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Executive summary 

Legal aid is government-funded support towards legal costs, aimed at ensuring that people who 

could not otherwise afford legal advice or representation are still able to access the justice 

system, subject to eligibility rules. It is provided for individuals and cases that qualify for it, in 

both criminal and civil jurisdictions.  

In 2012, the government fundamentally restructured legal aid in England and Wales, by 

introducing LASPO (the Legal Aid, Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Act 2012). It 

restricted civil (non-criminal) legal aid to a limited list of case types, changed financial 

eligibility and contribution rules, and raised client contributions. Fees paid to providers in both 

civil and criminal work were also reduced. 

This report examines how civil legal aid provision in England and Wales has evolved since the 

introduction of these reforms. While criminal legal aid changed too, that is not the focus of this 

report. Drawing on Ministry of Justice administrative data and Census-linked information on 

deprivation, the analysis tracks changes in the volume of civil legal aid cases, associated levels 

of public expenditure, the number and distribution of civil legal aid providers, and the 

relationship between these changes and local socio-economic conditions. The findings show that 

civil legal aid provision has contracted substantially since 2012, alongside a decline in the 

number of providers and increasing geographic unevenness in access.  

Key findings  

1. Civil legal aid case volumes and associated expenditures fell sharply following 

reforms in 2012 (LASPO). Nationally, both the volume of and expenditure on civil 

legal aid cases declined substantially after 2013. By 2024, civil legal aid case volumes 

had fallen by around 57% and real expenditure by nearly 15% compared with pre-

reform levels. There is no evidence of differential percentage changes between more 

and less deprived local authorities.  

2. The number of civil legal aid providers has fallen steadily over time. Legal aid 

funding comes from government, but the legal advice itself is provided by private 

organisations (both for-profit and non-profit). Provider numbers in civil cases (the best 

available proxy for the supply of legal aid services) declined from roughly 3,000 in 2010 
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to around 1,400 by 2024. Although this downward trend began before the 2012 

reforms, the reforms intensified financial pressures on firms by reducing fees and 

expanding fixed-fee models, and raised concerns about the sustainability of the 

market. 

3. Access to civil legal aid has become increasingly uneven across areas. The 

share of local authorities with no civil legal aid provider increased from 1.6% in 2010 to 

around 12% by the end of 2023, and 3.5 million people live in local authorities without 

a civil legal aid provider. These ‘civil legal aid deserts’ are geographically widespread 

and tend to be rural or semi-rural and less deprived areas with smaller populations on 

average and historically low levels of civil legal aid provision. Local provision matters 

for accessibility, knowledge of local rules and institutions, and early legal support. 

4. Low provision in ‘civil legal aid deserts’ does not necessarily imply high unmet 

need, but may still create barriers to access. Lower levels of provision in these 

areas may partly reflect lower levels of eligibility and demand. However, the absence of 

local providers may still make it more difficult for eligible individuals to access legal aid, 

particularly where provision is very limited.  
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1. Introduction  

Legal aid is government-funded support towards legal costs, aimed at ensuring that people who 

could not otherwise afford legal advice, family mediation, or representation in a court or tribunal 

are still able to access the justice system, subject to eligibility rules. It covers areas such as 

family, housing, welfare and criminal law. Before the Legal Aid, Sentencing and Punishment of 

Offenders Act 2012 (LASPO), civil and family legal aid was organised differently: under the 

Access to Justice Act 1999, matters were generally within scope unless specifically excluded. 

However, this did not mean that all civil legal problems were publicly funded. Some areas of 

civil law were already excluded or only covered in specific circumstances, and funding remained 

subject to means and merits tests. The Access to Justice Act 1999 also formed part of a wider 

shift in the funding of civil litigation, including reforms to conditional fee agreements and other 

private funding routes. The pre-LASPO system should therefore be understood as a broader 

model of public legal aid operating alongside changing private and conditional funding routes, 

rather than as a system in which most civil legal problems were publicly funded (Parliament of 

the UK, 1999a and 1999b; McGuinness, 2020).  

Motivated by a desire to reduce public expenditure, and implemented in April 2013, LASPO 

restricted civil legal aid to a narrow set of case types,1 changed financial eligibility and 

contribution rules,2 reduced fee levels,3 narrowed the range of covered cases4 and moved 

providers onto a fixed-fee payment model.5 LASPO also established the Legal Aid Agency 

(LAA) as an executive agency of the Ministry of Justice, to centralise the administration of legal 

aid. 

