

The civil justice system 
[bookmark: _Int_ZJG9bqUk][bookmark: _Int_AxFZcXQa]There has been continuous discussion over civil legal aid in the UK, with both proponents and opponents of its current status positing points. It is necessary to have a conversation about the assertion that "civil legal aid has been allowed to fall into a state of decline that fails to meet its primary objective of delivering access to justice.

In the UK, government financing for people who cannot afford legal counsel or representation in civil disputes is referred to as civil legal aid. It seeks to guarantee that everyone, regardless of financial circumstances, has access to justice. A broad range of topics are covered by civil legal aid, including immigration lawsuits, family law cases, housing conflicts, and employment disputes.
[bookmark: _Int_0KyB4Vzj]For those who fit specific requirements and are engaged in civil proceedings, the UK offers civil legal assistance. The Ministry of Justice's executive agency, the Legal Aid Agency (LAA), is largely responsible for providing it. There are certain eligibility conditions and financial restrictions that affect the availability of civil legal aid. (Hylton, Keith N (1999) Information Costs and the Civil Justice System p.407-448.)

[bookmark: _Int_pp5sn0Ob]In the United Kingdom, individuals must fulfill specific requirements pertaining to their financial circumstances and case type in order to qualify for civil legal assistance. Usually, the requirements consist of:
[bookmark: _Int_pQRKL8RT]Means Test: In order to be eligible for legal aid based on financial need, applicants must pass a means test that evaluates their assets and income.

Merit Test: Candidates may also have to pass this exam in addition to the means test. It assesses the strength of the applicant's case and determines if it makes sense to offer legal help in that specific situation. 
[bookmark: _Int_mcT9gl5V]Type of Case: In general, civil legal aid is offered in situations where there is a chance of suffering a major injury, becoming homeless, losing one's freedom, or suffering other catastrophic repercussion.
[bookmark: _Int_0R81LGaM]Status of residency: In order to be eligible for civil legal assistance in England or Wales, applicants must normally be residents of those countries.
Legal Aid Exceptional Case Funding: Applicants may apply for Exceptional Case Funding in some extraordinary situations where they do not fit the usual qualifying requirements but nevertheless need legal assistance because of extraordinary circumstances.

In the UK, the provision of civil legal aid underwent a sea change with the passing of the Legal Aid, Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Act 2012 (LASPO). The Act reduced the number of people eligible for civil legal aid by introducing eligibility standards based on a case's merits and financial means (Law Society, 2013). As a result, there are now more "litigants in person," or parties that represent themselves in court (Ministry of Justice, 2017).
According to a report by the University of Warwick's Legal Services Research Centre, there was a 68% drop in cases based on financial eligibility and a 45% decline in civil legal aid disbursements for cases based on merit between 2013 and 2016 (Legal Services Research Centre, 2017). As a result, many people cannot afford legal counsel in crucial situations including family law litigation, job problems, and housing disputes.
Concerns have also been raised over the efficacy and caliber of counsel provided under the new system. According to a Law Society report from 2018 (Law Society), some people are either not obtaining any counsel at all or are receiving guidance from unlicensed providers. Client outcomes may suffer as a result, and the court's already overburdened resources may be further taxed. 
Moreover, data suggests that vulnerable populations including women, people of color, and people with disabilities have been disproportionately impacted by these cuts (Women’s Aid Federation England et al., 2014). These populations are more prone to experience financial hardship and complicated legal challenges.
Reforms to increase access to civil legal assistance have been called for due to these worries. The Law Commission advises a review of the current system, emphasizing enhancing accessibility and augmenting funds (Law Commission, 2017). Furthermore, recommendations for substitute funding mechanisms, including third-party funding or contingency fees, have been made (Lord Chancellor's Department, 1995). These suggestions, though, have not yet been put into practice.
[bookmark: _Int_I5ZPK0Jl]The UK's civil legal aid system underwent major modifications as a result of the Legal Aid, Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Act 2012 (LASPO). LASPO's primary goals were to lower legal aid costs and improve system performance. However, for many people who relied on civil legal assistance, these changes had a significant impact on their ability to access the justice system.
The impacts on civil legal aid:
Legal Aid Scope, A major modification brought about by LASPO was a sharp narrowing of the civil legal aid program's purview. This meant financing was no longer available for many legal fields that were formerly covered by legal aid, including family law, housing, and welfare benefits. As a result, it was difficult for a lot of disadvantaged people to get legal counsel on significant issues that affected their life.
· [bookmark: _Int_KcRadXy5]Financial Eligibility Requirements: Stricter financial eligibility requirements were also implemented by LASPO for anyone requesting civil legal aid. As a result, there were fewer people eligible for legal aid, which left those who couldn't afford private legal representation without enough assistance. (Greenberg, Michael D, McGovern, Geoffrey (2012) An Early Assessment of the Civil Justice System After the Financial Crisis: Something Wicked This Way Comes? RAND Corporation.)

