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Ms Buck opened the meeting and thanked the speakers for giving up their time to address the 

meeting.  She went on to introduce the first speaker, Lord Colin Low, Chair of the Low Commission, 

explaining that he would address the meeting about the recommendations made by the Commission 

and its ongoing work in the area of Early Advice. 

Lord Low 

Lord Low thanked the Chair and the group for inviting him to speak. He explained to the meeting 

that the Low Commission was tasked with developing a strategy for social welfare law in the wake of 

the LASPO cuts and produced a series of reports tackling the advice deficit. The first report, 

published in January 2014, contained one hundred recommendations. The second report was 

published a year on in March 2015 and reflected on the changes that had been wrought in the legal 

aid landscape. It observed that the advice deficit had widened, that many critical needs were not 

being met, that food bank usage had increased twofold, and there was a significant increase in 

people seeking pay day loans. Lord Low went on to add that the third Low Commission report in 

June 2015, reviewed evidence that timely specialist, legal advice can lead to better health outcomes 

and benefits for patient health. This has the consequence of reducing demand on an already over-

stretched NHS. A key recommendation of the report was for the establishment of a national advice 

strategy supporting legal advice called the National Advice and Legal Support Fund.  The 

Government should create a new ringfenced fund of 100m to enable long term planning to support 

local advice providers. This would be comprised of £50m from the Cabinet Office, DWP and MoJ, 

with a £50m matching contribution from local authorities, the local NHS and housing associations.  

Trusts like the Big Lottery Fund, MAS and social impact bonds could also contribute. Lord Low went 

on to add that the Low Commission wound up in 2016 but that its Commissioners have continued to 

promote key recommendations from the reports. Two years ago there was interest in the 

recommendations on the advice sector. This led to positive meetings with Michael Gove, Michael 

Heseltine, and Oliver Letwin. At the time, the Commission argued that there were no shortage of 

funding streams. They estimated that a top slice of all the funds of just 1% would fund the 

Government’s contribution. Lord Low added that it was envisaged that strategic coordination would 

be needed to manage funding streams. He stated that it was his hope that the current Government 

may be induced to revive its interest in early advice services. The conclusion of the Commission’s 

analyses into early intervention was that pound for pound, issues which received intervention in the 

latter stages cost the state on average £14,124 whereas intervening at an early stage in a dispute 

cost £1716.  

Lord Low concluded his speech by adding that legal advice has a strategic benefit and remains a 

good investment for the Government. An investment, that even in these times of austerity, the 

Government cannot afford to ignore. 

The Chair thanked Lord Low for his address and introduced the Rt Hon Dominic Grieve QC MP, Vice-

Chair of the Group to the meeting. 

The Rt Hon Dominic Grieve QC, MP 

Mr Grieve thanked the meeting for inviting him to speak and added that he was in 100% agreement 

with Lord Low. Mr Grieve went on to add that it has been obvious for a long time that early advice is 

a great problem-solver. Many problems presented by constituents are capable of resolution if they 

are managed at an early enough stage thereby avoiding costs accumulating further down the road. 

Mr Grieve reiterated the message that the cost of the bureaucracy ending in appeal vastly outweighs 

cost of early advice. Particularly at a time when funds are restricted and likely to remain that way for 



a long time. He went on to add, however, that funding for legal advice is likely to not remain a 

priority so we need to look at suitable alternatives. Mr Grieve added that the MoJ have indicated 

that they recognise this and have indicated that they realise that this is an area in which we ought to 

be trying to focus. Mr Grieve concluded his address by saying that there is a lot of work that this 

group, and others, could do to persuade the Government to look at this again. Mr Grieve offered his 

continued and complete support for the work that the APPG will be undertaking in the coming 

months. 

The Chair expressed her thanks to Mr Grieve for taking the time to speak to the meeting and 

explained that Lord Low has also been working with a legal coalition established by the charity 

Mencap and will be sponsoring an event in the House of Lords to . The Chair introduced Ms Kari 

Gerstheimer, Director of Information and Advice and Strategic Lead for social care at Mencap. 

Kari Gerstheimer 

Ms Gerstheimer introduced herself to the meeting and explained that Mencap is a national learning 

disability charity. She started by sharing some statistics with the meeting.  25% less people receive 

social care today than 5 years ago despite our aging population. Research by the Kings Fund 

estimates that there will be a £2.5 billion funding gap by 2019/20 and a recent survey by Community 

Care magazine indicated that 68% social workers felt under pressure to unlawfully cut packages of 

support for budget reasons. Ms Gerstheimer added that the last statistic is important because 

people with learning difficulties are marginalised and rely on social workers for information and 

advice. If social workers don’t tell them, this group of people won’t know their rights. And even 

when they are made aware of their rights the 35% cut to legal aid means that can’t enforce them. 

