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In 2012, the United Kingdom introduced new legislation, the Legal Aid, Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Act (LASPO). The act was created with the aim to reform the criminal justice system and reduce the costs associated with Legal Aid. 

Legal Aid is a public funded programme designed to assist with the cost of legal advice, representation in court or before a tribunal, and family mediation. The Legal Aid Agency oversees administration in both England and Wales. An individual applying for legal aid must meet both the merits and means tests in order to be eligible, and their legal matter must fall within the scheme's range. Both the civil legal aid merits test and the criminal legal aid interests of justice test evaluate the case's merits, taking into account the client's benefit and the possibility of success. An applicant's financial eligibility is evaluated through the means test, however this does not apply to situations that are "non-means tested," or exempt from the means test (Ministry of Justice, 2022). There are two forms of Legal Aid, these being Civil Legal Aid and Criminal Legal Aid. The provision of Civil Legal Aid differs from that of Criminal Legal Aid, and each is assessed differently in terms of eligibility (UK Parliament, 2024). While Civil Legal Aid matters deal with disagreements between civilians or an organisation, Criminal Legal Aid matters deal with the prosecution of criminal offences (Legal Aid Service, 2024). In England and Wales, those who qualify for legal aid are entitled to free legal advice. Civil Legal Aid can assist with a variety of issues, such as debt, special education needs, housing, discrimination, domestic abuse, and concerns pertaining to a child being placed in foster care (South East London Mind, 2024). 

Legal services may be provided under section 10 (3) of Legal Aid, Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Act [2012] (LASPO) in an exceptional circumstance if a case is outside of its range.  A case might be considered exceptional, for instance, if not providing funding would violate someone's rights as stated in the Human Rights Act of 1998 (Legislation UK, 2024). Eligibility for Civil legal Aid depends on two factors, these being the type of case and financial situation. Typically, it would be necessary to provide further details and evidence of earnings, benefits, savings, assets, and those of a partner. If an individual requiring Civil Legal Aid is under the age of eighteen, they might be required to disclose information regarding their parents' or guardians' income as part of the eligibility section (UK Government, 2024). Financial circumstances are not taken into consideration in cases involving mental health tribunals, children in care, and abductions of children. It might also be necessary to present evidence of the issue, such as a medical letter from the doctor or a court order proving circumstances such as that an individual has suffered abuse (UK Government, 2024). 

There are many mixed opinions regarding the changes made by the Legal Aid, Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Act 2012 which was implemented in 2013.  
Less people are able to obtain legal aid and representation for issues in areas such as family, employment, and welfare benefits law as a result of the Legal Aid Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Act 2012’s introduction of funding cuts to legal aid as well as its narrowing of its scope and financial eligibility requirements. (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2018). As a result of the change of the LASPO Act 2012, fewer cases were filed under legal aid to help people receive the early guidance they required, from nearly one million people in 2009/10 to just 130,000 people in 2021/22. Over the same time frame, three times as many people had to appear in court without legal representation (Law Society, 2023). According to a report from the UK Parliament, previously within the Access to Justice Act of 1999, a legal matter was considered within its purview and eligible for funding from legal aid, but LASPO overturned this decision and listed in Section 1 the categories of legal issues that were still within its purview (House of Commons Library, 2020). Additionally, the report stated that it established an Exceptional Case Funding programme to provide legal assistance in situations when denying it would violate a person's rights under the Human Rights Act of 1998 or EU law. Refocusing legal aid on those who need it most was the Coalition Government's stated objective. A decrease in the number of publicly funded cases and a reduction in spending of approximately £160 million in family cases and £90 million in civil cases occurred as a result of fewer legal specialties offering legal aid. (House of Commons Library, 2020). Four modifications were made to the qualifying requirements for civil and family legal aid under LASPO regulations, these included applying capital eligibility tests to all legal aid applicants, increasing income contributions for contributory clients, capping the subject matter of dispute disregard at £100,000, and removing legal aid in cases where there were borderline prospects of success (UK Parliament). According to Law Society (2023), 53 million people do not have access to a local education legal aid provider, 49.8 million do not have access to a local welfare legal aid provider, 42 million do not have access to a local community care legal aid provider, 39 million people do not have access to a local immigration and asylum legal aid provider and 25.3 million people do not have access to a local legal aid provider for housing advice as result from the change in legislation. 

Although there are many disadvantages to the Legal Aid, Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Act of 2012 there are a few advantages. According to a report published by Equality and Human Rights Commission (2018), the Ministry of Justice aimed to discourage unnecessary and adversarial litigation at public expense, direct legal assistance to those who require it most, create a substantial cost reduction for the scheme, and give the taxpayers greater value for their money overall through the implementation of the Act. In cases that would not normally qualify for legal aid, LASPO also established the exceptional case funding (ECF) programme to offer legal assistance when needed to fulfil these obligations however a report from the Bach Commission (2017) states that the exceptional case funding programme, intended to lessen the impact of the legal aid cuts imposed by LASPO, has not been successful. Although the government estimated that 847 children and 4,888 young adults would receive exceptional case funding annually, only eight children and 38 young adults received legal aid under the programme between October 2013 and June 2015. According to UK Parliament (2024) LASPO was successful in assisting in the scheme's cost reduction, which was reduced from roughly £2.9 billion in 2012–13 to roughly £1.9 billion in 2022–2023. 


According to Manchester Central Chambers (2022), the government declared in 2017 that Sir Christopher Bellamy was examining the LASPO Act. Bellamy released the report in 2018, offering several suggestions for amending the LASPO reforms, such as bringing back legal aid in certain circumstances, expanding legal aid funding, and simplifying the application process. Concerns about access to justice in England and Wales have grown as a result of the government's unwillingness to fully implement the recommendations made by the Bellamy review on criminal legal aid and to honour its agreement with the Bar Council, especially with regard to the LASPO Act's ongoing effects.

According to UK Parliament (2024) The Ministry of Justice implemented these changes in many areas without sufficient evidence, according to a 2015 Committee report. The Ministry of Justice also failed to accurately assess the full impact of the reforms and at the time showed little interest in understanding the costs that the reforms would have on the public sector as a whole. Although the act has succeeded in aspects such as cutting costs, the LASPO act has shown itself to be detrimental to the entire fabric of justice. 
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