Spotlight on Advice
Islington Law Centre’s open day last week was packed, with people from community groups, service users, the Council and private law firms coming to hear Jeremy Corbyn give an update on the Government’s proposals for legal aid.

The plans are due to take effect from October, and will affect the Law Centre, firms in private practice and other agencies in Islington who provide help under the legal aid scheme.

Under the new framework, the Law Centre will have to dramatically reduce the amount of time that it can spend with each client, in order to remain financially viable.  Many local legal aid firms will have to do the same.  The new funding arrangements will apply nationwide, despite the additional costs of providing services in London, and despite the fact that many people in Islington need to have longer with their caseworker because they don’t have English as a first language, or because they have a mental health issue or communication difficulty.  Recent research has confirmed that London residents tend to have longer case lengths, because of the mix of the population.  Not for profit agencies and some specialist legal aid firms have targeted particularly vulnerable client groups, rather than a high volume of short cases.  These are the agencies who will find it most difficult to survive under the new framework.
Community groups pointed out that many of their service users rely on the legal aid scheme to ensure that they have a roof over their head, or that they can make safe arrangements for their children if they have experienced domestic violence. They were extremely concerned that the new scheme would have a disproportionate impact on older people, disabled people and people from black and minority ethnic communities – these groups make up the bulk of the Law Centre’s client group, and the client group of many legal aid firms.  Groups stressed that it was important that individuals were not just given initial advice, but that they were assisted through to a resolution of the problem.
Demand for advice in the borough is very high – the Law Centre receives over 1,000 enquiries every week, and agencies such as Islington People’s Rights, Disability Action in Islington and Age Concern all reported very high levels of need.  Many groups reported huge difficulties in making referrals to specialist advisors, as there was a lack of capacity – one gave the example of trying 10 or 12 firms to give a woman who had left domestic violence immigration advice.  This situation would be much worse if agencies closed, or withdrew from providing legal aid.
The meeting agreed that it would continue to highlight the issues, and to continue to call upon the Government to ensure that Islington residents were able to continue to access high quality, independent advice in future.  The Islington Advice Network would work with Jeremy Corbyn and with Islington Councillors in order to take this forward.  Further information on the advice network is available from the Law Centre (info@islingtonlaw.org.uk).
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