
Legal Justice Together – Manchester Conference 2014 
A national conference on 15 March 2014 in Manchester addressed the serious challenges to publicly-
funded legal advice. It brought together practitioners and all affected by cuts in legal aid and advice 
provision – in criminal and civil law.  We shared many harsh experiences, and drew out key campaigning 
tactics . This very successful event – with 180 people attending and contributing - was organised by Access 
to Advice and sponsored or supported by many groups. This report explains more, but here are some 
highlight messages from the keynote speakers. 

I love legal aid. It has enforced the legal rights of millions of people, making justice open to all. We must not 
allow legal aid to be destroyed   With the Government reducing the number of contracts in Manchester to 
less than half, it is virtually certain that fewer than 50% of criminal law firms will survive. That has a massive 
impact on our clients. So far this year there have been two days of action when criminal barristers have 
refused to go into court.  Organise and fight back. 

Mark George QC, Garden Court North Chambers 
 

The highest impact of cuts is on vulnerable groups – women, people from Black and ethnic minority 
backgrounds and people with disabilities. This is demonstrated by the government’s own impact assessment. 
We know about this disproportionate impact but members of the general population don’t, and many women, 
in particular, would be horrified. The general election is coming up and we need to campaign on this.   

Steve Hynes, Legal Action Group 

Round table session at start of the day 

An important priority is to ensure a basic level of information and advice on social welfare with an additional 
£100 million per year.  Our recommendations are that investing more in information and advice will save 
money. We must first work to stabilise advice and legal aid, and then for its rehabilitation. 

Lord Low, Low Commission 
 

Cuts in fees are debasing the quality of defence work in this country. Conjoined with cuts to prison services, 
and the rest, the complete system is in disarray. The fight has to be much wider than about legal aid. This is 
a state retreat from welfare and an advance in intrusion into our private lives. It is attacking our ability to 
challenge the state and uphold the rule of law. This is about what kind of country we are going to be.  

Rhona Friedman, Justice Alliance 
 

We have to speak out for the people we stand alongside and we need their voices to be heard. You have to 
represent not because people are incapable but because they are overwhelmed. The delegates here today 
are here because they can’t bear to see what is happening to advice services.  We have it within our power 
to take practical action. We have to stop feeling defeat, and fight and win. 

Denise McDowell, Greater Manchester Immigration Aid Unit 
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Mark George QC praised legal 
aid for defending so many 
against false accusations or 
wrong decisions.  It has made 
us a more equal society; the 
attack on legal aid is 
ideological; and the ‘Grayling 
cuts’ have sparked a robust and 
unprecedented fightback by the 
criminal bar.  In November 2013 
the Criminal Bar Association 
(CBA) voted to take direct 
action after the Government wouldn’t engage in 
talks for six months. 18,000 responses to two 
consultations demolished the Government’s case – 
but were ignored. For solicitors on the new duty 
scheme the fee is £156 for a police station case, 
which with repeated bail backs can easily run to 
twenty or more hours – often not even the minimum 
wage. Diversity in the legal profession is under 
threat. A large number of firms will close and the 
quality of representation will diminish. The two days 
of action when criminal barristers refused to go into 
court caused significant disruption. Fight and 
campaign together; take further actions; and 
maintain the ‘no returns’ policy where barristers 
have previously covered cases on a goodwill 
basis.*  
 
Steve Hynes said the action being taken by the bar 
is brilliant, before addressing a year of ‘austerity 
justice’ in cuts to civil legal aid and advice services.  
623,000 clients have been affected by cuts since 
April 2013, with disproportionate cuts to cases of 
initial legal help. It is so important to win the 

argument for early advice. 
He outlined loss of advice 
services and expertise, with 
high impacts on vulnerable 
groups and increases in 
appeals and court actions.  
However people aren’t 
coming forward to solicitors 
as the government has 
‘peddled the myth’ of no legal 
aid left at all. Public support 
for legal aid and publicly-

funded advice remains strong and is to be built on.  
Priorities are to protect women and children from 
domestic violence; restore coverage for family law; 
strengthen the human rights safety net; and 
develop a national strategy for advice and legal 
support as set out by the Low Commission, ‘the 
only game in town’. 
 
 
 

Housing, Domestic Abuse, Immigration 
Legal aid for housing problems is severely rationed. 
It is still there for the threat of homelessness and 
possession cases. Self rationing by the public is 
happening because there is a perception of no help 
being available. The changes last year on legal aid 
when there is domestic abuse raised the threshold 
for the level of proof, for example: for residency for 
children you need to show there has been multi 
agency involvement, evidence of criminal 
proceedings, or an injunction. From 1st April 2013 
the government removed legal aid for immigration 
cases, characterising these as 'lifestyle choices'. 
Cases about the Right to Family and Private Life 
are no longer covered. 
 
