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Firstly I would like to extend my thanks to the Chair, Poonam Bhari, and to the Legal Action Group for inviting me to speak to you today. As you will be aware, the Legal Aid Reform, Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Bill received its second reading last week, and  I am glad to see so many of the main contributors to the wider debate here today. 
I’d like to start if I may with some background. Last Autumn, the Government launched a consultation on far-reaching plans to reform Legal Aid in England and Wales. This laid out an ambitious programme of reform, one that would fundamentally change the current system of legal aid, ensuring access to public funding in those cases that most require it, encouraging early dispute resolution, and responding to the pressing need to achieve challenging savings, at the same time securing the long-term affordability of the scheme. 

I would like to thank those among you who took the time to read and respond to the consultation; as you will know, we received more than 5000 responses from across the spectrum, and whilst most were opposed to the reforms, the input has helped shape Government’s direction of travel. As you will be aware, we very recently published both the response to consultation, as well as the aforementioned Bill. The extent of the response to consultation, the quality and level of debate already seen in relation to the Bill, as well as the wider lobbying effort undertaken by the sector, has left me in no doubt as to the commitment and passion of those involved in this sphere, and once again I am grateful for the opportunity to address you today.  
Before considering social welfare law separately, I thought this an ideal point to briefly summarise the drivers for reform and the final policy to set the context for our discussions today. We have one of the most expensive legal aid systems in the world, costing as it does more than £2bn per year. This is an unsustainable level of expenditure. However, the reforms are not just an exercise in cost savings. In some cases the system encourages people to bring issues before courts where other solutions might be better.  In others it enables people to pursue litigation that they would not contemplate were they paying for it from their own pocket. In seeking to address these issues, we have had four fundamental policy objectives in mind:

· To discourage unnecessary and adversarial litigation at public expense;

· To target legal aid to those who need it most;

· To make substantial savings to the cost of the scheme; and

· To deliver better value for money to the taxpayer

Following consultation, the package of reforms announced by Government do, we believe, meet these objectives well. Legal aid will continue to be routinely available in matters where life or liberty is at stake, where people are at risk of serious harm, where they are at immediate risk of losing their home, or where their children may be taken into care, thus ensuring that legal aid is targeted at those who need it most. We have also decided to make changes to remuneration in both the criminal and civil spheres of practice, primarily to make savings and increase value for money, but also to ensure that remuneration structures promote speedy and efficient justice in criminal cases. 
Turning now to our subject today, I think one of the key issues the conference raises, before facing the future, is the need to have a clear understanding of what that future looks like. I will not try to hide from the reality that the Bill has significant implications for the future of Social Welfare Law delivery where it is funded by legal aid. Nor do I wish to hide from the clear policy position taken by the Government where many social welfare issues are concerned. 
We have been clear from the outset that Government has taken the view that legal aid has expanded far beyond its original intentions, and that this expansion has meant the incorporation of areas and issues into the scope of legal aid funding where those issues, and the advice required to resolve them, are not necessarily legal in nature, encouraging people to bring their issues before the courts and tribunals as a place of first resort rather than last. In identifying areas for inclusion within and exclusion from the scope of legal aid under the new framework, we have sought to focus on those serious issues that have sufficient priority to justify public funding.  
This is not to suggest that all social welfare law funding will be discontinued in future; any such suggestion is in fact very far from the truth. Consistent with the criteria used for identifying those matters that should continue to attract taxpayer funding, we will continue to fund approximately £50m of advice in high priority areas across the social welfare spectrum, protecting against the immediate risk of homelessness, serious disrepair cases that pose a serious risk to life or health of the individual or their family, securing rights to proper care provision,  and continuing funding for claims involving discriminatory behaviour to the same extent as now. 

However, a large proportion of social welfare law funding will be discontinued under the reforms. A common criticism of this particular branch of the reforms is that it ignores the value of early advice, and the ‘downstream’ systemic costs this avoids. Whilst the metrics of this argument are in our view debatable, the principle is not. Government does not dispute the value of early advice, and fully recognises the role it has to play in the early resolution of issues and the avoidance, in some cases, of the need to take matters further, in particular before the court or tribunal systems. However, the ‘reframing’ of legal aid for the high priority  cases engaging the most serious issues does have significant implications for the delivery of early advice in the wider social justice law context. 
This is, for me, the nub of the question. Social welfare law advice is, generally speaking, delivered by the Not-for-Profit sector, and is primarily focused at the general level, involving as it often does the procedural and entitlement aspects of particular areas of social welfare provision. This distinction from, for example, representation in a criminal case, or representation in care proceedings instituted by a local authority, is underlined by the fact that a number of Government departments fund social welfare law advice through a range of streams. These include examples such as Treasury funding for frontline debt advice under the financial inclusion fund, which has recently been extended, to the core funding for Citizens Advice provided by the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills. This is against the backdrop of the £100m transition fund for advice agencies made available in December of last year under the auspices of the Office for Civil Society, part of the Cabinet Office, to support the Government’s Big Society agenda and to help individual agencies during reductions in local authority funding.  
This breadth of funding underscores the fact that there is real pan-governmental commitment to the provision of the types of general, practical advice that empower individuals in resolving their issues. This is an important point; one of the key drivers for reform is a move away from adversarial and litigious resolution of problems, and part of achieving such an ambitious culture change has to be the right provision of advice and information to allow people to operate on an enfranchised and informed basis. 
As such, a corollary effect of the reframing legal aid must also be the reframing of early, general advice provision. The Justice Secretary has recently announced an additional £20m funding this year to support not for profit organisations delivering frontline services, which is no doubt very welcome. However, I and my ministerial colleagues are acutely aware of the need to redefine and reposition the future role of not for profit agencies and their work, including of course the very difficult question of sector funding in the current fiscal context, separately from the new legal aid framework the Bill encompasses. I would like to use the opportunity today to offer you my commitment in helping drive this process forward, predicated on extensive cooperation between relevant departments and the key individuals and organisations represented here today. I genuinely believe that it will be possible to define a new, general social welfare law advice provision, outside of the redrawn legal aid scheme, but the importance of constructive and forward-looking engagement will be paramount if we are to achieve this. 

Thank you again for the opportunity to deliver your keynote address today. I look forward to the hearing your views on what I and other speakers here today have said, and how we take the debate forward. 
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