 

1  These cover high-harm family law cases (e.g. domestic violence), serious housing matters (e.g. eviction), asylum 

and slavery cases, mental health reviews and tribunals, judicial reviews for community care assessments, and 

limited provisions for welfare appeals. Other matters were made ineligible, justified by the need to concentrate 

resources on the most serious or vulnerable cases in a context of austerity and to reduce unnecessary and 

unwinnable litigation. Funding for cases with borderline prospects of success (45–49% chance) was barred unless 

they were of overwhelming importance, significant public interest or a human rights issue. 
2  The continued use of nominal income thresholds means that eligibility can erode over time in real terms where 

thresholds do not keep pace with inflation or increases in living costs. See House of Commons Justice Committee 

(2015) and Legal Aid Agency (2026a). Monthly disposable income had to be £733 or less to qualify for civil legal 

aid. This has remained mostly unchanged since LASPO was introduced, meaning fewer people qualify over time 

as nominal incomes have risen (Legal Aid Agency, 2026b). 
3  It implemented a nominal 10% fee cut. 
4  Previously, claimants would be ‘passported’ to legal aid if they were in receipt of particular social security 

benefits, regardless of gross and disposable income (McGuinness, 2020). 
5  Fixed fees for civil legal aid have remained largely unchanged in nominal terms since LASPO, implying 

substantial real-terms reductions over time, with only limited and recent uplifts introduced following the Ministry 

of Justice’s Review of Civil Legal Aid (Ministry of Justice, 2025; Legal Aid Agency, 2025a). 
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In real terms, total government spending on legal aid fell by £728 million between 2012–13 and 

2022–23, from £2,584 million to £1,856 million in 2022–23 prices (National Audit Office, 

2024). These figures refer to legal aid spending overall, including both criminal and civil legal 

aid, rather than to civil legal aid alone. Reducing public expenditure was an explicit objective of 

the LASPO reforms. The government’s pre-LASPO consultation framed legal aid reform within 

wider pressure on the Ministry of Justice budget and estimated that the proposed legal aid 

reforms would deliver savings of around £350 million in 2014–15 (Ministry of Justice, 2010). 

Reductions in legal aid expenditure should therefore be interpreted partly in the context of 

reforms explicitly intended to reduce expenditure, while noting that this report does not 

separately identify the causal effect of LASPO from other contemporaneous changes. 

While the changes under LASPO simplified administrative processes and incentivised 

efficiency, they also reduced the financial incentives for firms to take on complex cases (House 

of Commons Justice Committee, 2021). Qualitative evidence indicates that LASPO’s scope and 

eligibility restrictions have substantially reduced access to justice in civil matters. Individuals 

facing multiple or interconnected legal problems often struggle to access comprehensive support 

(McGuinness, 2020; Bellamy, 2021), and some receive no legal advice at all. The government’s 

own post-implementation review acknowledged that LASPO did not always ensure targeted 

support for vulnerable users in family disputes. It also noted that anticipated reductions in 

adversarial litigation – such as through increased use of family mediation – did not materialise 

(Ministry of Justice, 2019). 

These reforms have also been associated with changes on the supply side. They have been linked 

to a decline in the number of legal aid providers and a rise in self-representation in courts (Organ 

and Sigafoos, 2018; Onafuwa, 2024), and concerns about the long-term financial sustainability 

of the legal aid provider market have been highlighted (McGuinness, 2020; Bellamy, 2021; 

Onafuwa, 2024). Although 80% of providers report high demand for civil legal aid services, low 

fee levels mean firms often face a choice between working long hours for limited pay or cutting 

corners to remain financially viable. Fixed-fee structures have also been criticised for failing to 

reflect the substantial variation in time required across different clients. 40% of firms indicated 

in 2023 that they expect to leave the legal aid market within five years (Ministry of Justice, 

2024a). These financial pressures may also make it harder for some firms to sustain legal aid 

work through cross-subsidisation from other areas of practice. 

Together, these features prompted widespread concern about the long-term impact of LASPO on 

access to justice and the sustainability of the legal aid market (National Audit Office, 2024). 