Ms Gerstheimer went on to add that Mencap knows that where a client receives early intervention 

there can be a very different result. But she added that access to early legal help is very limited. 

Specialist community care lawyers are like gold-dust and the legal help work that they do is loss-

making. 

Ms Gerstheimer explained that Mencap are seeking to change this by actively collaborating with 

social care providers, solicitors and barristers (working pro bono) and social care lawyers. Their 

intention is to train front line care managers to be their boots on the ground and to know enough 

about the law to spot a problem. The intention is to hold weekly surgeries and Mencap is in the 

process of developing a chatbot which will feel like interaction with a human being. Where problems 

are too complex to be managed by a chatbot, the coalition aims to train Field Fisher solicitors in a 

secondary specialisation in community care. They will also be working with Irwin Mitchell to make 

sure that strategic issues ripe for Judicial Review are picked up quickly. Through all this casework and 

advice, Ms Gerstheimer added that Mencap are seeking to collate a wealth of data to influence 

policy-makers. The intention is to use the research to increase public awareness, hold public bodies 

to account and to evidence the need for change.  

The Chair thanked Ms Gerstheimer for speaking and introduced Christina Blacklaws, Vice-President 

of the Law Society who would address the meeting about the Early Advice research and campaign 

currently being spear-headed by the Law Society. 

Christina Blacklaws 

Ms Blacklaws introduced herself and began by saying that the reforms brought about by LASPO have 

had an enormous impact on access to justice. She added that while the Post-Implementation Review 

promised by the Government was originally expected to be concluded by the end of the summer 



recess it is now likely to be later in 2018. The Law Society expects to participate in the consultation 

panels with the MoJ and has given much thought to what the future of legal aid might look like. This 

culminated in the report “Access Denied” published by the Law Society in summer last year. 

Ms Blacklaws went on to list some of the conclusions of the report, namely that that the cuts 

brought about by LASPO undermined access to justice, had created strain on the justice system and 

had a knock-on impact on other Government departments. The report sets out  twenty-five  

recommendations, one of which is  that early advice be brought back within  the scope of  legal aid. 

Ms Blacklaws went on to illustrate the need for early advice by saying that renting is fast becoming 

the norm in the UK,  and yet, there is no legal aid available for rent or mortgage arrears and 

assistance only becomes available when repossession is an issue. Families facing marital breakdown, 

divorce, and most matters relating to a child, are no longer able to receive early advice under the 

legal aid scheme.  

Ms Blacklaws went on to explain that the Law Society commissioned Ipsos Mori to produce 

independent research for them about the benefits of receiving early professional legal advice in the 

resolution of legal disputes. The research found that a quarter of people who had access to early 

advice resolved their issue in three to four months. For those who had no access to advice in the 

early stages, it took 9 months or more if the matter was actually resolved at all. At any given time 

between an issue first occurring and resolution, those people who received no legal advice were 

20% less likely to get any form resolution. Ms Blacklaws reported that the research had been well 

received in Parliament with a successful drop-in event held last week. Over 20 MPs attended the 

event including Karen Buck MP, Andy Slaughter MP and Iain Duncan Smith MP among others.   

Ms Blacklaws drew the meeting’s attention to the Law Society’s quick and easy online tool to allow 

members to write to their local MPs about the benefits of early advice and as part of the campaign 

to reintroduce it into the legal aid scheme. To date, there have been over four hundred letters sent 

to all of the major parties. Ms Blacklaws urged those at the meeting to use the tool and add their 

voices to the campaign. 

Ms Blacklaws concluded by adding that the LASPO PIR  gives us the  opportunity to shape the way 

that legal aid will look going forward. How can we make the system work better? Access to Justice 

shapes the work that the Law Society does and they will continue to work tirelessly to ensure that 

access to justice is available to all. 

The Chair thanked Ms Blacklaws for addressing  the meeting and introduced Rachel Jones, a civil 

justice lawyer with Justice. 

Rachel Jones 

Ms Jones thanked the Chair and explained that Justice is a law reform and human rights NGO with a 

focus on issues and practical solutions to those issues. She added to the meeting that she was the 

author of Justice’s most recent report finalised in January 2018 which touches on this issue of early 

legal advice and making it more effective. The context of the report was that five years have now 

elapsed since LASPO was passed and over two years since Justice launched its seminal report 

Delivering Justice in an  Age of Austerity. Ms Jones explained that in 2017, just 16% of recent users of 

legal services accessed them at no cost. The report recognises that the traditional models of hiring 

“qualified lawyers” to assist with queries is unavailable to large sections of society and instead  looks 

at alternative means of accessing  early legal help. This included the Online Court systems for low-

value, civil claims and a publically-funded integrated telephone platform run by a consortium of 

providers. Ms Jones explained that the report’s focus was on personally delivered services which 

http://www.lawsociety.org.uk/support-services/research-trends/laspo-4-years-on/
https://lawsociety.e-activist.com/page/19039/action/1
https://justice.org.uk/innovations-personally-delivered-advice-surveying-landscape/
https://2bquk8cdew6192tsu41lay8t-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/JUSTICE-working-party-report-Delivering-Justice-in-an-Age-of-Austerity.pdf


could accommodate vulnerable users, unmet legal need, and maximising resources whilst not 

skimping on quality. 