Impact on Vulnerable Groups: Low-income people, victims of domestic abuse, and people with disabilities were among the groups most negatively impacted by the changes brought about by LASPO. These groups frequently depend on civil legal assistance to defend their rights and get access to the courts, but LASPO's limits made it harder and harder for them to do so.
Rise in Litigants in Person: One of the most important effects of LASPO's modifications was a discernible rise in the number of litigants in person, or those who represent themselves in court without the assistance of a lawyer. This put a strain on the legal system and made it difficult for many people to grasp and navigate complicated legal procedures on their own.
[bookmark: _Int_6Wpi874W]Access to Justice Concerns: In general, there are significant worries over UK citizens' ability to access justice because of LASPO on civil legal aid. Numerous individuals contended that the modifications compromised the idea of equitable access to the judicial system and harmed those who couldn't afford private legal representation.
Reform suggestions for improving civil legal aid:
[bookmark: _Int_U2xOpVPZ]Increase Funding: Increasing money for civil legal aid initiatives is one important reform recommendation. More resources might be made available in order to help with more cases and guarantee that individuals in need of assistance can get them.
Simplify Eligibility Criteria: Reducing the complexity of the requirements for civil legal aid eligibility is a significant additional change. Making it simpler for people to be eligible for aid would enable more people to get justice when they needed it.
Increase Public Awareness: It is imperative to raise public knowledge about civil legal assistance programs. Communities should be educated about how to seek legal assistance when faced with legal issues, as many people may not be aware of their rights or the resources accessible to them.
Extend Service Coverage: It is imperative to broaden the range of services that civil legal aid provides. A wider variety of cases and legal issues might be covered, enabling more people to get the assistance they require to successfully traverse the legal system.
Challenges in the Way of UK Civil Legal Aid: Significant reforms and cuts to civil legal aid in recent years are among the main factors in favor of the declaration. Due to these modifications, there are now fewer requirements for eligibility, which has decreased the pool of people eligible for legal aid. Significant cuts to civil legal aid were made by the Legal Aid, Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Act 2012 (LASPO), which mostly affected areas including welfare payments, housing, and family law. This makes it difficult for many disadvantaged people to get legal counsel, which creates obstacles to accessing the justice system.
Ensuring that everyone has equal access to justice, regardless of their financial condition, is the main goal of civil legal assistance. Nonetheless, there are questions regarding whether this goal is being successfully achieved given the current situation of civil legal assistance in the UK. A lack of funds and stringent eligibility requirements have made it difficult for many people to get legal aid. This has given rise to complaints that the system is failing those who are most in need of it and sustaining social injustices. (The law society 12 Jan 2024 Increasing use of mediation in the civil justice system – last updated 2 Jan 2024 Law Society response, available on https://www.lawsociety.org.uk/campaigns/consultation-responses/increasing-mediation-use-civil-justice-system accessed on 01 May 2024.)

There have been initiatives to improve civil legal aid in the UK despite these challenges. Many advocacy groups and organizations have demanded more financing, broader qualifying requirements, and better services for people in need of legal aid. To address concerns with civil legal aid, the government has also implemented several changes. For instance, extraordinary case financing has been introduced for instances that are not covered by LASPO. 
In conclusion, even though there are legitimate worries about how the UK's declining civil legal aid program may affect people's ability to access the judicial system, it is important to recognize the system's shortcomings as well as the continuous reform initiatives. Concerns like funding reductions, qualifying standards, and assistance for marginalized populations must be addressed to guarantee that civil legal aid achieves its main goal of providing everyone with access to the legal system.
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