CABINET Agenda Item 67A

Brighton & Hove City Council

NOTICE OF MOTION

LEGAL AID

“This council notes with deep concern the Coalition Government’s plans to cut the
national legal aid budget by £350 million depriving many Brighton & Hove residents
from free legal advice. [1]

It is concerned that claimants — including vulnerable residents needing help in cases
of medical negligence, divorce, employment and welfare — will no longer be entitled
to legal aid. These people will be denied justice, as their cases will go unheard
without the support of a legal aid lawyer.

Furthermore, the council is concerned the cuts will devastate the inspiring work of the
local Citizen’s Advice Bureau and Brighton Housing Trust, among others. If Legal Aid
Funding is withdrawn, Brighton and Hove Citizens Advice Bureau estimates it will no
longer be able to help 220 local residents needing specialist welfare benefits advice
and 381 needing specialist debt advice each year.

The work of the Brighton Housing Trust helps clients in more than 1,400 housing
cases each year. The proposed legal aid cuts will mean 900 of those cases will go
unsolved. Long-term problem solving will also be lost. The Legal Action Group
estimates legal aid in East Sussex will be cut by 64% with a total loss of funding to
legal aid providers of £407,266.40. [2]

This Council believes legal aid cuts in addition to the Coalition Government cuts to
public services are a further blow to those communities in Brighton & Hove already
enduring poverty and discrimination. Many older people, unemployed, families and
the infirm will be left with little or no access to justice. The erosion of legal aid is likely
to exclude even more people from enforcing their rights to fair treatment at work,
decent housing and quality education and health.

This Council further believes cutting legal aid is a false economy and will bring
additional costs to Brighton & Hove City Council as more hardship problems are
relinquished by central Government. Indeed, in the opinion of the Law Society “The
suggested cuts will cost the government and the tax payer more than they will save
and will have a severe impact on society.”[3]

Furthermore, in a period of economic depression, these cuts are likely to reduce
social cohesion, increase criminality and silence the vulnerable.

This Council believes that fundamentally the legal aid cuts abandon the principle
established by the Magna Carta of 1215 that everyone is equal in the eyes of the law.
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This Council resolves to:

1.

Express its support for the Sound off for Justice Campaign that has brought
together the Law Society and non-government organisations as varied as the
Women'’s Institute, Netmums and Shelter to campaign against the changes;

Ask the Cabinet to work with solicitors and barristers in the city with clients
receiving legal aid to lobby the Government to reverse the cuts;

Ask the Cabinet to work with Citizens Advice Bureau, Brighton Housing Trust and
other NGOs and to lobby Government to axe the cuts;

Ask the Cabinet to meet with the bodies affected by the cut in legal aid funding to
examine what proposals can be drawn out to help them navigate the changes;
and

Request the Chief Executive to write to the city’s three MPs urging them to lobby
for the withdrawal of the government proposals.”

[1] http://www.justice-for-all.org.uk/Government-proposals

[2] http://www.lag.org.uk/

[3] http://www.lawsociety.org.uk/currentissues/sound-off-for-justice.page
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