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Government rubs cake in the face of Justice on legal aid 60th birthday
Commenting on the crisis facing access to justice as the country today marks the 60th anniversary of legal aid, Richard Miller, Head of Legal Aid at the Law Society, said:

"The government is slowly strangling publicly funded access to justice and damaging many people's life chances as a result. We still have a legal aid system to be proud of, but it is getting worse, not better because it's living off the crumbs from the Government's table. We need to ask the fundamental question: What is legal aid for? The original definition was to ensure that nobody is unable to enforce or defend a right for want of the means to do so. That remains a good principle, which we need to put into practice. The future is not looking good: we are facing further cuts. The recession means more people qualify for legal aid and more people need services, in spite of that the Government is cutting funding. Yet the money spent on bank bailouts would run legal aid for several hundred years. The Law Society is working to develop a new approach to securing a sustainable future for publicly-funded access to justice."

"Within the next three months all firms doing any type of legal aid work will have to bid to be allowed to continue doing it. We don't know on what terms, or how the Government will decide who is allowed to carry on doing the work, but firms will be asked to work until 2013 on 2007/08 rates. Fixed fees at low levels mean that solicitors are often not paid enough to cover the cost of doing cases, so they are having to cut back on the service they provide to clients. Some lawyers can't operate on such meagre resources, so it is becoming more difficult for clients to get the service they need to make access to justice a reality."

"The Law Society is supporting law firms throughout this difficult process we reiterate our concern that these proposals will undermine a justice system already creaking at the seams."

Bar Council

Bar Council Marks 60th Anniversary of Legal Aid Act 1949

30 July 2009

The Bar Council has produced a short film to mark the 60th anniversary of the Legal Aid Act, which received Royal Assent on the 30th July 1949.  The film, which is available on the Bar Council’s website, features interviews with  some senior barristers who explain the importance of legal aid and reflect on the future of the publicly funded Bar.

The film features Lucy Theis QC, Chairman of the Family Law Bar Association, Paul Mendelle QC, Vice Chairman of the Criminal Bar Association, and Desmond Browne QC, Chairman of the Bar. It follows the Bar Council’s recent publication, Legal Aid: 60 Years of Public Service by Barristers, which describes the work done of the publicly funded Bar with reference to a number of case studies. It warns of the dangers of the erosion of funding to the legal aid system.

Commenting on the anniversary of the passage of the Legal Aid and Advice Act 1949, Desmond Browne QC, Chairman of the Bar, said:

“Access to justice is an essential part of our free and democratic society. The legal system cannot function properly without suitably qualified, independent lawyers acting fearlessly on behalf of their clients and in the interests of justice. This film, and recent publication to mark 60 years of Legal Aid, provide a snapshot of the vital contribution which publicly funded barristers make in the service of their fellow citizens. The experience, hard work and professional integrity which barristers bring to their work are indispensable to the administration of justice.”

He continued:

“When public expenditure is under such pressure it is essential that the legal aid system operates efficiently and effectively. But recent proposals to cut legal aid in family proceedings, for example, or to introduce Best Value Tendering in criminal proceedings in magistrates’ courts, have not been thought through sufficiently carefully, with the result that some of the most vulnerable in society could be placed at risk. The impact of possible changes in the legal aid system needs to be properly assessed.  Policy makers and lawyers need to work together to support legal aid in its hour of need.”

Speaking in the Bar Council film, Lucy Theis QC, Chairman of the Family Law Bar Association, said:

“Legal aid is important because it provides help to the most vulnerable in society; and that’s effective access to justice not only to people who may be facing criminal difficulties but also in relation to their own family matters.  I sincerely hope that the Bar Council will be making a film in fifteen years’ time, to celebrate the 75th year.  I hope it will be possible to celebrate the continued existence of legal aid, because I think that is the sign of a civilised society, and the continued destruction of it is doing this country no good.”

