


‘’ 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’’ (Law Society, 2024) Debate the above statement in relation to the current application of civil legal aid.

Civil legal aid is when legal assistance is provided to those individuals who cannot for whatever reason afford legal representation. These civil legal matters typically do not involve legal charges but matters between individuals and organisations. These services offer legal advice and assistance with paperwork, as well as representation in court and even negotiation with opposing parties. Under legal aid you can also be eligible to get confidential advice free of charge from the Civil Legal Advice (CLA) if you are in England or Wales. This means that the CLA can help you with problems such as debt, domestic abuse and housing issues (Gov.uk, 2024) Civil legal aid is therefore aiming to ensure people off all financial situations have access to legal support. This offer can be vital for individuals facing eviction, fraud and other civil legal issues. These civil legal aid organisations also have different reasons for their work, with some being non-profit organisations, or private attorneys who offer pro bono services, and some being government funded. 
The Legal Aid, Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Act 2012 (LASPO) was introduced and made significant changes to the legal aid system in England and Wales. The Ministry of justice introduced the act to discourage unnecessary litigation at public expense and make significant savings to the cost of the scheme. Therefor, these changes would deliver better overall value for the taxpayer (National Audit Office, 2024)
The LASPO Act significantly reduced the previously wider scope of civil legal aid by limiting funding for cases in many areas, such as family law, welfare benefits, housing, employment and immigration. For other certain types of cases, like most private family law, as well as many employment, welfare and housing cases, were no longer eligible for legal aid.  The goal to significantly lower cost was achieved, with spending on legal aid falling by £728 million (from £2,584 million to £1,856 million, a 28% reduction) between 2012-13 and 2022-23 as the cases numbers dropped (National Audit office, 2024) But this saving comes at the cost of having a higher percentage of those needing civil legal aid not being eligible, supporting the statement that legal aid has been allowed to fall into a state of decline in the UK, as its main goal of providing access to justice has failed.
The act also introduced stricter testing criteria for those individuals who were seeking civil legal aid that meant fewer people qualified for legal aid based on their assets and income. This included introducing residency tests, particularly relevant in immigration issues, with individuals having to prove their legal residency status in the UK to qualify for aid in certain cases.
The reduced access caused by the LASPO Act was one of the most notable impacts of the act on people with civil legal issues. The act significantly narrowed the scope of eligible cases and resulted in many individuals who would have previously received legal aid without assistance in their cases. It also resulted in a huge loss of access to legal aid providers, as across England and Wales 53m people (90%) do not have access to a local education legal aid provider (The Law Society, 2023)
The LASPO established the Legal Aid Agency (LAA), replacing The Legal services Commission to administer legal aid in England and Wales. The LAA is responsible for assessing applications, managing legal aid contracts with providers, as well as overseeing the legal aid budget. The Legal Aid Agency has gained a lot of criticism regarding its handling of exceptional case funding and the fact that many areas of the country have little to no access to relevant legal aid providers. LASPO has harmed access to justice, placed strain on the justice system, and resulted in knock-on costs elsewhere in the public sector (EHRC,2018) However, the Legal aid agency has also been more efficient with the drop in numbers over the last 10 years. “In 2019, the Agency processed 91% of civil applications for legal aid within 20 days, and 100% of crime applications within 2 days”. (Gov.uk,2020)
The act also changed the way litigation was funded in England and Wales, as it introduced reforms to the system of conditional fee agreements, and 'after the event' insurance. After the event insurance covers the legal costs if your claim is not successful and is used as well as conditional fee agreements to take the financial risk out of making a claim (National accident helpline,2024), thus making claims more of an option to less financially secure individuals.
Reform suggestions have been rife in the years since the introduction of the LASPO. First and foremost is revising the eligibility criteria for legal aid, so it is ensured that more individuals in the UK have access to legal representation, in particular those who are in more disadvantaged financial and vulnerable states. To expand eligibility the raising of income thresholds and widening the types of cases covered could have a massive effect on the amount of legal aid available to those who need it. Along with reviewing the eligibility criteria, there needs to be an increase in funding, as legal aid providers are dealing with financial constraints and an increase in funding can again expand the access to legal aid to those in need. Finding the funding could be challenging, but if additional resources were allocated to the legal aid budget it could also help possibly provide targeted funding for the most vulnerable groups. The targeted funding for these groups, such as domestic abuse victims, disabled individuals or immigrants, will help to address their specific legal needs and make accessible justice more accessible.  To increase funding there could be need to explore alternative funding mechanisms such as litigation funding or crowdfunding. Encouraging and supporting pro bono work by legal firms and professionals could also help to make help more accessible without adding cost needed for other areas. There is a question of why attorneys would provide help without a fee, but providing pro bono services helps legal professionals, especially young and less experienced, make connections and boost their professional profiles, while learning new skills in different areas of law while helping those who are unable to pay (Thomson Reuters Legal Solutions,2022) Increasing the efficiency of the delivery of legal aid could also help to enhance access to possible legal representation. If application processes are being processes better, then with investment in the relevant technology and infrastructure will only make access to help easier. 
A possible reform to the current format would be promoting the use of alternative dispute resolution more. This would include dispute resolution methods such as arbitration and mediation, which would help to resolve legal disputes out of court. If the methods such as arbitration and mediation are more Widley known, then it may help to decrease the amount of people needing to go to court, as it could be more simply settled without the legal fees. I also think that what is needed desperately is a comprehensive review of the Legal Aid, Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Act 2012. If this takes place, then access to information regarding its impact and the areas that are in need of could lead to the necessary legislative changes that could better level out the cost-saving measures with the wide need for access to justice.
In conclusion, the LASPO resulted in a more restrictive Civil legal aid system in the UK, as the many changes means that the individuals who need help the most are not being able to access it. The profound impact this act has had on access to civil aid in the UK has got to be removed. It aimed for reduced costs and unnecessary litigation but has instead narrowed the eligibility criteria for legal aid so much as to disadvantage a huge number of people in the UK. As previously stated, reforms are needed to address these challenges, including broadening the eligibility criteria and committing more vital funds for services relating to legal aid. Additionally, helping to improve the efficiency of legal aid delivery and by promoting the use of ADR methods can help to ease pressure on the system and again make the aid services available to those in need. This is summed up by finding in a report by the House of commons Justice committee, which said “Legal aid is in urgent need of reform to protect the fairness of the justice and to ensure that the most vulnerable can have access to justice” (UK Parliament,2021)
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