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Introduction
Civil legal aid is a system created off public funding that helps people to meet the costs of court representation and legal advice, including having a legal representative in a tribunal or a family mediation process (Ministry of Justice, 2017). The services are provided in Wales and England by the Legal Aid Agency. The provision of this aid is processed differently from that of criminal aid, which means the eligibility criteria applied are not the same.



Cases Eligible for Civil Aid
For a party to be eligible for the funding, the case that one's needs to be represented in must be a part of the civil disputes that have been listed in ‘Schedule 1 Part 1’ of the ‘Legal Aid, Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Act 2012’ (Moore & Newbury, 2017). Some of the cases that have been listed include matters dealing with the supervision and care for children, special education cases, abuse of children or vulnerable adults, mental health cases, appeals that are tied to welfare benefits, domestic violence matters, family disputes that require mediation, and immigration cases.


Eligibility
An applicant goes through an assessment of their financial means before they can be considered eligible for civil aid funding. This means the gross and disposal incomes will be assessed, together with the capital that one's holds, which are clearly articulated in Regulations 7 and 8 of the ‘Legal Aid (Financial Resources and Payment for Services) Regulations 2013(Gilmore & Glennon, 2020). However, during a dispute between partners for a share of marital property or when they are working for their separation, the means or financial sources of the partner will not be included in the assessment. 
Also, the merit and details of their cases are usually examined to identify whether it falls in the categories of cases that have been listed above. Additionally, if the threshold for contributions is exceeded, and individual is expected to contribute to the legal cost by a percentage that is equivalent to the amount exceeded (Cairns, 2013). The following services are exempt from legal contributions, and they include: services for seeking legal help, family disputes, and mediation cases over familial disputes. 
Any individual receiving universal credit, income-related support allowance, job-seeker's allowance and guarantee credit for pensionable individuals receive automatic civil legal aid. Similarly, any immigrant who receives support from the National Asylum Support Service is eligible automatically for civil legal aid (Wilding, 2021). Also, trapped capital can be considered a hindrance to getting civil legal assistance. This is because if a person holds capital that is difficult to sell such as a house, once the asset has been listed in a means assessment, a person might fail to be eligible for civil legal aid because they will be thought to have sufficient capital to fund themselves through the legislation process.
The merit of the case is also a critical eligibility criterion that the officials evaluate when assessing whether civil legal aid is necessary for an individual. First, the case must have a high probability of ending in a win following its proceeding in trial (Ministry of Justice, 2017). Additionally, the potential benefit of the successful outcome should be higher than the cost required to pursue the legal matter in court. Finally, there should be benefits attached to the party that is seeking redress of the issue in the court of law.

Legal Aid Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Act (LASPO) 2012 Changes
LASPO introduced changes that made it difficult for many people to access civil legal aid. Large areas were cut from being covered by the civil legal aid in a bid to reduce the number of people applying for it and reducing the amount of revenue that the government sets aside for the use in this situation (Cairns, 2013). The law was introduced by the Conservative-Liberal Democrat Coalition government that sought to reduce public spending and reduce the budget deficit that the country was facing at the time. 
The first changes were made to the scope of legal aid, where a number of cases were removed to help reduce the cost incurred in the provision of civil legal assistance. The areas affected by the changes were private family cases, immigration law issues, clinical negligence cases, welfare benefits matter, housing and debt cases; further reforms were introduced in the financial means test where automatic eligibility for those that received means-tested benefits was removed (Wilding, 2021). The limit on the maximum income was also reduced, including the capital that one needs to have to seek civil legal aid. 
Additionally, prior to the introduction of LASPO, legal aid was provided by advice organizations and private entities that had legal aid contracts with the government. The reductions in the scope provided by the government through the civil legal aid meant that the organizations also experienced a dip in the fundings they received from the government, making it difficult for them to provide specialist help (The Law Society, 2024). The overall impact was that the people suffered because they could not access legal services or advice as they used to before.

Effects of LAPSO (2012)
According to Gilmore and Glennon (2020) private family law cases that include divorce and child contact cases were removed from the cover in an attempt to encourage people to resolve their family problems out of court. However, despite the changes, the number of family cases has not significantly dropped since the introduction of the reforms, as they have only reduced by 2% (Organ & Sigafoos, 2018). However, the number of people seeking legal redress in family court proceedings without representation has increased from 42% in 2012-2013 prior to the introduction of the reforms to 64% in 2017(Organ & Sigafoos, 2018). Opportunities for free legal advice on family issues have become few and are unable to meet the existing demand. Similarly, the number of organizations providing legal advice dropped by 59% from 2012 (The Law Society, 2024). The Child Law Advice Services receives about 15,500 calls relating to family matters, with about 9,500 of the callers being people who would have been eligible for civil legal aid prior to the implementation of LAPSO.
Additionally, all employment law issues with the exception of matters related to discrimination were taken out of the scope of the civil legal aid. There has been a shortfall of causes related to employment matters, but the reason is because more people are unaware that some of the issues they deal with at work is as a result of a lack of initial legal advice that they cannot access at present due to the changes introduced through LAPSO (Robins & Newman, 2021). The reforms also removed the cover for cases involving welfare benefits, which immediately led to a drop in the number of cases presented for civil legal aid by 85% (The Law Society, 2024). The people who were most affected by the removal of causes related to the receipts of benefits were mainly disabled people, placing them at a significant disadvantage.
Civil legal aid provided support for exceptional cases, especially where the human rights of people were violated. Following the implementation of the reforms, reports indicate that the funding for extraordinary cases is not working as the government thought it would (Robins & Newman, 2021). The highest number of people that have accessed the services stands at around 1,516 compared to the usual 5,000-7,000 that used to seek the services annually (Organ & Sigafoos, 2018). Also, the grant rate has been exceptionally law with the government expecting that 3,700 cases would be granted annually but only 50% of that has been met since the time of the implementation of the reforms.

Reform Suggestions
The government should work towards reducing the restrictions it has placed on individuals seeking legal help so that they can get advice on their cases and can know how to proceed. Many people are not seeking legal redress for issues that affect them legally because they are unaware that the problem they are facing is covered under law (Robins & Newman, 2021). This is especially true for people working in toxic environments and are covered by the employment law on different matters. The government should also seek to increase funding to advice organizations to allow them to hire sufficient people to offer advice to the people who need it, according to Moore and Newbury (2017), Citizens Advice, which is an organization that used to receive funding lost around £19 million in funds from the government following the implementation of the reforms. 
Also, the government must advertise tise and educate the people regarding the existence of mediation, following the implementation of LAPSO, so that people do not sit with issues that affect them at home. Additionally, legal aid for victims of benefit-related cases should be instituted to ensure that disabled people are not disproportionately affected by the implementation of LAPSO (Robins & Newman, 2021). Finally, the exceptional case funding has not provided a sufficient avenue to justice in welfare benefits cases, with only 13 out of 45 applications being granted on average annually (The Law Society, 2024). The restrictions should be lowered so that many people can have access to funding based on LAPSO reforms.

Conclusion
The intention behind the reforms was noble and understandable, given the government was trying to cut down on its expenditure. There was a need for the government to find ways to reduce its burgeoning debt, which seemed to grow bigger by the day. However, the effects of the move have made the situation worse in terms of denying people the legal services they need for their everyday problems. Less people are seeking legal services because many of them cannot afford it. Additionally, less cases are making it to court not because there are alternative ways of resolving conflict but because people are unable to gain the right legal advice. The reforms should be structured to ensure people living with disabilities are not disproportionately affected by the changes and more people are able to access legal services.
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