



[bookmark: _Hlk165469533]In this assignment there will be discussions around legal aid, its apparent decline and whether it meets its primary objective. There will be an explanation about what legal aid is, the changes that have been made and what impact these changes have had. Eligibility discussion and some suggested action for reform. Does legal aid deliver justice?
Legal aid is a means of funding when entering into legal proceedings, this is either for free or at a reduced rate depending on the eligibility of the person involved, if its civil or criminal legal aid being sought can also affect the eligibility (Lexis Nexis Family expert, 2024). Pre 2012 legal aid was governed by the Access to Justice Act 1999. This was called the Community Legal Service, Criminal Defence Service and Legal Services Commission is what runs both services, this was a reform from the 1988 act (Parliament.uk, 2013). The Access to justice act 1999 was brought in to re design the system already in place, the funding aspect and how it is regulated. The legal services commission was awarded the power to reshape the services provided, keeping in mind how it had evolved since conception, change is very common considering the political matter of money saving (Law teacher, 2019). (Legislation.gov, 2024) explains that the CLS scheme was introduced to help families bring cases of civil matters, aiming to improve their representation, thus bringing more justice to society. The CDS focus was concentrated on the criminal cases, its main aim was focusing on representation and promoting fairness and equality. 
(House of Commons Library, 2020) states the change in civil and family legal aid was a reform called Legal Aid, Sentencing and Punishment of offenders Act 2012. LASPO changed things, cuts to legal aid and narrowed criteria that was previously, funded was now unavailable for things unless previously covered by legal aid unless specifically excluded by the 1999 access to justice act. Now though, instead, providing a scheme called Exceptional Case Funding (ECF) which was to provide legal assistance in cases where a person’s human rights were at threat of being breached. This drastically decreased cases funded by government and saved in the area of £250 million. Legal aid is for the cost of legal advice, family mediation or to be properly represented in court, it was designed so anyone could access it. All people are supposed to be seen as equal, it goes back to the human rights act 1998, people who cannot afford to be properly represented cannot possibly have a fair trial. This is a right protected by The Human Rights Act (The Human Rights Act, 1998). With less areas being funded financially by the government, many people suffered financial deprivation as a result. The legal advice usually used to prevent delays not being funded anymore often made problems worse and more costly (Organ, Sigafoos 2018). The financial test for legal aid is found in LASPO, section 21, both applicants and their partner if applicable are assessed. Their gross income, disposable income and disposable capital are taken into account along with the success of winning the case before eligibility can be determined for any legal help (House of Commons Library, 2022). The aim with the LASPO Act was to discourage the unnecessary use of legal aid to ease pressure on the budget set out by government, this saves the public the expense of unnecessary litigation, money saving being the main driver. Delivery of a better for value and streamlined service for the taxpayer (Organ, Sigafoos, 2018). 
So far it seemed as if the LASPO Act was a success, this is until you realise that in 1980, 80% of the population were eligible for legal aid, then this dropped to 53% in 1998 and 29% in the year 2008. Now it is estimated that only 20% of people are poor enough for the criteria to be met for legal aid. The number of people provided with early legal advice in important areas such as housing, benefits and debt help fell from 573,737 in the years 2012/2013 to 1400,091 in the years 2016/2017. Keeping in mind the introduction to a revised benefits system and large increase in the population of the homeless in recent years it is very unlikely the people needing advice has declined in areas of such importance. The huge amount of budget cuts to legal aid between 2010 and 2020 have created what can only be described as a crisis in the system (Carter, 2019). In 2023 there was a review of LASPO Act, it looked at the reduced opportunity for legal services in England and Wales. The main aim of the act was a success, reducing the expenditure from £2.9bn 2012/13 to £1.9bn 2022/23 which unfortunately must have reduced the effectiveness of legal aid and hindered real justice in the process (Gov.uk, no date). Important cases such as clinical negligence, homelessness and family access issues have all been affected by the LASPO Act, at the detriment of the public. There needs to be a move away from the culture of refusal and this has to give way too much more leeway and scope to help. The Government has to reflect on the priorities it has set out for the agencies providing support to the public in the pursuit of justice and if they are providing the resources for them to properly accomplish this (UK Parliament, 2024).
In conclusion to the questions around legal aid and its decline, I believe that the continued constraints of the government on budget cuts and the eligibility criteria have drastically affected the lives of many. It is a legal right to be treated as equals under the Human Rights Act, depriving people on low income through not being eligible of proper representation fails to provide a fair system. The money savings talked about in this assignment are important in terms of wasting the money of citizens, there has to be a proper balance between saving money and what is right. My suggested action is proper funding from the government and less constraints on the criteria for help by increasing the financial thresholds and taking away the must win mentality of cases, everyone should be represented win or lose. Money should never come before the rights of the public, this seems to be a focal point of governments in recent times, I believe it should be a fair system not a cheap one.
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