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Legal Aid cuts force closure of local legal advice agencies
Changes to the way that Legal Aid is funded is having a devastating impact on the viability of Law Centres, Citizens Advice Bureaux and other independent advice agencies. These organisations operate in the charity and voluntary sector provide representation for vulnerable people. They are a small but dedicated band of professionals and volunteers who challenge the State on behalf of the vulnerable, using the law to hold the powerful to account and to protect people’s rights from abuse. They work long hours, for little or no financial reward. They work for you. And they are being destroyed before our eyes.

In a period when record amounts have been spent on Health and Education, the amount spent on Civil Legal Aid has been dropping like a stone. The Department of Justice’s own figures show that between 1997 and 2004-05 expenditure on Civil Legal Aid fell by an astonishing 24% in real terms.
 In comparison, public spending on health rose by over 50% between 1997 and 2002 alone.

After years of trumpeting the value of the voluntary sector, and having set up the Office of the Third Sector to look after us, the Government is now presiding over the wholesale destruction of a central pillar of the welfare state delivered by charities. Our agency is on the brink of closure, having been the last hope of tens of thousands of people for more than thirty years. We have stayed open through cuts, “reforms” and all manner of assaults on civil liberties, even when staff had to work for nothing and public donations were the only thing keeping us going, but now it seems the curtain is finally coming down on us.

The Government is fed up. It spends billions of pounds in Legal Aid every year to pay lawyers and advice workers to challenge and overturn its decisions. In some countries that is considered the price of democracy, the price of keeping the State from being able to lock up, send away or silence whoever it wants, whenever it wants, for whatever reason it wants. In the UK it was decided last year that it is not a price worth paying.
A small number of very long, complex and expensive criminal cases have put a lot of pressure on the Government’s Legal Aid budget in recent years. The Government refuses to split the budget for criminal and civil matters (things like forcing the State to pay the pensioner the benefits it owes her, house the young woman fleeing family abuse) because if it did it would show that the budget for Civil Legal Aid is inadequate to protect the basic rights of the most vulnerable people in our society. At the same time, the State has been swamping us with new laws and revising old laws so that the bureaucracy we face to get anything done has turned into a mountain. While everyone has been arguing about how long to lock people up without even telling them why, the other rights that we all take for granted have been quietly whittled away by the simple expedient of making it impossible to find out what your rights actually are, and how to get help to enforce them.
Michael Ashe, CEO of South West London Law Centres said:

‘Anyone who might be considered a “fat cat” has already left Civil Legal Aid. The number of lawyers working under Legal Aid contracts has already fallen by nearly 40% since 2001
. We are already down to people like me, working in charities where the paint is peeling, the IT systems run on clockwork, and every Legal Aid case has to be subsidised with money from donations and volunteer time in order to keep the doors open for another week. And I work in the biggest Law Centre in Britain’.
He added:

‘The work we do is not glamorous, but it is vital. There are desperate people queuing outside our doors for hours each night in the depths of winter to see volunteer advisers because their low-wage jobs mean they are not eligible for Legal Aid. We cannot even invite them to wait inside out of the cold because we cannot afford proper premises and we cannot afford to pay a receptionist. We stay at work in the evenings and come in at weekends because we cannot balance the books any other way, and because there is always another vulnerable person denied their rights who we cannot let down. Like doctors, nurses and teachers, we just want to be allowed to do our job, and do it well’.
This is the Legal Aid “gravy train” that the Government is so anxious to derail. In our case they have succeeded. Last year we helped over 26,000 people to avoid homelessness, cope with poverty, and defend a small number of basic rights at an average cost of less than £70 a case. Last October, the Legal Services Commission cut their funding to us by a third. In April we will be just another excellent public service that was driven to extinction.
Who will you ask to watch the watchmen when we are gone?