Ms Jones added that a main takeaway from the research was the need for robust empirical research. 

She went on to say that the UK has less empirical research than you might find in other jurisdictions. 

There is a wealth of evidence of about how money can be saved but not much evidence about why 

certain services work well. One exception to this is Outreach legal services. In the course of writing 

the report Ms Jones explained that she became aware of a number of exciting initiatives including a 

pro bono surgery run by family barrister run in the Watford Tesco and a number of non-legal 

charities collaborating with pro bono clinics to provide services to clients.  

Ms Jones concluded that while the background and introduction to the report is quite gloomy and 

there are undoubtedly  difficult circumstances, there have been some interesting developments in 

this area. However, she went on to add that there is a very real need for robust research and 

quantitative data in this area. We should be maximising the limited resources that we have. 

The Chair thanked Ms Jones and introduced Carol Storer OBE, Director of LAPG and Bach 

Commissioner 

Carol Storer OBE 

Ms Storer introduced herself to the meeting and explained that she was on the Bach Commission.  

Lord Bach was unfortunately unable to attend today’s meeting due to a prior engagement. She went 

on to say that at this moment in time there is an abundance of information already available about 

what is wrong with the system. There is a team of civil servants poised to commence the review and 

an excellent Justice Committee with Bob Neill MP as its Chair. She went on to provide some history 

about the Bach Commission which was set up  by Labour Leader Jeremy Corbyn but was 

independent of the labour party in its conclusions. The Commission was very concerned by the 

notion of early legal advice and took as its starting point the idea of public legal education. As the 

Commission wrote in its interim report: “ In order for citizens to act on their  right to justice, they 

need the capacity to identify a problem as legal in character, understand the help to which they are 

entitled and select an appropriate service.” Without that capacity they cannot meaningfully access 

justice.  As Lisa Wintersteiger, Chief Executive of Law for Life, told the Commission, legal capability is 

constituted of “knowledge, skills and confidence.” It is a “key indicator for the effective use of legal 

services. People with low levels of legal capability are less likely to sort things out effectively on their 

own. They are also less able to solve legal problems successfully, and are twice as likely to 

experience stress-related ill health, to experience damage to family relationships, and to lose their 

income.” 

Ms Storer added that she was not saying anything new in delivering this message. The Low 

Commission have said this too. Ofsted have no measure on public legal education and there is the 

very important  problem that people don’t know where to look for advice. Ms Storer went on to 

explain that there are some brilliant resources available online, including the AdviceNow site, 

Citizens Advice website and Shelter’s website  but a number of studies show that some people are 

not able to navigate them successfully. Information must be meaningful in order to be effective.  

Ms Storer went on to describe the Right to Justice Act proposed by the Commission, adding that in 

order for this to be a reality there needed to be a provider base that is sustainable, among other 

things.  

https://www.advicenow.org.uk/
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/
http://www.shelter.org.uk/


Ms Storer concluded by asking at what point did austerity trump justice? When did legal aid become 

a political football to be kicked around by the parties? In summing up the work of the Commission 

and the importance of asking these questions, Ms Storer paid tribute to the wonderful job that Sir 

Henry Brooke as a Vice-Chair of the Commission did particularly in collating the evidence for the 

appendices. Ms Storer went on to say that Sir Henry was an inspiring figure and it had been a 

privilege to work with him.  

Ms Buck seconded Ms Storer’s tribute to Sir Henry. She added that the meeting comprised an 

excellent panel of speakers and asked what we can be doing to develop the argument further, both 

in Parliament and outside. Ms Buck then asked for questions from the floor. 

Questions from the Floor 

Terry Stokes LASA:  Picking up on Ms Storer’s point, LASA launched advicelocal,  a postcode 

searchable site as recommended by the final Bach Commission report. Mr Stokes urged the meeting 

to make use of and to share the resource as much as possible. 

Stephen Tawiah: post-graduate student UCL posed a question about online  tribunals and whether 

early advice could be a prerequisite to the tribunal? 

