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The Rt Hon Francis Maude MP
Minister for the Cabinet Office and Paymaster General

70 Whitehall 
London 

SW1A 2AS
20th August 2010

Re: Open Letter to the Voluntary, Community and Social Enterprise Sectors.
Dear Mr Maude,          
Thank you for this opportunity to provide ideas for savings. Law Centres’ ideas are based on 40 years’ experience in helping over 100,000 disadvantaged people per year to stay in their homes, keep their families together and get into education and employment.

Driving down costs: quality as a savings driver, and the Law Centre Model.

As the UK’s oldest free, independent, expert, community-run legal service providers, we know that clients need a quality system that puts their needs first. Our clients have said that core components of quality are 1) time to build a relationship with an expert and 2) access to expert, independent legal services. For them, building a relationship with their specialist adviser is time well spent
. That, in turn, contributes to value for money.  This needs to form part of an integrated service model joining up advice, legal representation, and public legal education, ensuring early interventions. We know this model works because £1 invested in Law Centres’ legal services created £10 social return and taxpayer savings
. Initial findings
 regarding best value for money suggest that real value for money is achieved when legal services are designed in a citizenship or social change model of value. Access to quality advice is one critical element. Ensuring that outcomes are co-produced with individuals and public services, and integrating public legal education, are other elements. In this way, quality provides best value, which saves money. However there needs to be a move away from transactions, counting the number of clients, to listening to the needs of clients and their definition of quality. This takes time and legal expertise.
Budget savings through supporting an integrated service mix

We believe strategic budgeting is required. This needs to balance medium term savings, by bringing in a simple graduated fee system similar to the criminal legal aid system and ensuring the appropriate systems are in place, with long term investment in infrastructure, accredited training, peer review, and an integrated mix of legal services including preventative work. 

Costs can be cut by investing in an integrated mix of services, the right legal representation from expert lawyers at the right time, including preventative work such as public legal education driven by communities. 

An appropriate commissioning and procurement system is required to support this. Law Centres have reported anomalies and blockages in the market-driven commissioning and procurement system, which end up skewing the market.
 The present fixed fee system does not allow us to prioritise outcomes for clients or respond nimbly to emerging trends in client needs in each community
. The Ministry of Justice has acknowledged that the payment system, including the change from payment in advance to payment in arrears still causes cashflow problems and the transition arrangements were not fully effective
. The Standard Monthly Payment system does not reimburse disbursement until the case closes which means providers often subsidise the public purse for years. Addressing inefficiencies in the system will bring down costs rapidly. Contracts are needed which are flexible to address need as it emerges, as well as investment in sustainable community-run legal services to ensure value for money
. The contract should not design the system. Rather community-led needs assessments should. 

Law Centres are concerned that adequate care is taken to avoid worsening the problems faced by the vulnerable people we serve. The recently announcing changes to housing benefit will adversely affect the people in our communities. Attention to false economies is needed. For example, cutting costs is a false economy if appeals are required.

Devon Law Centre research found that asylum seekers are being wrongly refused publicly-funded legal representation for their asylum appeals in 79 per cent of cases, and that at least 30 per cent of these people have a legitimate claim to some form of protection. Restricting legal aid to asylum seekers in the first instance bites hard at the taxpayer’s purse in the long run. 

Public legal education requires dedicated investment. Research carried out by Plenet and the Legal Services Research Centre suggests that up to two thirds of the population are unaware of the system of legal rights and nearly 70% have no knowledge of basic legal processes 
. Without early intervention and information, problems become more complex, with corresponding increases in social cost and legal aid costs.
We hope that these examples and ideas are useful as you “find better ways to do things” and look forward to further engagement to ensure practice which serves the most vulnerable.

Yours sincerely,
Jane Backhurst

Director, Campaigns, Communications and Policy

Cc: Sean Canning, Chair, Law Centre Sub-Committee, Campaigns, Advocacy and Communications. 
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