Administered in England and Wales by the legal aid agency, civil legal aid is the system in place to help the public with funding to meet the costs of legal advice, representation in court, at a tribunal or a family mediation. Civil legal aid was first introduced in 1949 to help families who could not afford a solicitor. 

Civil legal aid is assessed for eligibility as not everyone will be eligible to receive civil legal aid. Whether the individual is eligible and can qualify for civil legal aid can depend on the type of case and the financial circumstance of the person. (GOV.UK, 2014.)


“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” (The Law Society, 2024) This essay aims to debate the above statement in relation to the current application of civil legal aid.



The Legal Aid Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Act 2012, also known as LASPO was a parliamentary act that significantly altered several of the ministry of justice’s departmental portfolio areas. After LASPO was granted royal assent in May 2012, its provisions gradually went into effect. (Legal Aid Agency, 2014.)

LASPO was introduced in response to pressure on the legal aid budget and to reduce the national deficit. In 2010 with the banking crisis and austerity this was the driving force into leading for cuts to the civil legal aid system.

The government ‘s main goal of the changes towards civil legal aid was preventing needless and adversarial litigation providing better value of the taxpayer by lowering the scheme’s cost, all the while making sure that legal aid is still available for the highest priority cases, such as those in the case of someone’s life or liberty is at stake or they face losing their home. (GOV.UK, 2017)

This had a dramatic impact on the provision of legal aid in England and Wales as it meant legal aid is no longer available for a wide range of civil legal issues such as some family law cases, employment law and welfare benefits law. As a result of LASPO many individuals who previously would have been eligible are now unable to gain legal assistance to pursue cases in court or tribunal.

Looking at the impacts of cutting family law cases as an example to the negatives of LASPO is the high costs for the individual is the key barrier to them being able to get justice. In a report it showed that many of the individuals who paid for legal advice themselves later went into debt because of the high cost in having to fund your own representatives.

Also, the individual’s inability to pay for expert advice without legal aid may lead some courts to make decisions based on insufficient information. Another negative point towards the cuts of the legal aid has a negative impact on children’s lives in relation to child contact cases. 

LASPO also reduced significantly the capacity of voluntary sector organisations to provide welfare law advice leading to having no specialist advice to be able to provide and support welfare benefit appeal decisions. (Organ and Sigafoos, 2018)

The current system in place disproportionately affects the moist vulnerable members of public which include low-income households leaving individuals unable to afford thelegal representation when they need it the most, this is a big disadvantage when the individual needs to find the help they need for their case. 

Without having professional legal advice many members of the public will miss out on the fair outcome they deserve as stated with Article 6, this is in place which protects the right to a fair trial and ensures access to the courts and the right to bring a civil case. 

The positives for introducing LASPO is that it saves the taxpayer money, but the negatives outweigh the positives due to the lack of justice for people who need it and can’t afford to pursue cases themselves to be represented in court or tribunal.

According to Law Society, between 2012-13 and 2017-18 there were 66% fewer family mediation meetings which were possibly due because people without access to a solicitor might not be aware of their options before going to court. (The Law Society, 2023.)

This not only puts additional strain on our already overburdened courts, but it also forces people to cope with the anxiety of preparing for a possibly life-changing court appearance without having legal representation. (Boyce, 2021.)

Civil legal aid, the cornerstone of our justice system, provides support to thousands of people every year. Our access to civil legal aid and our rights are being compromised at the same time. There are many firms on the verge of bankruptcy due to a generation of salary cutbacks which has compelled many solicitors to look for new fields of practice.

Statistics show that from almost a million cases in 2009/10 started by lawyers and advice agencies to help people get legal advice they need the number plummeted to just over 100,00 in 2020/21 with family and social welfare cases having been hit especially hard.
At the same time statistics have shown that members of the public are having to go to court without legal representation has trebled. (The Law Society, 2023.)

The impact of changes in legal aid due to LASPO being introduced is that it has negatively affected people’s lives due to the changes in family, employment and welfare benefits and other areas being changed. It shows how it has affected individuals due to people’s access in justice being cut and that they are unable to reach a satisfactory resolution to their legal problems.

The individual is unable to afford to get the help they need as cost is a big issue and the main barrier to getting a legal representative. A report has shown that all this has had several impacts on people’s wellbeing as not only with suffering financially they also suffered with negative physical and mental health as a result and especially on disabled people as they reported the stress had made their health worse. (Organ and Sigafoos, 2018)
Reform of the system is needed especially to improve the ability for individuals to get the legal representation and legal advice they need as currently with the amount of people unable to get the advice they need it is certain that the current system is not effective in helping people get justice. According to a ministry of justice spokesperson the future for the civil legal aid system is that they want it to be more effective, efficient and sustainable. Whereas Law Society president states that they are liaising closely with the UK government as it undertakes the civil legal aid review and states an emergency investment of £11.3m is desperately needed for providers of early legal advice showing that not only is funding vital for people being able to get legal representation but also that a big reform of the system is needed to improve how it is run and to make sure everyone has the right to justice. (Fouzder, 2024.)



Though it is understood the main reasons of the changes and cuts towards legal civil aid is to cut costs and save the taxpayer money, is it entirely worth it as an example, instead of an individual having the legal advice needed for issues they have in employment law but due to the fact they could not get advice they are no longer in employment which would result in the individual starting to claim and receive benefits overall still costing the government money. 

Overall, considering the facts, having early legal advice is vital as the individual can seek advice promptly when needed and this prevents problems escalating. Having this legal advice is very beneficial to people who need legal representation the most due to problems they face but with the changes made to the system it is near enough impossible in the individual being able to gain legal representation due to cost being a major factor.

Having this civil legal aid has several benefits not only to the individual having the correct legal information provided to them but also for health benefits to the individual, such as the decrease of stress and mental health problems they face when having to deal with all the legal aspects themselves with the worry and anxiety of this task.

In conclusion, without having the ability to receive legal advice individuals will miss out on the fair outcome they deserve, referencing back to Article 6 which protects the right to a fair trial, how will this be possible when due to the costs and cuts in certain cases make it impossible to ensure that people are able to get legal representation. 
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