The Solicitors Regulation Authority (SRA) set fundamental principles which solicitors and firms must maintain. Principle 4 stipulates that solicitors must act with honesty (Solicitors Regulation Authority, 2018). The statement that ‘It is essential that solicitors can be trusted to the ends of the earth’ is coined in Bolton V the Law Society (1993) by Lord Bingham. Lord Bingham states in this case that it is essential for solicitors to be held to this high standard of honesty to maintain the reputation of the legal profession to the public.

The key principles set by the Solicitors Regulation Authority code of conduct illustrate those working in the legal profession should work in a way to uphold the rule of law. The principles set by the solicitor’s regulation authority list that legal professionals should work in a way to independently uphold the public’s trust with honesty and integrity to include all groups in society for the best interest of each client (Solicitors Regulation Authority, 2018). These core ethics that guide the legal profession according to the code of conduct principles are underpinned by the importance of the value of trust. The fact that it’s evident these principles are underpinned by trust shows support for the comments made my Lord Bingham in Bolton v The Law Society (1993).  

The Solicitors regulation authority implement a code of conduct that covers the professional conduct expected of all legal professionals. The code is based on the core ethics expected of those working in the legal profession (Solicitors Regulation Authority, 2018). Elliston (1985) states that having good ethics are vital if you wish to be a good solicitor. Being honest underpins almost all of the behaviors outlined in the code of conduct which this essay will discuss. Solicitors have a number of client care responsibilities that being honest and trustworthy are integral for. If the principles in the code come into conflict with each other a legal professionals duty to the courts and public supersede the others and a legal professional must excuse themselves from the case.

Solicitors’ responsibilities to their client cover many aspects. It is seen as a solicitors duty to ensure their clients are well informed and can understand the specifics of what is happening in their case. The passing of information needed is usually done in the form of a client care letter. This is sent at the beginning of the partnership and will usually, on a basic level, tell a client the expected cost of their services and how to complain if they are unhappy with something.  The solicitor’s regulation authority sets advice on what to include and how to present information in a client care letter to ensure there is a good understanding of costs and the terminology used (Solicitors Regulation Authority 2019). This is important to allow the client to see the solicitor’s firms as transparent in their costing structure. It is also important as it allows the client to understand the information being presented to them, if a client doesn’t understand the information due to complex legal jargon they may feel they are trying to be misled which will result in a lack of a report and trust. The fact that client care letters are mandatory and that they are advised to be presented in a user friendly and informative way allows the client to trust the firm as they are being open and presenting the information in a voluntary manner that can be understood due to the use of laymen’s terminology. 

An individual’s ability to a private life is something held in high respects among the public. The importance of a private life in evident in the fact it is codified in The Human Rights Act (1998) which sets criteria on the rights of an individual to have a private family life. There are strict rules governing the importance of confidentiality which can be come from Common law, The Legal Services Act (2007) and the Data protection Act (2018). In legal practoce confidentiality extends from current clients, past clients and even to deceased clients. A solicitor has ‘an absolute duty to protect clients’, past and present, ‘confidence’ (Bolkiah v KPMG 1998). The principle of confidentiality allows a client to speak honestly without fear of stigma from the public or without fear of competition from the solicitor. A solicitor’s commitment to confidentiality has to at the forefront of their practice. The presence of these strict rules and regulations surrounding confidentiality and a client’s ability to entrust information to a legal profession is evidence of the need for solicitors to be trusted to the ends of the earth. 

A solicitor responsibility to a client of confidentiality can only be breached if a client is trying to commit a crime using a legal professional as an aid or is planning to cause harm to themselves or a third party (Gartside v Outram 1856). The breach of confidentiality for the client intending to hurt themselves or a third party can only be done before the act and not after so a solicitor must act swiftly in that manner. The confidentiality breach would open a solicitor up to disciplinary action by the regulatory body of the solicitor’s regulation authority however the justifications behind it would likely be seen as a mitigating factor to result in no sanctions being given (Solicitors Regulation Authority, 2019). Legal professionals are bound with a duty to the court and the public and must act with integrity. According to the Solicitors Regulation authorities’ principles they must work in an honest way, they have a duty to ensure that no illegal acts are occurring in the cases they are handling. This supports that the need for solicitors to be trusted is as of the importance stated as the duty is entrusted in them to prevent crimes which could crumble the economic system for example money laundering. Money laundering is something that calls for continuous vigilance in the legal profession. Each firm must have a designated policy and person to report the suspected money laundering to be investigated. 

