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It is a pleasure to see so many people here this evening.  Your presence in such large numbers is a tribute to the importance of the issues that we are raising.  As I look around the room I see that many of you were here almost exactly a year ago when I spoke about the need for the PLEAS Task Force and the work that it would be doing.  Throughout the year the hard work of the Task Force has been fully supported by the Ministry of Justice and I am delighted that Lord Hunt, Under Secretary of State for Justice has joined us (on his maiden outing) to speak about the Government’s commitment to the role of Public Legal Education in developing capable citizens.

We now have the Task Force’s final report and I want to take a few moments to:

Underline the need for and social value of good PLE;

Define the characteristics of good PLE; 
Outline the obstacles to the development of effective PLE; 
And finally set out the taskforce’s strategy for a coherent and sustainable PLE programme

Before doing so, I want thank the PLEAS Task Force members for their hard work over the last year.  We have wrestled with defining the nature and scope of PLE, searched out examples of good practice, and tussled with the best way forward.  All of the Task Force members contributed to this effort, but I’m sure everyone would want me to pay particular tribute to Dan Mace of the Citizenship Foundation, and Martin Jones of Advice Services Alliance, whose dedicated contribution to the Task Force has been of enormous value and is reflected in the outcome.  I also want to record my personal gratitude to John Seargeant, Task Force manager.  John’s commitment to pushing along the work and ensuring that Task Force members’ views were reflected, has been critical to the success of the project and to the widespread support we have received for the report and its recommendations.
The need for PLE
We inhabit a complicated and rapidly changing world. We live longer, change homes, jobs and partners more often.  Our employment and financial situation may be less predictable than in the past and we are faced with increasing legal regulation of most aspects of daily life.  Capable citizens need to be able to understand how the law affects their lives, to have the knowledge, skills and confidence to deal with problems, and make the best use of the opportunities and the protections offered by the justice system. 

But recent research has told us about how common law-related problems are and how citizens grapple with trouble involving, for example, employers, landlords, or neighbours; or the way that people deal with disputes after relationship breakdown, financial disputes, or difficulties with benefits – problems which are the stuff of everyday life.  My own work and that of the Legal Services Research Centre have graphically illustrated the difficulty for people of knowing what to do when faced with these problems: what the possibilities are – and where they might seek information and help in resolving their problems and disputes.  Estimates suggest that about 1 million law-related problems go unresolved every year with a cost to individuals and the public purse.  
Why people don’t take action

First, many people simply feel powerless to achieve a solution faced with large powerful bodies like banks, utility companies and government agencies:
“There’s nothing you can do”

“They’ll never listen to me”

“It’s not worth trying”

But for a large number of people, the problem is simply not knowing what to do.  People may have an instinctive sense when faced with a law-related problem that there should be something they can do, but often they don’t know what or how:
“Where do I start?”
“Do I have any rights?”
“Is there someone who can help?”
“Who would that be?”

People lack the understanding, knowledge and skills to attack the causes of everyday law-related problems with the confidence needed to reach good outcomes.  Unsurprisingly, the most vulnerable groups in society are the least knowledgeable about solutions and routes to redress.

This all leads to what we see as unnecessary helplessness and the cost of this helplessness is significant (MoJ economists have estimated that over a 3-4 year period the cost was around £13 billion).  We know that:
Unresolved law-related problems lead to social and economic harm

They reduce a sense of well-being

And they tend to cluster and cascade.  Small problems become larger problems which become larger still.  
The cost of unresolved legal problems goes well beyond the immediate issue - impacting health services (as people become ill from the strain of the issue), benefit claims, claims on other public services, and – also sometimes – prisons.  An unresolved employment problem can lead to financial difficulties, housing problems, relationship breakdown and damage to physical and mental health.  Debt problems can lead to homelessness, violence and vulnerability to other types of offending.   

