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The Solicitor’s Regulation Authority, (2019), says that public confidence and trust in solicitors and legal professionals is absolutely crucial to good practice, and they are very firm in ensuring the firms they regulate meet this high standard. Solicitor’s must always be mindful of this principle in practice as they may be required to deal with a vulnerable client who does not understand the law, and who is in a distressing situation. The client must be able to trust that the solicitor acting on their behalf is doing so with integrity and honesty while protecting their rights, or assets. The SRA, (2019), also states that client confidentiality is paramount in the firms they regulate and this ties in with acting honestly and with integrity as when dealing with a case a solicitor will most likely be dealing with sensitive information every day. The obligation of confidentiality is a legal right for all clients which is stated both in common law within s1(3)(e) Legal Services Act (2007) and legislated within the General Data Protection Regulation (2018) and regulated within the SRA Codes of Conduct. Confidentiality is dealt with extremely seriously, so any solicitor caught breaching this will be dealt with via heavy sanctions and could face being struck off. 

Another important issue that solicitors need to be aware of are potential conflicts of interest. The Law Society, (2019), says solicitors must consider whether they are able to lawfully act for a client and provide the expected standard of service. When considering this they have to think about whether they are aware of anything that would prohibit them from acting for the client, like knowing confidential information that the property developer you are representing telling you that they do not intend to completely build the houses they just want to make them sound as luxurious as possible just to get the payments and then back out claiming they were bankrupt and put the money in an offshore account. If a solicitor continued to act for their client knowing this then they would be in serious trouble when they were caught and maybe would even face criminal charges. They must also consider the personal circumstances of the client – would they be abusing their position by acting for them, or would they be taking advantage of the client?

There are professionals out there who are disreputable and will fail to follow these standards, in which case they will be called in front of a Solicitors’ Disciplinary Tribunal who will decide 

whether they can continue to practice. There is a firm locally who were recently closed by the SRA with the Solicitor in question being struck off. In this specific case, they charged a client £23,000 for work that cost less than £1,000 to undertake (Wales Online, 2020). Financial dishonesty, especially at this level is a huge breach of SRA regulations and it is cases like this that have a negative impact on the public confidence of the legal profession. The vast majority of solicitors are honest and decent people who do what they do because they want to make a difference or to contribute to justice, so when they see bad practice they will make sure it is dealt with appropriately.  

It is s1 SRA Code of Conduct for Solicitors that sets out the industry standards that all solicitors and regulated firms are expected to follow. S1.2 says that solicitors who act for clients while taking advantage of them has abused their position and also breached the trust that was placed in them, and any such breach will be dealt with severely. While s1.3/s1.4 ensures that solicitors keep the profession and the courts honest, trustworthy and just by explicitly stating that any solicitor must not mislead the court, their client and third parties. For example, you would not be able to take as long as you want when dealing with a matter, you cannot drag a case out just to clock up more billable hours. Usually, firms are expected to give a time period to a client at the beginning when agreeing to act for them, although the time they give is an estimate based on how long similar cases normally take. This is because each matter is different, and things do not always go to plan. If any difficulties do arise in a matter that would mean more time is needing to be spent on it than first thought then the solicitor must communicate this to the client as soon as is practicable. 

In SRA, (2019), it gives a case study showing instances where the actions of solicitors have actually undermined public confidence in the profession and reading them gives you the opportunity to see how the regulatory standards would be applied in a realistic situation. Case Study 1 discusses the case of a solicitor sentenced to thirty-three months in prison for harbouring an escaped prisoner and possession with intent to supply heroin. It involves a woman who met a client at a previous firm and started a relationship with him. She said that 


she was manipulated by him. That cannot be taken as an excuse though, she would have understood the regulations she was breaking in the way she acted. Solicitors have to be held to higher standards than members of the public and behaving in such a way shows complete lack of professional judgment and ethics. 

