
Social Justice for All: Changes in the Legal Aid System  

Background:  

The Legal Aid, Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Act received Royal 
Assent in April 2012.  The purpose of this event is to, provide an overview of the 
changes in the new legislation and how it will affect access to free legal advice in 
the areas of employment and education cases, family disputes such as divorce and 
custody matters, issues relating to domestic violence and most aspects of 
immigration and areas of debt, housing and welfare benefits. 

Among the Act’s provisions are proposals to curtail legal aid for social welfare law 
advice. It details the removal of legal aid for whole areas of law which affect people 
in their everyday life, including:  
 
 All debt legal advice 
 Initial legal advice on welfare benefits matters 
 All employment legal advice not involving discrimination 
 Most housing legal advice, except on homelessness 
 All immigration cases not involving asylum and detention 
 All family law cases not involving public law. 
 
The proposals will make it mandatory for clients to make their first request for help 
from legal aid by telephone rather than in person. Research in Coventry has found 
that those clients with a strong preference for face-to-face legal advice were also 
the ones least able to access advice by telephone and the internet.  There is no 
clear evidence that Introducing a mandatory telephone gateway will not 
disadvantage those who most need help in accessing free legal advice or obtaining 
specialist legal advice. 
 
The removal of these areas of law from legal aid means that in effect people on low 
incomes may no longer be equal before the law, nor have the means to assert their 
rights. They may have to face their opponents’ lawyers alone.  
 
Some argue that, cutting legal aid in this way (the proposals represent a 66% cut to 
the legal help scheme) will cost the state more. Existing research show that early 
advice can save time and money. If legal problems are left unresolved they can 
escalate and result in far greater costs to government. 
 
 The social cost of evicting a family has been estimated at up to £34,000. The 

current legal aid fee for resolving a housing problem, which pays for up to 9.5 
hours of legal work is £157.  

 The Legal Services Research Centre found that each unresolved debt matter 
on average costs the public over £1,000. Legal aid for debt advice costs only 
£180. 

 The Legal Action Group has estimated that the £49m saving from cutting 
housing, debt, welfare benefits and employment will cost the government 
£286.2m. This is based on research that the average direct saving for these 
areas of law is £6 per £1 spent. 

 
Although most of the provisions in the new Act will not now be implemented until 
April 2013, there will be an impact on service provision as existing providers in both 



the private and not for profit sector have to consider if they can continue to 
undertake legal aid work. 
 
In particular, these changes are going to take place at a time of major reforms in 
social welfare, which will mean that many people will need advice to help them 
navigate through a radically changing social welfare system 
 
The changes are going to have a major impact on the not for profit social welfare 
legal advice sector, such as CABx and Law Centres, who have come to rely quite 
heavily on Legal Aid for funding, as local authorities funding and other sources 
have diminished. These organizations are going to have to think hard and 
creatively about how this funding is going to be replaced and also how they might 
restructure to cope with a very different environment. 
 
In addition, there will be implications for the working relationships with other 
agencies and organisations that rely on referring people who need social welfare 
legal advice to more specialist advice agencies.   
 
It has been estimated that nearly 7,000 people per annum in Birmingham alone will 
not now be able to get legal advice through Legal Aid. The aims of the workshop 
are to look at the impact of these changes for people in Birmingham and to explore 
ways of moving forward in this challenging new environment in order to ensure that 
vulnerable people in Birmingham do not lose out as a result of this legislation. 
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