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Legal aid cuts force closure of London law centre. ..

The Trustees of South West London Law Centres are being forced to consider the future of the Centres and the possibility of insolvency as a result of the introduction of fixed fees and the changes introduced into legal aid, the Chief Executive of the Centre has announced.

Since 1 October, when the LSC introduced its fixed fee arrangements, the Centre, which is the largest one in Britain with around 20 solicitors representing clients across all areas of law, has seen its income fall dramatically; income from the LSC, which accounts for 68% of its total income, has dropped by one-third, which means, overall, its income has fallen by 30% in just four months.
The Centre’s Chief Executive, Michael Ashe, says: ‘The fixed fee of £171 for most of our cases equates to 3 hours and 14 minutes.  After that, I am working for nothing.  As a service, we breaking even, now, we are in danger of closing down.’

But Carolyn Regan, Chief Executive of the LSC, says: ‘Our director of Contracting and Director of the Community Legal Service are both currently involved in a series of meets to support the Centre.  Several visits have been made to help through their present difficulties.  During these visits we discovered that the Centre has a significant number of vacancies – so are not delivering the services to clients they are contracted to do – and they had significant volumes of closed cases that they had not billed.’

She adds: ‘Introducing fixed fees is an important step in achieving value for money and in enabling the LSC to commission the services that clients need.  The new fees, which will cover initial advice, have been calculated from providers’ average fees and will increase the remuneration per case of a majority of providers in many areas of England and Wales.’  
