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Introduction
Civil legal aid, a provision in the UK whose main purpose is to provide legal assistance to the people of the UK, has been deteriorating in the UK due to various reasons. Budget cuts, restriction and eligibility criteria, the complexity of the legal system and various others can be identified as the major reasons which have deteriorated this provision to a point where it has lost its effectiveness in the UK. For example, the budget for civil legal aid in the year 2023 was 926 million British pounds which is quite low if compared with the budget for civil legal aid in the year 2010 (Statista, 2023). The decline of civil legal aid can affect the ability of the people in the UK to get equal access to justice. In this essay, all the aspects of civil legal aid will be explored. Besides this, it will also look into the factors behind its decline and its impact on its effectiveness will be investigated.

Discussion
Civil legal aid is a term which refers to the provision in the UK in which free legal assistance is offered to individuals who cannot afford to pay for legal services and require help with civil legal matters (GOV.UK, 2024). Civil legal matters involve disputes between individuals or organisations, family law cases, housing disputes, employment issues and various others. This assistance is offered in the UK by the legal aid agency which works under the Ministry of Justice. This legal remedy is funded by the government of the UK  through the Ministry of Justice.  Behind the creation of this legal remedy, the sole purpose was to ensure that people in the UK irrespective of their financial conditions, get access to legal representation and assistance while confronting civil legal issues (The Law Society, 2024). There are various reasons which make civil legal aid in the country important, some of these are access to justice, equality before the law, protection of vulnerable groups, and preventing injustice. To be eligible to get civil legal aid, a case needs to come under the civil legal dispute listed in Schedule 1 Part 1 of the Legal Aid, Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Act 2012 (UK Parliament, 2022). To qualify for civil legal aid services one must go through an assessment of their financial condition. The merit of financial circumstances is assessed based on the criteria set out in the civil legal aid merit criteria regulation 2023. The Civil Legal Aid Merit Criteria Regulation 2023 assesses whether a person is eligible for civil aid or not based on their gross salary, disposable income and disposable capital.  
However, the effectiveness of civil legal aid lost its effectiveness after the changes made in its eligibility criteria through the Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Act 2012 which came into effect on 1 April 2013 (GOV.UK, 2024).  This act took many areas of civil legal aid out of scope and created a country-wide controversy. It has changed various things in civil legal aid by not only amending the financial eligibility criteria but also taking many laws like civil and family law out of scope. One of the major changes it brought in the eligibility criteria is that the applicant must have a 50:50 chance of winning the case. Such change in the eligibility criteria received a lot of negative responses as it is not possible for anyone to make such an assumption. Besides this, one of the biggest changes the Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Act 2012 brought in civil legal aid was the introduction of an exclusion list. Before this act any type of case was under the scope of legal aid this act reduced the type of cases for which legal aid can be availed by introducing a list of cases under part 1 of schedule 1 of the Act (GOV.UK, 2024). The government of that time reasoned that these changes were made because they wanted to reduce the expenditure made on legal aid in the country. Their argument was that the expenditure on funding civil legal aid in England and Wales is comparatively higher than the other countries in Europe. Besides this, reducing the scope of civil legal aid will encourage people to take a simpler and cheaper method to solve disputes and it will reduce the pressure on the country's legal institutes. Further, it will allow the people in the country who are most in need to avail of these legal aids. 
These changes introduced by the Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Act 2012 adversely impacted various people in the UK (UK Parliament, 2024). A report published by the Justice Committee which was formed to examine the impact of the changes made by this act shows that the Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Act 2012 has failed to meet the aim of the government in various ways. A lack of public information is seen as the main reason why the Ministry of Justice in the country has failed so badly. Apart from this, it also found that women's ability to access this legal aid in cases of harassment and victimisation was hugely affected by the changes introduced by the act. Further, changes made in the financial eligibility criteria significantly affected the ability of families in the UK to get access to this legal remedy. This report also highlights that the use of mediation in the UK for resolving disputes has increased due to the changes brought by the act. It has not only put some budgetary constraints and reduced legal aid funding but also increased the demand for legal assistance in the country. Besides this, changes in the eligibility criteria for civil legal aid also affected the availability of this legal assistance for the people in the UK (National Audit Office, 2024). All these changes overall, affected the basic principles on which the idea of civil legal aid was designed like equality before the law, access to justice and many more. By reducing the scope of civil legal aid, changes made by the Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Act 2012 affected the ability of a vulnerable person to seek this legal remedy to get justice. For example, one change which was introduced by this act in the eligibility criteria of this legal aid was related to the winning prospect of the applicant. In such a scenario a person who has a lower chance of winning the case will lose his/her ability to avail of this legal remedy instead of his/her difficult financial circumstances (Minnoch, 2023). This kind of change has directly impacted the effectiveness of this legal aid and pushed it into a state of decline that fails to meet its primary objective of delivering access to justice. 
There are a number of initiatives which can be undertaken by the government in the UK to improve the effectiveness of civil legal aid. First of all, there is a need to increase the budget used for providing civil legal aid in the country. Official data shows that compared to the 2010 budget current budget allocated for civil legal aid is comparatively low. Increasing this amount is essential in light fact that the legal aid demand has increased in the country significantly over the years. Besides this, there is a need to expand the eligibility criteria (UK Parliament, 2021). It has been found that the changes made through the Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Act 2012 have reduced the availability of civil legal aid for the public. In light of these facts redesigning and expanding the eligibility criteria for civil legal aid becomes essential to increase its effectiveness in the country.  Further, a need to increase public awareness can also be recognised for increasing the effectiveness of this legal remedy. Hence, raising awareness about the eligibility criteria is essential to increase the effectiveness of this legal remedy (UK Parliament, 2021). This will increase the reach of this legal remedy to the people who are in urgent need of financial assistance. 

Conclusion
Thus, from the above discussion, it can be concluded that civil legal aid is important for a number of reasons. However, since the introduction of the Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Act 2012 the scope of this legal remedy has reduced. The Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Act 2012 has reduced the ability of people to avail of legal aid instead of their difficult financial circumstances. Hence it has become necessary to address the declining effectiveness of this legal aid in the country to uplift justice in the region. This problem needs to be addressed as soon as possible because it can be said that legal aid is an important legal instrument which helps in suppressing injustice in the region.
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