Further Information

Michael Ashe, Chief Executive, South West London Law Centres: 020 8772 7051 or Michael.Ashe.SWLLC@gmail.com

Notes to Editors

1. South West London Law Centres is a charity and company limited by guarantee. We have an independent trustee board drawn from the local community in the six boroughs in which we work – Wandsworth, Merton, Kingston, Richmond, Croydon and Sutton. For further information see: http://www.swllc.org.uk/SWLLC07.pdf
2. Law Centres are not-for-profit solicitor practices that give free legal advice and representation to people without means from initial contact to the highest courts. All Law Centres are members of the Law Centres Federation http://www.lawcentres.org.uk/ The Law Centres Federation is itself a member of the Advice Services Alliance, the national “network of networks” http://www.asauk.org.uk/ and the Access to Justice Alliance, a cross-sector body dedicated to challenging the continued cutting of Legal Aid - http://www.accesstojusticealliance.org.uk/
Case studies from South West London Law Centres 2006-07
Ms B is 17. She fled from her father’s domestic violence with her mother and sister. When they came to us they were sleeping in a car. We contacted the local authority, which agreed to house Ms B’s mother and sister, but not her. Given her situation we had no choice but to issue emergency proceedings to enforce Ms B’s rights. The local authority agreed to house her. We went on to help Ms B with her benefit entitlements so she no longer had to rely on charity from her friends.
This is a typical case: the law is clear in this area, Ms B was a vulnerable minor, yet until we issued a legal challenge the local authority was under no pressure to meet its duties to her.
Ms A was brought to London by a family member when she was 12. She was enslaved and raped repeatedly. By the age of 16 she had had two abortions. She managed to escape from her relative and went to the police. They issued an Interpol warrant for her abuser, who fled the country, and supported her claim for asylum because of the obvious danger of returning to her home country. Nevertheless, when she attended the offices of the immigration service she was detained and imprisoned! Her MP referred her to us. We managed to have her released, and helped her to obtain the right to remain in the UK.

Ms C suffers from mild epilepsy which she controls with medication. She applied to be a sales assistant at a large department store. She left the health question on the application form blank, intending to discuss it if she was asked about her health at interview.
No questions were asked and Ms C started work. She attended a health assessment on her third day. When she mentioned her condition the response was aggressive. She was summoned to a meeting with HR and told that she was being dismissed for leaving the health question blank. When she asked whether she was being dismissed because of her epilepsy she was told, “Oh, no, we have all types here, including drug addicts and drunks.”
We helped Ms C issue a claim enforcing her rights under the Disability Discrimination Act. The store settled, giving Ms C £5,000.

Mrs T was diagnosed as suffering from Parkinson’s Disease in 1984. She became virtually housebound, and unable to manage her stairs unaided. In 1997 she applied for a housing transfer to more suitable accommodation. Despite being placed in Band 1 – the urgent category – she was still waiting 9 years later, when she was 64 years old. Within two months of our involvement she was moved into suitable new accommodation by the local authority. She was also awarded the maximum £1,000 compensation against her housing association. 
Mr S suffers from a muscle-wasting disease. He uses a wheelchair, and is diagnosed as schizophrenic. He approached our adviser at a local county court, and we successfully defended him against a housing possession claim.

Mr S was living on the third floor of a property that would not allow his wheelchair through the front door or into the lift. He was stranded and isolated in his council flat. His GP had helped him to apply for re-housing and could not understand why the application was refused. Nor could we, as Mr S was an obvious candidate for a transfer on disability grounds.

We advised the local authority of their duties to Mr S, including the duty to carry out an urgent reassessment of his needs and write a re-housing report. We also arranged for an assessment of Mr S on the grounds of his mental health. We visited him at home because it was hard for him to come to us, and found that his flat was in absolute squalor, full of rotting rubbish and soiled continence pads. He had no bed or other furniture, and was sleeping on the floor amidst the rubbish and detritus. His conditions were such that he simply could not look after himself.

Within three weeks we enabled Mr S to move to a ground-floor flat adapted to his needs, with proper community care support. He now lives independently.
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