-points, which 

often left individuals unable to understand why they had been denied advice whilst, for 

example, someone living a few streets away in a different local authority area had been 

given help. When areas of law lost funding, nothing was in place to fill the gap. Another 

problem was that advice is a discretionary area for local authorities and even the most 

dedicated of them were beginning to give up on it. People’s problems remained unresolved 

and constraints meant that there was not enough time to help them – an adviser might have 

only five or ten minutes to spend with someone who was trembling and terrified that they 

might lose their home. The impact on mental health provision was enormous – clients often 

reported feeling precarious, afraid that they were only one or two steps away from becoming 

street homeless. Other aspects of the system were highly inefficient, such as private 

landlords being expected to assess a tenant’s immigration status. There had been a huge 

response to these problems from lawyers, advice agencies and others, but this could not 



replace a proper strategy for addressing problems. A rethink was required and money 

should be directed to supporting the most vulnerable. Ruth concluded that now was the time 

to restore faith in the rule of law and also improve cost-effectiveness.  