Welfare, Disability and Mental Health 
With reduced services, Bristol Welfare Rights and 
Money Advice Service is using publicity based 
information and advice to increase awareness and 
inform residents about welfare changes. Their 
‘Benefit Briefing’ newsletter goes to 200,000 
homes. Legal Aid cuts have reduced advice 
resources in Manchester by 50%. The government 
says that people do not need advice but the system 
is getting more complicated, not simpler. There has 
been an explosion in demand for advice from 
mental health claimants. Cuts to benefits for 
disabled people are increasing hardship and use of 
food banks. Continuing problems with poor quality 
ATOS assessments, ‘rubber stamped’ by DWP 
decisions, creates a huge need for tribunal 
representation. Disabled people face barriers to 
getting justice. We need to look at using 
discrimination law to challenge the contracts to 
providers. We need to support campaigns of user 
led organisations on these issues.  
 
Strategies for survival 
Rochdale Law Centre has stayed open by 
becoming a Community Interest Company, with 
initial funding from Barings.  Immigration appeals 
are charged at a fixed fee, surplus income funds 
free provision where legal aid is no longer available 
such as family reunion cases. Employment cases 
are conducted as no win, no fee with a charge of 
25% if won; profits fund free representation for 
cases unsuitable for no win no fee such as 
minimum wage, unpaid wages. Oldham CAB has 
aimed to have plurality of income streams; 
expanding legal aid work for housing cases still in 
scope; and using exceptional cases funding. The 
management structure has been amalgamated with 
Rochdale CAB.  Casework is less detailed, with 
‘breadth not depth.’ Concerns include that 
segmenting customers for funding purposes means 
that many cannot access services, leaving them 
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 marginalized.  There are dangers of competition 
versus collaboration in chasing restricted funds.  
North West TUC provides some funding for 
unemployed workers centres, which advise on 
social welfare and community groups are active.  
 
Issues for criminal legal advice 
It is a critical time for criminal legal aid solicitors 
with further cuts to fees start in 7 days with more 
cuts next year*. The new contracts for duty 
solicitors will be limited to 500, mostly in London. 
You will need an own client contract to get the duty 
solicitor contracts. Solicitors will need to apply to 
the Ministry of Justice to represent their own clients.  
There is a sense of unease that the bigger firms will 
be the first choice for duty contracts and the smaller 
firms will pick up what’s left, if any at all. At a local 
level small firms will close. The message that we 
need criminal legal aid and advice is difficult to get 
out to the public and this needs addressing.  We 
need to explain it in terms that people can 
understand. There needs to be a wider message 
that it’s not just criminal law, it’s all aspects and 
areas of law, including family law cases which have 
taken a big impact, leaving children vulnerable.  
Local lawyers need to get into the community and 
support local communities to shout louder and be 
heard about the real issues affecting people.  

Lord Low agreed that political gains by working 
people in the twentieth century are being clawed 
back, but ‘visiting Manchester gives one hope’’.  He 
noted signs of recent, more radical challenges to 
government. Legal aid cuts are proving very serious 
as most not-for-profit providers have closed or 
scaled down – including many examples in Greater 
Manchester. The cuts to legal aid are estimated at 
£89 million per year, and are accompanied by 40 
percent cuts by some local authorities. CABs have 

seen funding reduced by 
nearly £33 million (8.5%), 
much of which is 
accounted for by legal aid 
cuts. The independent 
Low Commission’s 
strategy seeks effective 
solutions including to: 
develop national 
strategies with a single 
minister responsible; 
ensure local authorities 

with partners develop local advice and legal support 
plans; and provide information and advice on social 
welfare with additional funding of £100 million a 
year.   
 
 

Rhona Friedman noted 
that advice provision is 
falling into a sinkhole, as 
demonstrated by the 
government;s latest 
threats to the 
independent bar.  Even 
today the Attorney 
General is warning the 
bar, after the very 
successful boycott of 
Very High Cost Cases, 
fraud and return cases, 
jamming up the court system. From 28th March 
2014 there will be 8.75% cut in fees, and the same 
again in 2015*, on the back of a decline since 
1990s. This is an ideological attack. It is also about 
politics and politicians. A Liberal Democrat 
conference voted against these cuts, so we are 
stalking the party.  We need to put pressure on 
MPs in marginal seats and in the Labour Party. 
Organise a Justice Forum, including local advice 
workers, and start talking about the issues, 
badgering MPs, and writing to the local press. 