Overall, LASPO reduced eligibility for both civil and criminal legal aid and narrowed the scope 

of assistance available. Although the reforms achieved substantial cost savings, various reviews 

have questioned whether these savings were cost-effective when balanced against the immediate 

decline in access to justice and the subsequent strain placed on providers’ ability to sustain legal 



Changes in the provision of civil legal aid in England and Wales 
 

© The Institute for Fiscal Studies, June 2026  

6 

aid work. Despite strong and consistent qualitative evidence, there remains limited quantitative 

research on how legal aid provision has changed in practice since LASPO – an issue we examine 

in this report for civil cases.6  

Access to legal aid is important: evidence from the UK and elsewhere shows that access to legal 

aid can improve legal outcomes (such as the likelihood of reaching a timely and/or definitive 

verdict (Bharti and Lehne, 2024)), reduce evictions (Ellen et al., 2021; Cassidy and Currie, 

2023), enhance welfare among legal aid users (Cooper, Doyle and Hojman, 2025) and generate 

broader social benefits, such as reducing criminal justice involvement and housing repossessions 

among poorer populations, though effects vary by law type and context. Uraz (2025) links 

reduced access to legal aid post-LASPO in England and Wales to higher eviction rates, increased 

mortality and falling property values, indicating that direct fiscal savings may be offset, at least 

in part, by wider social costs. Comparative evidence also highlights that England and Wales rely 

heavily on a mixed model of publicly funded legal aid delivered through private and non-profit 

providers, making provider sustainability central to access (Open Innovation Team, 2024). 

This report integrates Ministry of Justice civil legal aid provider data (2008–24) with 

demographic and socio-economic data from the 2011 Census to create a new dataset 

summarising civil legal aid provision across time and place. This allows us to analyse changes in 

civil legal aid provision over the period following LASPO, including the number of providers 

and their location, as a first step towards a more complete analysis of the lasting impacts of this 

major reform to the justice system of England and Wales.  

 

6  According to Note 2 in the Legal Aid Agency Annual Report and Accounts 2024–25, criminal legal aid represents 

approximately 55% of expenditure and civil legal aid and legal help represent 45% (Legal Aid Agency, 2025b). 

Criminal legal aid, which was also affected by LASPO, is outside the scope of this report, but it remains important 

for interpreting headline legal aid spending figures. Where we discuss overall legal aid spending, we therefore 

distinguish between total legal aid expenditure and the civil legal aid provision that is the focus of this analysis. 
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2. Changes in civil legal aid 

caseloads 

To examine changes in the provision of civil legal aid, we use data provided by the Ministry of 

Justice (2024b) and the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government (2019). 

These provide information on the number of and public expenditure on civil legal aid cases 

completed by civil legal aid providers between the second quarter of 2008 and the first quarter of 

2024. Together, these sources offer detailed insights into the firms completing civil legal aid 

work, where they are located and the type of legal work undertaken. We combine these with 

local authority information from the 2011 Census, in order to examine how changes in civil legal 

aid provision over time relate to socio-economic conditions. 

The post-LASPO period also sits within a longer history of changes in the scale and structure of 

legal aid expenditure. Uraz’s (2026) historical and budgetary analysis of legal aid spending 

provides useful longer-term context for interpreting the post-2013 fall in civil legal aid 

expenditure, which occurred in the context of LASPO and wider pressures on the legal aid 

system. 

Figure 1 shows national-level trends in civil legal aid cases. There was a substantial decline in 

both the volume of civil legal aid cases and the level of associated public expenditure following 

the introduction of LASPO in 2013. LASPO’s changes to scope and fee structures corresponded 

to a 30% reduction in real-terms civil legal aid expenditure between 2013 and 2016, with most 

of the decline occurring after 2014. The fall in case volumes is even more striking: the total 

number of completed civil legal aid cases dropped by 59% over the same period. Since 2021, 

there has been a small uptick in completed cases, consistent with some recovery in legal aid 

activity after the COVID-19 pandemic. However, completed case volumes reflect both demand 

and the capacity of the legal aid system to provide services. 

The drop-off in case volume and expenditure can be observed in all regions of England and 

Wales. Figure 2 shows reductions in civil legal aid cases by region between 2013 and 2017. The 

largest reductions in case volume and real expenditure took place in the East of England and in 

Wales, while London, the North East and the South East of England experienced the smallest 

declines in volume. 
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Figure 1. Civil legal aid cases in England and Wales: volume and real expenditure (indexed 
to 100 in 2013Q1) 

 

Note: Expenditure values are expressed in real terms and adjusted for inflation using the Consumer Prices 

Index including owner-occupiers’ housing costs (CPIH) from the Office for National Statistics. 

Source: Authors’ construction based on Ministry of Justice (2024b). 

