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In the face of horrendous cuts in legal aid and free legal advice services from 

April 2013, the fightback has begun 
 

“There is overwhelming public support for free legal advice if people are on a low income.  We have a 
fairness culture in this country. What the government is doing at a local and national level is against the 
grain of what people believe. We need to tap into this. Our campaigning can achieve a wide appeal.”  
Steve Hynes, Director, Legal Action Group 

 
This report is a call for campaigning and collaborative action. It draws on discussions and debates at an 
important recent conference on the crisis in social welfare advice, organised by Access to Advice. 
 

 
 
Social welfare advice covers essential matters like housing, benefits, employment or debt, where people 
seek advice or help to challenge decisions made by public bodies, employers or landlords. The April 2013 
cuts mean that three quarters of the people who previously got received civil legal aid advice will no longer 
get it.  There are also substantial pressures on other funding streams for advice, leading to reduced 
services or closure of long-standing local agencies.  All this is happening at a time of unprecedented 
attacks on social rights.  People are suffering great hardships when advice is needed more than ever. 
 
The packed Manchester conference on 9 February 2013 brought together a wide range of people and 
groups concerned with the crisis facing free legal advice locally, regionally and nationally. It shared ideas 
and experiences on campaigning for future publicly funded legal advice services. 
 

“We can learn from high profile campaigns on issues arising from heartbreak. We have to activate an 
emotional response to our campaign and then apply our evidence because without it you get nowhere. But 
the target cannot be merely to influence, because creating a ‘change of attitude’ alone is a waste of time. 
We need to decide on actions to shift behaviour”. Julie Bishop, Director of Law Centres Federation 
 
This report highlights: 

• Arguments for advice and lessons from past campaigns – page 2 

• Impacts of advice cuts on our communities and on particular issues – page 3 

• Calls for actions and campaigning – page 4 
 

“We need to look to the future in a spirit of anger and outrage and consider what is to be done in the 
coming months and in the longer term. Access to Advice has brought us together to collaborate to face up 
to this”. Lord Bach, who leads the cross-party opposition to legal aid cuts in the House of Lords 

 
Access to Advice is a regional group campaigning for free publicly funded advice on social welfare law.  



Arguments and Lessons 

Steve Hynes – A helping hand and a choice of 

services 

Most people use advice services in times of crisis. 
They don’t want to be dependent. They need a 
helping hand. The development of parallel legal 
aid and local authority funded advice services has 
been a great strength, but the government wants 
to cut civil legal advice back to a rump service.  
 

 
 
There is no policy co-ordination in local 
government about advice services and local 
authority advice services can be cut due to 
ideology.  Insurance-based advice services are 
touted as a solution but this is a nonsense.  
Reliance on a single source of funding can also 
lead a service to bankruptcy. 
 
There will be growth in social welfare cases. For 
social security tribunals, this is officially predicted 
as: 
 

• 2012-2013 483,400 

• 2013-2014 576,700 

• 2014-2015 644,000 
 
There are double, treble or 10 times the numbers 
needing advice about initial claims.  There is a 
need for support in seeking redress. 
 
There is a debate about using information 
technology to provide solutions in the social 
welfare law field. Until such time as all our clients 
use and have access to computers or have cash 
for phone calls, face-to-face services are still the 
most sought after and effective way to give 
advice. Our clients continue to need services paid 
for by the state.  
 
Julie Bishop – Campaign lessons in an 

adverse climate 

National campaigning against legal aid cuts 
secured some victories, not least in bringing back 
into scope some areas of legal aid. But the 
campaign lost on the gateway to access 
remaining advice services and on the overall 
campaign.  

 

 
 
In negotiating on the short-term Transition Fund 
for advice services, we missed a vital opportunity 
to show a unified vision of the advice sector to 
shape the fund we wanted. We need to underpin 
our campaign with a vision of improving our 
clients’ lives. We also need to decide whether it 
should be a statutory requirement for local 
authorities to provide some sort of advice service. 
We need to challenge the assumptions in the 
‘shirkers’ debate. We have to look at what we do 
brilliantly. We can speak with one voice when 
working for clients.  We are passionate and have 
one voice when we talk about people we see. 
They are the building blocks of our campaign. 
 