  It is not just the SRA who set out professional standards for legal professionals. CILEx also has regulatory standards which are also of significance as Chartered Legal Executives are considered the same as solicitors in law firms. CILEx Core Principle 2 states that they expect their professionals to act in a way that maintains the high standards of service and also the confidence of legal professionals and the provision of legal services. Core Principles 3 and 4 state that they must act with honesty and integrity and that you comply with all your legal and regulatory obligations. The regulations that CILEx expects their lawyers to follow are a bit different to that of the SRA but essentially they must be followed in the same way and they will deal with any breach in a similar way, and you would face similar consequences. 

Another area a solicitor needs to consider when ensuring they are acting appropriately is any conflicts of interest they have or that may arise during a case. SRA, (2020), sets out guidance on the regulations solicitors are expected to follow. Simply put it states that a solicitor cannot act if there is an own interest conflict or a significant risk of one occurring, as stated in s6.1 of the Codes. The SRA also takes this extremely seriously. An example of an own interest conflict would be a friend of yours approaches you and asks you to do due diligence on an company you have shares in. 

The SRA take public perception and trust in the profession very seriously, and rightly so. It is vital that the public have access to honest and trusted professionals who understand the law and the needs of the client. If our legal services were not regulated and corruption and dishonest practices were allowed to go on unchecked then that would diminish the authority of the rule of law in society. It is fundamental that solicitors who are caught being financially dishonest, or acting for clients knowing they have a conflict of interest, or breaching client 


confidentiality is dealt with severely to demonstrate that that type of behaviour will not be accepted. Although the vast majority of solicitors and legal professionals follow the Code of Conduct accordingly and do the job because they want to help people this can be overshadowed by the few that decide they are above the law and act in a way which damages the image of the profession. Solicitors who breach the regulations do not think about how their actions will affect their colleagues and their reputations for working with a person who acts in such a way and the way it is reported in the press can impress upon the public that all legal professionals act like that and that they cannot be trusted. Because of this people may find lawyers intimidating because they may not know the law or understand their issue and they may worry that the solicitor may take advantage of their situation in order to make a profit. 

The United Kingdom has one of the most renowned and respected legal systems in the world. Our common law and legal system have been adapted and codified over centuries and is known for its integrity and honesty. If the SRA did not take the issue of public perception as seriously as they do and failed to act on solicitors who do act dishonestly then the system would collapse around us. The rule of law would be meaningless because the people who are in the system would all be seen as corrupt and out for themselves, and if the system was seen to let solicitors go about their business breaching regulations and breaking the law without consequences how could they honestly stand in court and prosecute a normal member of the public for anything? 

If solicitors were not trusted then people would not use their services because they would be too much of a risk, and if people stopped using legal services then the whole industry would collapse and people would not be able to do anything when they need legal assistance such as if they committed a crime, decided to buy a house, or wanted to get a divorce. It is up to the regulators and the firms they regulate to keep the courts and profession as honest as possible and ensure that all the professionals they allow to practice are honest and trustworthy. The solicitors themselves though hold the biggest weight of responsibility as they 


should want to meet the regulatory standards and do good work for their clients. Although it is up to the regulators to set the standards each solicitor should have a moral compass and have the maturity and professionalism to understand what bad practice is and want to avoid behaving in such a way. If a solicitor does something wrong unintentionally and it can have a negative impact on the matter or the client then they should communicate that straight away and accept responsibility for the mistake.

Anti-money laundering is also a standard practice in law firms and solicitors are expected to be aware of the up-to-date policies on how to deal with money laundering in practice. If a solicitor is caught knowingly laundering money for a client then they will more than likely be struck off for such behaviour as it would constitute financial dishonesty. Money launderers target law firms to ‘clean’ their money as they are used to dealing with large amounts of cash going through their business accounts. S8.1 of the codes states that all clients must have their identities formally identified before a solicitor can deal with a matter. This is mainly so that the solicitors know exactly who they are dealing with and they are covering themselves too because if it was suspected that money was laundered through the firm then the client could be traced straight away. 

It is essential that solicitors are trusted by members of the public because they need to feel at ease and in the right hands when they search for someone to help them with legal troubles. The perception of the public is paramount to the profession being able to run efficiently and effectively help those who need legal assistance. 
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