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Letters in response to Madeleine Bunting’s article
Legal aid costs in the balance

Your recent articles (Labour's handling of legal aid makes a mockery of its rhetoric on fairness, March 10; Cases closed, March 12) on law centres and legal aid reform ignore the substantial increase in numbers helped by civil and family legal aid in recent years. More than 800,000 items of civil and family legal help were delivered in 2006-07 - an increase of a third in two years. That's a great deal more help for the people who need it. The crux of legal-aid reform is to ensure more efficient services - so that taxpayers' money is spent wisely and used to help more people. Fixed fees are an important part of this. But they will not reduce civil and family expenditure. 

I know that a few not-for-profit providers are facing problems adapting to the new fees. The Legal Services Commission is working to ensure that transitional problems do not result in the closure of valuable services. 

Of course, there are more people who need help and one could always spend more. But England and Wales already have the best funded system of legal aid in the world. Expenditure is £38 per head in England and Wales, compared with around £8 per head for New Zealand and Ireland, which have similar legal systems to our own.
Philip Hunt
Justice minister

Madeleine Bunting 's article (March 10) neglects the core reason why we are reforming legal aid and many of the facts regarding access to justice.

Fixed fees are designed to increase access to justice - not reduce it. The amount of legal aid money going to law centres and other not-for-profit agencies has increased from negligible to more than £70m since 2000 - part of an increasing expenditure on early legal advice, up from £162m to £200m in the past four years. No money is being taken out of the civil legal aid budget.

Fixed fees do not apply to complex cases. More practitioners will gain than lose under the new system. The result is a fair price for handling a variety of cases, where the cost of a few longer cases is balanced by the cost of simpler and cheaper ones.
Crispin Passmore 
Director, Community Legal Service, Legal Services Commission

Madeleine Bunting is right to observe that the decline of the legal aid system hits the poorest hardest. Indeed, political pressure to reduce legal aid has been fuelled by the stereotype of the "fat cat" lawyer, peddled by successive ministers who have presided over the system's demise. 

The truth is that there are many more "thin cats", doing the majority of publicly funded legal aid work for modest fees, which equate to the salaries of many other public sector workers. They are paid far below what lawyers earn in the private sector: Patrick Carter found that 30% of barristers doing publicly funded criminal work in their first three years of practice received less than £10,000 per annum on average in legal aid payments; they do the work for idealistic, not commercial, reasons.

The Bar Council has consistently argued for the introduction of a fair, graduated fee system for legal-aid work, to ensure predictability of cost to the taxpayer and pay sufficient to secure able barristers working in the public service.
Timothy Dutton QC 
Chairman, Bar Council of England and Wales

Madeleine Bunting highlights the huge discrepancy between government rhetoric and what is really happening at grassroots level in the advice sector. 

The fixed fee for a welfare benefit case is £164, the equivalent of three hours of work, paid regardless of how much time has been spent on the case. One of the declared aims of the civil legal-aid reforms was to become "more focused on clients, particularly those in greatest need". Yet perversely, it is those in greatest need, with the most complex problems that take time to resolve, who are now the major losers under the new regime. Specialist providers, such as the London Advice Services Alliance, are forced to take on simpler cases at the expense of such work to simply balance the books and stay in business.
Andy Gregg 
Chief executive, London Advice Services Alliance
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