 
Denise McDowell said 
that Greater Manchester 
Immigration Aid Unit 
(GMIAU) was created 25 
years ago. In those years 
there have been numerous 
immigration acts, attempts 
by governments to 
marginalise and get rid of 
migrants, and to stop 
people coming to the UK. 
GMIAU has supported 

over 10,000 people. What is really going on now is 
not about austerity but about trying to suffocate us, 
‘to take away the life blood’. She said we all need 
defence and justice in law. We need lawyers and 
advisers who know the law to support everyone not 
just those who can pay for it. We have to speak out 
for the people we stand alongside and we also 
need their voices to be heard. We have it within our 
power to take practical action.  
 

* Update – Cuts in legal aid fees for advocacy in 
Crown Court by the criminal bar were later delayed, 
24 March 2014, until at least Summer 2015, 
pending reviews, with the ‘no returns policy’ also 
dropped. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Campaigning  - forward for positive change 



 

Influencing politicians and decision makers 
Young Legal Aid Lawyers (YLAL) campaigns on 
several fronts, including producing briefing papers 
to use on MPs; submissions for select committee 
enquiries; short case studies of people affected; 
producing effective information material such as a 
“Mythbusters” leaflet; and face to face lobbying. 
Unite the union has strength in backing campaigns, 
with well established networks across the region 
and a developing community section. Stories in the 
public domain carry greater weight with politicians. 
The approach to politicians should be broad. We 
need to make use of the Low Commission Report, 
analyse local authority policies and proposals for 
advice services and go on record about 
shortcomings and alternatives.   
 
Collective Actions 
Justice Alliance realised at the outset that a 
campaign needed to be a broad based alliance, 
and to include users. Justice Alliance has no set 
structure, no funding, and no constitution, allowing 
responsive and pro-active approaches. It has 
targeted Liberal Democrats, held demonstrations 
and collected testimonies. The ilegal.org.uk website 
has evolved to cover broader justice issues. The 
forum is valuable for connecting people, but the 
campaign needs to take in meetings and actions, 
linked to wider movements. Case histories are a 
good way to push stories on the lines of ‘it could be 
you next’ needing legal support.  
 
Challenging the threats to professional services 
Clients no longer have access to specialist 
advisers; there is increased demand but lack of 
resources in the voluntary sector; less independent 
advice; demand may fall with clients thinking legal 
aid and legal advice are not available; and there will 
be less development opportunities within the 
profession. YLAL has made a number of 
recommendations to improve funding for training, 
work experience and salaries for young lawyers, 
including a national minimum salary level to support 
diversity and progression. Community-based advice 
services will develop, but need help with service 
protocols and standards.  Collaboration is essential 
but challenging. The focus needs to be broadened 
to all public legal services and the role of advice in 
preventative work by other services.  
 
Judicial review and strategic litigation 
The government’s proposed changes on Judicial 
Review will mean that legal aid for the permission 
stage will initially be cut. ‘Protected costs orders’ 
will not be granted unless permission for Judicial 
Review is granted and the government will have the 
power to decide what is in the public interest. There 

is a right for legal aid in exceptional circumstances 
for civil legal problems no longer eligible for legal 
aid.  Since April 2013 under the exceptional funding 
scheme there have been 1151 applicants and just 
over 900 were on new grounds but only 35 were 
granted. There are test cases from 17th May 2014 
on immigration matters and exceptional funding. 
The residency test proposal that clients have to 
have had 12 months continuous living in the UK 
before they can get legal aid is being challenged. 
Asylum support has been frozen at 51% of income 
support levels, so it is now just over £30 a week. A 
challenge to this policy was made in February 
2014. Time frames on Judicial Review cases are an 
issue that needs addressing. We need to get 
lawyers talking, and getting out to see local 
organizations and developing relationships.  

John Nicholson,  Access To Advice, summarised 
the day, noting that there is an active fight 
underway; there is an evident desire amongst 
people present to network with each other and 
organise; and that we need to be clear about our 
demands and speak out. 
 
The text of a ‘Manchester Declaration - for future 
publicly funded legal advice and representation 
services’ was voted through unanimously.  This is 
available on the GMWRAG website—detail below. 
 
Jean Betteridge, conference chair, for Access to 
Advice, thanked people for giving their time and 
described the feelings expressed by delegates: ‘We 
are angry, concerned, protesting, and determined 
to continue the fight for public access to justice’. 

Legal Justice Together 

This report and a full conference report, and a large 
print version is available at http://
gmwrag.wordpress.com/access-2-advice/ 
thanks to all sponsors named in the full report. 
Contact: accesstoadvice2013@gmail.com 
 
 

2nd June 2014 

Campaign essentials 
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