Lord Bach – Political lessons 

Lord Bach spoke of the determination of the 
incumbent Government to slash legal advice and 
the equal determination of those in the House of 
Lords to oppose the legislation.   
 

 
 
He outlined the disastrous impact of the policy, 
which has already seen the closure of many 
CABs and Law Centres. He also betrayed real 
anger and frustration when lamenting the 
undemocratic way in which the bill was passed 
through, despite the opposition of the House of 
Lords. The disastrous impact of the cuts affects 
many advice services.  These cuts will do 
disproportionate damage. This government 
means to destroy social welfare law as we have 
known it. 
 
In his closing remarks he called on all to continue 
fighting for free legal advice until we get it back, to 
make sure we are heard by politicians, and to 
remain united. 



Our communities and issues 
 
Disability and Sickness 
  
Specialist welfare benefits advice funded by Legal 
Aid will end in April 2013, apart from very few 
specialist cases. There is little other non LSC 
funded specialist welfare rights advice in most 
communities. 
 
The changes to welfare benefits already in place 
are causing hardship. The changes to come, for 
example Personal Independence Payment 
replacing Disability Living Allowance, using 
different procedures for assessment, are causing 
great worry to disabled people.  People without 
legal advice and other forms of support are often 
not able to deal with appeal procedures. Also, the 
and assessment process by Atos are is widely 
viewed as unfair. There is a current increase in 
mental health relapses linked to benefit refusals. 
 
The telephone gateway system is discriminatory 
and reports on mental health services conclude 
that there is a priority need to maintain advice 
services without cuts.  The localisation of health 
services will mean it is much more difficult to 
develop co-ordinated preventive health services, 
including advice services.  
 
We need to be aware of powers to challenge 
DWP and other public bodies under breaches of 
human rights, discrimination and public law 
protections to individuals in their contacts with 
organisations such as DWP, Atos and local 
authorities. 
 
Housing, employment and unemployment 
 
From April 2013 legal aid is only available for 
repossession and risk of homelessness and for 
serious disrepair where life and health is at risk.  
Legal aid is no longer available for advice and 
help on employment issues, unless involving 
discrimination, where punitive fees are also 
introduced. 
 
Services are closing and staff are under threat of 
redundancy while there is rising poverty and 
urgent demand for advice.  All Shelter staff are at 
risk with Cheshire and Cumbria Shelter set to 
close. Closure of the Greater Manchester Pay 
and Employment Rights Advice Service was the 
loss of a unique service, which as well as 
advising 1000’s of their employment rights also 
provided a campaigning voice, for example for the 
minimum wage and the living wage. 
    
Areas are becoming advice deserts and legal aid 
cuts are compounding local authority cuts.  

Migrants and BME Communities 
 
From April 2013 legal aid is available for asylum 
issues but not immigration issues.  The law is 
complex.  How much can legal aid for exceptional 
cases be used? What is the potential scope for 
Judicial Review?  There are also confusing 
immigration status elements in other areas, for 
example benefit claims. 
 
Established BME communities have high advice 
needs. In asylum cases problems arise with 
refugee integration and English language skills.  
Destitution can follow from delays in ‘right to 
reside’ cases.  There are many difficulties 
requiring advice: for example, for unaccompanied 
children reaching adulthood, new arrivals from 
Europe and elsewhere, in the removal by social 
services of children from women with no means, 
for workers at the end of contracts and in the 
implications of the cuts for BME communities. 
 
Demand for advice will be redirected to small 
community-based services, with prevention work 
undermined.  Services reliant on volunteers need 
resources.  Advice from local private providers is 
often of poor quality service and needs to be 
challenged.  Problems continue with telephone 
based services for people with limited English. 
 
Family and Debt 
 
From April 2013 legal aid for domestic violence is 
tied to a definition and evidence requirements that 
will not include all abused women. Domestic 
abuse is not being taken seriously and this leads 
to women having a choice of either more abuse 
or debt.  If no one takes responsibility for abused 
women, where do they go for help? 
 
From April 2013 there is no legal aid for debt 
advice unless the home is at risk. The use of 
exploitative payday loans is likely to increase and 
be used for different things, for example to pay for 
evidential medical reports that are no longer 
funded by legal aid. 
 