Figure 2. Percentage change in civil legal aid cases (volume and expenditure) in England 
and Wales, by region, between 2013 and 2017 

 

Note: Expenditure values are expressed in real terms and adjusted for inflation using the Consumer Prices 

Index including owner-occupiers’ housing costs (CPIH) from the Office for National Statistics. 

Source: Authors’ construction based on Ministry of Justice (2024b) and Office for National Statistics 

(2025). 
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Figure 3. Civil legal aid case volumes pre- and post-LASPO, and percentage change post-
LASPO, by local authority deprivation decile 

 

Note: Pre- and post-LASPO periods are 2010–12 and 2013–15, respectively. The percentage change is 

between these two periods. Deprivation decile is according to the Index of Multiple Deprivation. 

Source: Authors’ construction based on Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government 

(2019) and Ministry of Justice (2024b). 

Although all regions saw a decrease in volumes of cases, it could be that different types of areas 

were differentially affected by the reforms. Figure 3 examines the link between local area 

deprivation and changes in the volume of cases over time. This analysis focuses on more 

granular geographical provision, using local authority measures. 
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the more deprived half of local authorities than in the less deprived half. 
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Taken together, the figures indicate that civil legal aid activity contracted substantially across 

England and Wales following LASPO. While the overall level of provision fell sharply, the 

relative distribution of civil legal aid cases by deprivation remained largely unchanged. 
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3. The provision of civil legal 

aid and the rise of ‘civil legal 

aid deserts’ 

We now consider in more detail the provision of civil legal aid. Here we measure the supply of 

civil legal aid using the total number of providers, which serves as a proxy for local civil legal 

aid activity and effective market capacity.7 Legal aid providers are not part of the public sector; 

they are private or non-profit organisations that can choose whether to undertake this work. As a 

result, reductions in provider numbers may reflect a genuine contraction in availability. 

However, this measure is imperfect. Although it avoids counting wholly inactive contract 

holders in a given area and quarter, it does not capture variation in caseload specific to civil legal 

aid as a share of providers’ total activity, staffing levels, hours spent on legal aid work, whether 

providers are accepting new clients, or the capacity of providers to take on additional cases. 

Provider counts should therefore be interpreted as a proxy for local legal aid activity, rather than 

a complete measure of effective supply. 

The overall number of firms providing civil legal aid has declined steadily since 2010 – with the 

start of the decline predating the introduction and implementation of LASPO. The total number 

of unique civil legal aid providers fell from approximately 3,200 to 1,600 between 2009Q3 and 

2019Q3 (Figure 4). LASPO, which came into effect in April 2013, does not appear to have 

caused a sharp break in the pre-existing downward trend.  

Figure 4 also shows one implication of the decline in total provider numbers: more and more 

local authorities have no providers. At the end of 2010, only 1.6% of local authorities (5 in total) 

had no civil legal aid provider at all; this had risen to 8.8% (28) by the end of 2019 and 11.9% 

(38) by the end of 2023. Figure 5 maps these ‘civil legal aid deserts’ – local authorities that do 

not have any civil legal aid providers in the quarter in question – to understand how they are 

distributed geographically.  

 

7  We define a provider as operating in a local authority in a given quarter only if it started at least one civil legal aid 

case in that local authority and quarter. This means that the measure should not count contract holders that 

undertake no legal aid work in that period and area. 
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Figure 4. Civil legal aid providers and share of local authorities with no civil legal aid 
provider 

 

Source: Authors’ construction based on Ministry of Justice (2024b) and Office for National Statistics 

(2025). 
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Figure 5. Local authorities in England and Wales with no civil legal aid provider (in grey) 

2010Q4 (5 local authorities) 2019Q4 (28 local authorities) 

2023Q4 (38 local authorities) 

Note: Isles of Scilly is a local authority with no civil legal aid providers throughout the analysis period. For 

exposition purposes, it is not included in the maps. 

Source: Authors’ construction based on Ministry of Justice (2024b) and Office for National Statistics 

(2025). 
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Table 1. Local authorities in England and Wales without a civil legal aid provider in 2023Q4 

Local authority Region Population (2021 Census) 

