LAW CENTRES and SOCIAL EXCLUSION

Social exclusion: “an inability of individuals to participate effectively in economic, social and political and cultural life, alienation and distance from mainstream society”.
  

A combination of factors creates what is known as ‘social exclusion’ – the ability and resources of excluded individuals and groups; the discriminatory organisational and social attitudes and actions towards them; and the alienated reactions of socially excluded people.
 The Social Exclusion Unit describes social exclusion as what happens when people or areas suffer from a combination of linked problems such as unemployment, poor skills, low incomes, poor housing, crime, bad health, family breakdowns and lack of access to services.  These characteristics when combined become mutually reinforcing leading to a complex and fast moving vicious cycle.

Law Centres in the fight against social exclusion

Law Centres provide advice, assistance and representation to the most deprived and isolated people in society.  However they do not simply help individuals in need: they work towards combating deprivation and fight against the process and structures – the barriers – that cause people to become excluded.  Tackling the underlying causes of problems has always been a high priority of Law Centres.  They believe that this approach is the most effective way of combating and preventing the causes of social exclusion.

Law Centres are quality assured specialists in social welfare law.  They are in a key position to fight against social exclusion through their holistic and innovative approach to and delivery of legal services. 

In November 2001, a paper, “Legal and Advice Services: A Pathway out of Social Exclusion” was published jointly by the LCF and the then Lord Chancellor’s Department.

Casework

Casework has an essential role to play in relieving and limiting the symptoms of social exclusion. Law Centres are constantly tackling cases that expose the worst consequences of social exclusion for the poor, deprived and powerless in our communities. Over the years, Law Centre advisers have used their legal skills to pioneer new areas of legal practice and expertise to deal with the issues most impacting on the lives of the communities they serve.

Professor Hazel Genn in her report “Paths to Justice” wrote, “…the outcome of a justiciable problem had a higher than average likelihood of being perceived as fair if the respondent had obtained help from a solicitor or Law Centre in order to resolve the problem.”
  In June 2000, the Consumers’ Association found, “In terms of who provided quality advice, local and specialist community advice/Law Centres were considered the best.”
 

Individual casework also allows Law Centres to gauge where things go wrong, to pick up on local trends, to identify where local policy or practice is breaking down or failing. Information extracted from casework can also be important in supporting policy work and campaigns.

Preventative work

Through its ‘preventative’ work, Law Centres have sought to target underlying issues, structural problems and situations that generate legal service need. Law Centres have traditionally carried out this side of their work through a mixture of policy and campaigning work:

*
Helping local groups to develop the capacity to challenge the community’s shared problems, for example, supporting tenants associations.

*
Linking individual problems with broader questions of local and national policy.

*
Advising and assisting groups of clients where there is a common issue or problem, for example, a group of employees facing ‘sweat shop’ conditions.  


*
Working with groups and local campaigns to target key problems affecting local people, for example, where local services are threatened with closure.

*
Offering accessible information about the law and bringing about increased understanding of legal rights through increased public awareness. 


*
Education work, for example, offering training for user groups and local support organisations around issues of local need.  For example, a Law Centre set up a rights based project for the Bengali Community, supplying translated information leaflets and facilitating workshops, with the aim of strengthening this group’s capacity to use and participate in the democratic and political process.

As the above demonstrates Law Centres are in a strong position to seek agreement through negotiation and therefore avoid repeat cases and costly litigation. 

Barriers to Access 


Social exclusion is suffered most by those who have no access to the system.  Problems of access are increasingly difficult as delivery of legal services becomes ever more formalised and distanced from the source of need.  Some may be unable to articulate their problem, while others may not appreciate that their problem is capable of being addressed through legal services.  Essential to an inclusion agenda is the need for community based resources to create the grassroots structures through which the most marginalised can find a voice and gain access.


“Community involvement emerges as central to the process of empowerment and a necessary condition for overcoming social exclusion. If the barriers which prevent low-income households in marginalised neighbourhoods from engaging in action around locally identified issues are not removed there will be no inclusion.”

 ‘Regeneration in the 21st Century’ Policies into practice, An Overview of the Joseph    Rowntree Foundation Area Regeneration Programme.
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