Christina Blacklaws: recently chatted with Lord Briggs about the online tribunals. As a Law Society 

we recognise that we cannot hold back the tide of technology and must also support technological  

solutions to enable those who are digitally able to get access. The concern is, as ever, the more 

vulnerable in society who don’t have access or would not be able to use it. Those people will always 

need professional advice. To whit, there is a place for online tribunals, but we must not push for 

technological solutions at the expense of providing face to face advice. 

Rachel Jones: The ‘Delivering Justice’ report talked about this in some detail. One statistic showed 

that the  Citizens Advice Bureau website received 43 million hits, but offices were only able to see 

about 3m visitors. 

Philippa Roberts, Justice. A lot of the barriers that we see are language, cultural and trust. We are 

currently researching vulnerable groups who have entitlement to advice by means of international 

obligations.  

Christina Blacklaws: explained that in her capacity as Chair for the Grenfell Lawyers Forum she has 

seen huge issues arising with trust and authority so Ms Roberts’ comment resonates 

Nimrod Ben-Cnaan of the Law Centres Network: explained that he wished to revert to the point 

about digitisation of court system. He agreed with Ms Blacklaws about not losing sight of the needs 

of people who cannot access the online system. The point that Ms Storer made earlier in relation to 

legal capability is relevant. The Government  rhetoric was that more modern courts would reduce 

the need for legal advice somehow but this fails to address people understanding  the legal process 

or avoiding court where they can. 

Ms Buck: Thanked Mr Ben-Cnaan for the superb evidence that he gave to the Joint Commission on 

human rights and urged the meeting to be aware of the work being conducted in this area. 

Maggie Ellis: explained that in her role as an occupational therapist  frequently her assessment  

determines whether someone is on the street or in a hostel. This committee has done a lot to 

advance things but this research has to be pushed to the media. If it is not front page news, then 

nothing will change.  

https://advicelocal.uk/about


Christina Blacklaws: Agreed wholeheartedly with Ms Ellis. The Law Society is trying to do everything 

in its power to get this coverage of ordinary people being affected into the media. There has been 

good coverage of the early advice campaign and parliamentary buy-in. 

Ms Buck: expressed her disappointment that The Mirror ran some negative articles about legal aid 

last week. She suggested a future APPG meeting about the portrayal of the legal aid in the media. 

Lord Low: Agreed with the idea of having a meeting about portrayal in the media. 

Jenny Beck, Co-Chair of LAPG and Managing Partner Beck Fitzgerald: it is a constant problem to get 

the right kinds of publicity. There is a real difficulty in getting suitable  case studies as people are 

unable to get to us so hard to quantify at the coalface. Ms Beck added that there has also been a lot 

of discussion today about the contribution of the Pro Bono community. What this implies is the 

reversion to a two-tiered system whereby an individual can either access legal help or not. While it 

laudable that we have students and city solicitors getting secondary qualified but that coverage in 

such a system can only ever be patchy. 

Lindsay Poole, Advice Services Alliance-  There has been a lot of talk this morning about gathering 

data. Ms Poole explained that she previously worked in criminal justice where there was much more 

information available. Other than a 2015 survey by the MoJ, she explained that there is little 

information about the size of the  sector and what is changing within it.  She added that we are 

about to hit another funding cliff as local authorities become increasingly strapped for cash, asking 

that if anybody knows how we can come together to provide evidence which is not being provided 

by the larger depts. 

Rachel Jones: urged the meeting that we should be gathering evidence of best products and 

services; actual empirical research in this sector of the quality  that you would expect from other 

sectors. Ms Jones emphasised that this was an important way of accessing funding, 

Carol Storer: replied to Ms Poole and raised the issue of family lawyers being accused of stirring up 

issues to increase the likelihood and length of litigation. This was put forward as a problem when 

LASPO was proposed and was not supported by evidence. The fall in mediation referrals was a direct 

consequence of LASPO. 

Lindsay Poole: suggested to the meeting that we need to get this evidence ourselves 

James Sandbach, LawWorks: explained that he works with law schools across the country to give 

them the template to undertake niche analysis. Robust measures need to be put into place for 

unmet demand that clinics and legal aid firms cannot  meet. 

Ms Buck thanked the guests and the speakers for their contributions to a very exciting meeting. She 

set out plans for forthcoming meetings exploring the LAMMY report and the public’s perception of 

the legal profession, and the litigation that has arisen around LASPO. She went on to detail some of 

the other work that the Group is involved with including a survey of MPs and their casework to feed 

into the impending LASPO review, requesting that those attending the meeting try to encourage 

their local MPs to participate in the research. Ms Buck also mentioned to the meeting that the Legal 

Aid Lawyer’s of the Year Award nominations are now open, ahead of the ceremony in July and that 

the Group should look for the upcoming work being done by the Joint Commission on Human Rights 

on Access to Justice.  

 


