
 

SOCIAL POLICY NOTES, 10 DECEMBER 2018 
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Legal aid advice network 'decimated' by funding cuts:  Cuts to legal aid have 

created "deserts" of provision across England and Wales. Up to a million people 

live in areas with no legal aid provision for housing, with a further 15 million in 

areas with one provider. Campaign group Liberty said access to justice had been 

"significantly undermined". The Ministry of Justice said it took "urgent action" 

whenever it had concerns over provision. 

Ministry of Justice and Legal Aid Agency data since 2011-12 shows: 

▪ Around a million fewer claims for legal aid are being processed each year. 

▪ More than 1,000 fewer legal aid providers were paid for civil legal aid work 
than in 2011-12. 

▪ Four legal aid providers for welfare cover Wales and the South West while 41 
cover London and the South East. 

▪ Almost half of all community care legal aid providers are based in London. 

Richard Miller, head of justice at the Law Society, said provision of legal advice 

across England and Wales was disappearing, creating "legal aid deserts". "Even 

for those cases where legal aid is still supposed to be available, it can be very 

difficult for a client to find a lawyer willing to take on the case," he said. Solicitors 

working on legal aid contracts say they have to turn people away "every single 

day", but there is no longer anywhere to send them. The people solicitors have to 

turn away will reappear in other public services, but only after their problems 

have spiralled out of control, says Steve Hynes, director of the Legal Action 

group. He said the lack of legal aid supply was "shocking", while the MoJ said it 

"keeps availability under constant review". 

The Legal Aid, Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Act 2012 (LASPO) 

withdrew aid from areas of law including family, welfare, housing and debt. It also 

lowered the means test and scrapped automatic eligibility for those in receipt of 

means-tested benefits.  LASPO's objectives included making "significant 

savings" and delivering "better overall value for money". But experts and 



campaigners say it has simply shifted the burden of cost onto the courts, NHS 

and social care - ultimately costing the state more.  

Gaps in provision of civil legal aid are often filled by law centres, which have 

formed in communities since the 1970s to meet need in more deprived areas. 

But 15 centres have had to close since LASPO - 11 in the first 18 months, as 

funding was withdrawn. Legal aid deserts appear when there are not enough 

local providers of legal assistance, normally because of the Legal Aid Agency's 

preference of fewer, larger agencies, meaning that if those pull out of a local area 

there is little provision left.  An MoJ spokeswoman said there were "enough 

solicitors and barristers for criminal legal aid funded cases across England and 

Wales." "Every person should have access to legal advice when they need it - 

that's why the Legal Aid Agency keeps availability under constant review and 

takes urgent action whenever it has concerns," she added. The Government is 

undertaking a review of the impacts of LASPO - expected to be published by the 

end of 2018. 

Pensioner poverty rises as benefits freeze bites:  Declining home-ownership 

and rising rents mean that one in six may have to choose between food and 

heat, warns Joseph Rowntree Foundation. One in six pensioners is now living in 

poverty as a result of declining home ownership, soaring rents and the benefits 

freeze, the Joseph Rowntree Foundation has warned. Pensioner poverty is 

rising, having fallen steadily for nearly two decades, the charity said. The figures 

prompt fears that many pensioners will be forced to choose between paying for 

heating and buying food this winter, as benefits remain frozen below inflation for 

the third year in a row. 

Middle-aged people who have been struggling over the past few years, who don’t 

have many savings and don’t own their own home, find the prospect of being a 

pensioner is very challenging. The “golden age” when people enjoyed rising 

home-ownership and well-paid work was coming to an end. About 20% of all 

pensioners rent their home, and the proportion is growing. The problem is 

compounded by the benefits freeze, in place since 2016. As rent goes up faster 

than housing benefit, pensioners have a huge gap to fill. This tips people into 

poverty, and forces them to choose between food and heating. 

Bill 

https://www.jrf.org.uk/
https://www.jrf.org.uk/data/pensioner-poverty
https://www.jrf.org.uk/data/pensioner-poverty
https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/uk-poverty-2018