There are clear and set rules which solicitors must abide by to ensure they always have the client’s best interest in mind. This is outlined in the Solicitors Regulation Authorities code of conduct relating to conflicts of interest between a solicitor and a client. This element of the code of conduct governs the rules a solicitor must abide by if there is an ‘own conflict of interest’ or just a conflict of interest. A solicitor cannot act in a case if there is an ‘own common interest’.  If the client and solicitor have a conflict of interest in the case that is not an ‘own conflict of interest’ the solicitor can still work the case however the following criteria must be met: the client gives their written consent to the solicitor still acting for them, that safeguards are put in place and that the solicitor is happy that the required safeguards are able to be met (Solicitors Regulation Authority, 2018). This principle underpins the idea that that a legal professional will always be working for what is best for their client, without this principle it would be impossible for the public to trust that the legal professionals are working for their clients benefit instead of their own. Thus, again proving that trust is integral to the legal professionals’ practices. 
 
Solicitors are required to work in a way that promotes equality, diversity and inclusion. These principles are important for the public to see the profession in a way that is positive and allows them to trust them. If a firm where to work in a way which was exclusive and excluded groups unfairly this would be dishonest and if not sanctioned would affect the way the public viewed those working in the legal profession and may led them to trust in the profession less. 

Each solicitor must be responsible for their own compliance with the code of conduct and maintaining an honest approach to their professional practices. However there are professionals assigned to ensure that firms work in a manner that is cohesive with the code and promotes the values. Each firm will have a compliance officer employed who will be responsible for this. The compliance officer will have a duty to ensure all employees, managers and those with interests in the firm are acting in accordance with the principles set out by the solicitor’s regulation authority. They also have a responsibility to report any behaviour which would breach any of the principles of the code of conduct by anyone employed or with interests in the firm. The requirement to appoint a person in each firm with these duties stresses the importance of the view of legal professionals needing to be trusted so vigorously. 

If a solicitor breaches the code of conduct set by the solicitor’s regulation authority they face being stuck off and unable to practice, as seen in SRA V Sovani James (2018). The expectation for solicitors to follow these principles and to act in an honest way are very strict. The decision in this case set president that ‘abdominal’ work conditions would not be seen as a justifiable excuse to dishonesty in the execution of legal duties. Although this was criticised by the Junior Law Society (2020, cited in The Law Society Gazette, 2020) for not allowing a newly qualified solicitor some ‘leeway’ due to the ‘abdominal’ work conditions. The act of striking off in this incident show the importance of honesty and trust in the legal profession and that unless there are extremely extenuating circumstances those in the legal profession will be sanctioned to the full extend for breaching the expectation of honesty and integrity therefore breaching the level of trust expected. When establishing if a solicitor has acted in a dishonest way 2 questions are asked: what the solicitor’s knowledge was as to the facts at the time; with consideration to their knowledge at the time would their action be considered dishonest by ordinary decent people (Ivey v Genting Casinos 2007). If it is found that due to the persons knowledge at the time of the act that they had not been acting dishonestly but they had lacked integrity they would face a sanction appropriate of that breach. If however they were found to be dishonest they will receive a sanction usually by having the right to practice law revoked unless there are significant mitigating factors which justify a lower sanction (Law Society v Salsbury 2008). The strict sanctions enforced for dishonesty by a legal profession supports the statement made that ‘solicitors must be trusted to the ends of the earth’ (Bolton V the Law Society 1993). This statement is underpinned by the appreciation of the legal professions’ reputation. That it is more important than one legal professional’s interest. 

The importance of honesty is shown as it is at the core of how legal professionals practice their responsibilities every day. When a solicitor behaves in a dishonest way there is harm to the public every time in one way or another (Regulation Authority v Shanna 2010). A profession’s most valuable asset is its collective reputation and the confidence which that inspires (Bolton V the Law Society 1993). Through the Solicitors Regulation Authority and The Legal Services Act (2007) enforcement on breaches of trust and dishonesty it shows that the value of trust in the profession of law is of high value and important to the reputation of the legal profession. 
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