Universal Credit will cause problems, for example 
rent money will no longer be paid direct to 
landlords, creating bad problems for both tenants 
and housing associations, but there will be no 
advice to help.     
 
A good financial inclusion plan should include 
advice on social welfare rights.  Budgeting skills 
are important, there needs to be more training for 
people.  Social landlords are a growth area in 
debt and welfare rights advice provision for their 
tenants. Some social landlords will extend advice 
to other people in the district. But others will not.  



Calls for actions and campaigning  
 
Free legal advice and legal aid is part of the 
welfare state; it is a hallmark of a civilised society.  
 

The Low Commission under Lord Colin Low is 
looking into social welfare law. It will report in 
December 2013.  It seeks your evidence on the 
impacts on cuts to free legal civil law advice. 
Access to Advice calls for all to monitor difficulties 
and to contribute to the Low Commission. 

 
Campaigning - setting the message that every 
citizen has the right to representation: 

• ‘Advice services’ need to re-brand as 
‘rights services’. 

• Find and use good individual case studies 
to head publicity campaigns. Individual 
stories are often more powerful than 
statistics.  Hard evidence also helps. 

• Find and use ‘emotional triggers’ - we can 
encourage people to tell their own stories 
using social media.   

• Organise and use civil disobedience  - 
actions show the need for legal advice.  

 
Influencing government: 

• Campaign with councillors and MPs. 

• Consider a possible national day of action 
with massive queues at MPs’ surgeries. 

• Secure a commitment from the Labour 
Party to repeal legal aid cuts. 

• Work with politicians from all parties. 
 
Using a coordinated approach / collaborative 
working:  

• We are part of a wide network of support 
including charities, trade unions and 
community groups – link with these.   

• Link with campaigns against the bedroom 
tax and other cuts, making links with more 
groups such as tenants movements and 
anti-cuts campaigners.   

• Use new types of campaign networks 
including social media.  

• Funders are forcing people to fight against 
each other. We need to widen 
collaborations to have an effect: don’t miss 
opportunities for unusual and broader joint 
working.  

• Our most important resource is our clients. 
We need the people we help to help 
defend us and we need to work with the 
groups in the community that people will 
go to and trust.   

• Working together is effective but takes 
time and resources. How do we effectively 
work with small organisations with less 
capacity to meet and collaborate? 

Management committee members may 
have the capacity. 

• The Government is looking for a one size 
fits all solution with their smaller pot of 
money. We know that doesn’t work. 
Collaboration can be effective in terms of 
use of resources, and is popular with 
funders, but also brings great benefit to 
our clients and nourishes us as we learn 
from each other.   

 
Future advice: 

• There needs to be a statutory duty on 
local authorities to fund advice. 

• We are cost effective, we do not duplicate, 
there's too much work out there. Money 
spent on advice has a clear impact and 
saves money for other public services. 

• Future funding models must give priority to 
service delivery not bureaucracy, give 
stability, draw money from agencies which 
create the need for advice. 

• The Trade Union activists need to become 
advice workers. 

• Telephone advice services usually don’t 
work for benefits and housing advice. 
Many people continue to be best served 
by face to face advice. These services 
should be retained as part of a mix – not 
all clients will be able to use technology.  

• Bad websites are a problem but we should 
be open to using online social media, such 
as publicity on entitlements.  

• E-learning can be used to train volunteers 
and a wider range or staff or volunteers. 

• Charging clients could open the door to 
fraud with vulnerable clients exploited.  
‘Free advice’ would diminish.  Is this a 
political attempt to destroy advice 
services, with e-services often  
inaccessible and ‘paying’ for services will 
deny justice? 

 

The Low Commission report should influence 
political parties to give manifesto commitments on 
social welfare law in 2015. Access to Advice 
encourages everyone to contribute experiences 
and evidence.  What next?  Monitor, evaluate, 
collaborate, campaign.  Locally, regionally, 
nationally, we continue the fightback! 

Local actions, monitoring, supporting people to 
speak out and campaigning are vital! 
 

 
A full conference report is available at 
http://gmwrag.wordpress.com/access-2-
advice/ - thanks to all sponsors named there.  
Contact: accesstoadvice2013@gmail.com 