There is a need to break in at an early stage - and a key ambition of PLE is to help avoid problems from becoming crises.  We believe that this focus on proactivity and avoidance is where PLE can really make a difference.  It has much in common with the new emphasis on financial capability and health improvements – equipping the public with the understanding and skills they need to take responsibility for managing their lives and their well-being.
PLE is not about teaching people the law.  It is about increasing knowledge and understanding of what the legal system has to offer and, equally importantly, what it cannot offer.  
We want to overcome helplessness by increasing people’s ability to:

Avoid law-related problems from arising

Manage problems better when they arise

Resolve problems more quickly when that is possible

And to know when, how and where to get help when it is needed.

PLE is essentially about know-how, anticipation, planning, and early action.  (What Richard Susskind calls “legal-risk management”.) 
PLE also has a broader social value:

It encourages respect for, and engagement with, the justice system;

It instils a belief that wrongs can be righted;

It encourages perceptions of fairness and equality that help build trust and community cohesion;
It is a tool for promoting participation and inclusion in disadvantaged communities.
The essential characteristics of PLE?
PLE consists of targeted activities designed to equip legally capable, “enabled” citizens.  The emphasis is on problem avoidance, problem solving, confidence building, and skills development.  
PLE is not “information” – though information plays a role

PLE is not advice - though advisers include some PLE in what they do 

PLE is an enabling activity that is more targeted than ‘scattergun’ information initiatives (that too often miss their mark and end up as an expensive carpet of leaflets to be trodden on and ignored).  But PLE is broader and more proactive than individual advice work. PLE reaches people before they get to the front door of the CAB, Law Centre or solicitor because by then it is often too late.  
Good PLE mirrors the practices of the commercial world in putting a lot of effort into understanding ‘customers’.  Just as advertisers profile their target markets, so successful PLE projects are clear and precise about what they are aiming to achieve, tailoring goals to the circumstances, capacities and needs of specific users.  
PLE projects identify methods that are appropriate and effective for target groups and life situations – such as:
Financial planning or debt problems

Housing problems

Prisoners coming up to release

Employment problems

Cohabiting couples

People approaching retirement

Young people reaching adulthood

How, then, does PLE work?

The Task Force found a wide range of innovative and imaginative PLE projects including:
‘packs’, manuals, self-help ‘kits’

websites, podcasts

classroom teaching, mentoring, training courses, workshops, participatory events

telephone helplines

TV, DVD

Theatre

Examples

I will give three examples of PLE initiatives that demonstrate the range of approaches and positive outcomes (there are many more mentioned in the report).  
Advice Services Alliance’s Living Together campaign
The project was designed to tackle the myth of ‘common law marriage’. 6 out of 10 people believe that if you live together for more than a couple of years you acquire the rights of a married couple.  But you don’t!  

So the project has used a website, downloadable action guides and a media campaign to challenge the myth and to provide cohabiting couples with the knowledge they need to protect their interest.  

It’s a great example of preventative PLE – and effective use of the media – with extensive coverage in tabloids and TV, on local press and radio, even generating a storyline in Emmerdale Farm. As a result there have been 1.8 million downloads of action guides from the campaign website.  

The beauty of this approach is its starting point.  Begin with real life issues and problems that people connect with, and then explain the legal implications.

Southwark Preventing Possessions Project (funded by the Legal Services Commission). 
The project aims to reduce rent-arrears evictions through training, awareness-raising and policy and research work. It came at eviction from a number of angles, working with council housing staff, local community groups, and advisers. It combined several delivery methods:  better information for council tenants; training for community groups to help them understand more about housing law, recognise problems and take the steps needed to get proper attention paid to rent arrears and possession notices; and finally, critical advice and support to local authority housing staff to improve their own procedures and information.  The result of the project is that the number of evictions has gone down.  This means cost savings to both tenants and the local authority, and very importantly, a reduction the social harm and knock-on effects caused by eviction.


Karz Ki Baatein (Let’s talk about debt). 
This was a TV series on a community TV channel involving live phone-in chat shows aimed at Asian audiences in Leicester. Each programme was broadcast on a Monday night, and then repeated three times during the following week.  The series offered viewers information and advice in English, Hindi and Punjabi. A multi-lingual presenter and two debt advice experts spoke with callers about how to avoid, reduce or manage debt problems. The focus was on general education (such as the use of budget sheets, the meaning of terms like APR, etc.), information/guidance (such as bailiffs, your rights and responsibilities, etc.) and signposting to Leicester Money Advice for specific advice services. 
These are excellent examples, that typify good PLE in practice, and there are many others mentioned in the Report.
Problems

So what, then, is the problem?  What are the obstacles to the development of sustained and effective PLE?  During its work the Task Force identified five main problems:
First, a lack of coherent identity for PLE.  It is a marginal activity for most of its providers and is not well-understood or valued in its own right. We have to get past the “Hmm PLE yes great idea.  What is it exactly?”. 
Second, isolated initiatives.  We have projects that are set up without awareness or reference to what others might be doing.
Third, the problem of short-term funding – bits of money here and there so that projects come and go depending on what is available, so reduced long-term impact.
Fourth, patchy and uneven provision – no strategy for developing new projects so that you might get overlap, some subjects well-covered – others not at all.  No shared sense of how projects might fit together and build.
And finally, good practice has been unable to develop – perpetual re-invention of the wheel; no effective evaluation; no vehicle for disseminating good practice.
Put simply, there is currently no strategy, no focus, no sustainability and no connection between isolated efforts.  
What, then, do we need?
We need a clear identity and raised profile for PLE as a distinct activity – a recognisable brand

We need to create practitioner networks to enable shared learning between PLE providers

We need knowledge, examples of good practice and techniques that work
And we need sustainable PLE through systematic funding

How are we going to get these things?

As you will see from the endorsement note in the pack, the report conclusions and recommendations have been widely welcomed.  We have strong statements of support for the principles and approach.  Everyone agrees about the need for a PLE strategy.  And that is wonderful.  

But let us be clear.  It will not happen by accident.  It needs vision, commitment and resources.
The Task Force has set out the practical steps that need to be taken.  We need an independent PLE body that can provide leadership and focus.  We need a body that can raise the profile of PLE, galvanize action, build support, promote and disseminate good practice, initiate and evaluate new projects, and ensure sustained activity and development.   This must be a lean, ‘can-do’ body that will make its mark from day one by branding PLE, getting the message out, creating the resource networks and bringing the key partners together.
Dynamic leadership of the type envisaged also needs the “F” word – funding.  The Task Force is looking to government, to charities and to the private sector for resources.  The gains from good PLE will be enjoyed across government departments as well as widely within society. Aside from the Ministry of Justice, PLE serves the strategic objectives of the Dept for Communities and Local Government, the Dep for Children Schools and Families, the Dept of Health, the Dept of Work and Pensions, and the Dept for Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform.  Modest strategic investment now will yield a significant pay-off.  The MoJ might consider making a small investment to reap some large savings later.
The Task Force has made the case for PLE.  It has analysed the obstacles to putting PLE firmly on the map, and it has shown what needs to be done.  It is in all of our interests to ensure that this important project moves forward.   And let’s be clear: this isn’t about forcing something on the public that we think is good for them.  This is about responding to a deeply felt and frequently expressed need among the public.  People do not enjoy feeling helpless.  They want a better understanding of when and how rules impinge on everyday life.  They want guidance in managing their affairs.  They want to be shown how to resolve disputes as quickly and as painlessly as possible, and they want to know where and how to find expert help when that is needed.  
The Task Force has done its work.  The job of implementation starts today and I hope that I can depend on everyone in this room to think about the way they can contribute to realizing the PLE goal.  We want imaginative, sustained, and successful PLE to become embedded in our culture as part of effective citizenship. 
Thank you very much.
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