Isles of Scilly South West 2,203 

Rutland East Midlands 37,369 

Melton East Midlands 50,376 

West Devon South West 53,553 

Oadby and Wigston East Midlands 56,170 

Maldon East of England 61,629 

North Warwickshire West Midlands 62,014 

Derbyshire Dales East Midlands 71,116 

Brentwood East of England 73,601 

Epsom and Ewell South East 75,102 

Fylde North West 75,757 

Uttlesford East of England 79,443 

Hyndburn North West 80,734 

Tewkesbury South West 81,943 

Tandridge South East 82,998 

South Hams South West 83,140 

East Cambridgeshire East of England 83,818 

Mole Valley South East 85,375 

Harborough East Midlands 85,382 

Three Rivers East of England 87,317 

South Holland East Midlands 88,270 

Rother South East 90,588 

Hart South East 91,033 

Broxbourne East of England 93,609 

Staffordshire Moorlands West Midlands 97,106 

North East Derbyshire East Midlands 99,023 

North Norfolk East of England 101,499 

South Staffordshire West Midlands 108,131 

Chichester South East 113,794 

Waverley South East 121,572 

Broadland East of England 124,646 

Breckland East of England 130,491 

Elmbridge South East 130,875 

East Devon South West 132,457 

East Hertfordshire East of England 137,687 

Tendring East of England 138,048 

Mid Sussex South East 139,860 

Wealden South East 148,915 

Source: Authors’ construction based on Ministry of Justice (2024b) and Office for National Statistics (2025). 
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As Figure 5 and Table 1 show, these ‘deserts’ are rural or semi-rural yet geographically diverse 

and spread across multiple regions. To better understand these areas, Table 2 compares local 

authorities classified as ‘civil legal aid deserts’ by the end of 2023 with those that are not, 

showing differences in population, deprivation, and legal aid provision before and after LASPO. 

‘Civil legal aid deserts’ have smaller populations, on average. They are generally less deprived, 

as indicated by a lower average Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) score (13.77 versus 20.72). 

Overall, by the end of 2023, 3.5 million people in England and Wales lived in a local authority 

without a legal aid provider. 

Unsurprisingly, local authorities with no civil legal aid providers have very low levels of civil 

legal aid provision – with 0.05 cases per capita, compared with 1.10 in local authorities with at 

least one civil legal aid provider. This does not automatically imply that these areas are under-

served. They also had much lower civil legal aid case volumes even before LASPO (0.17 versus 

2.36 per capita), which may reflect historically lower demand. This interpretation is supported 

by the deprivation data: these local authorities are, on average, less deprived, suggesting that a 

smaller share of their population is likely to be financially eligible for civil legal aid. Lower 

eligibility may therefore translate into lower demand, meaning that reduced provision does not 

necessarily indicate unmet need. This may mitigate the average impact of provider absence in 

these areas. However, it does not remove the possibility that eligible individuals living in local 

authorities without a provider face greater difficulty accessing legal aid. 

Table 2. Local authority characteristics, by ‘desert’ status in 2023Q4 

 

‘Civil legal aid 

desert’ 

‘Civil legal aid 

non-desert’ 

Number of local authorities 38 258 

Total population 3,456,644 49,555,812 

Average population 90,964 192,077 

Average IMD score 13.77 20.72 

Pre-LASPO case volume per capita 0.17 2.36 

Post-LASPO case volume per capita 0.05 1.10 

Post-LASPO change in case volume per capita –0.12 –1.26 

Post-LASPO % change in case volume per capita –71% –53% 

Note: The Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) is an area-level composite measure of deprivation. Higher 

scores indicate greater deprivation.  

Source: Authors’ construction based on Ministry of Justice (2024b) and Office for National Statistics 

(2025). 
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External indicators suggest that the fall in civil legal aid case volumes should not be interpreted 

as evidence that legal problems or advice needs have fallen by a similar amount. For example, 

Citizens Advice trend data show that advice issues linked to debt, housing, energy and other 

cost-of-living pressures have remained substantial over recent years, with some indicators 

reaching historically high levels (Citizens Advice, undated and 2023). These indicators are not 

directly comparable to legal aid case completions, and they do not measure unmet need for civil 

legal aid among eligible individuals. However, they provide useful context: reductions in legally 

aided case volumes took place against a backdrop in which many of the underlying social and 

legal problems associated with civil legal aid remained significant. 

While provider presence offers a useful summary of local supply, it does not fully capture how 

easily individuals can access services in practice. Even in areas with no local provider, 

individuals may be able to travel to neighbouring authorities. To better understand how access 

has evolved, Figure 6 examines the distribution of distances to the nearest civil legal aid 

provider across local authorities over time. It shows that distances have increased steadily. 

Median (50th percentile) distances rise gradually, indicating a broad-based increase. However, 

the upper tail increases more sharply: the 90th percentile rises substantially over the period. This 

suggests that increases in distance are concentrated in a subset of local authorities, rather than 

being uniform across areas.  

Figure 6. Distribution of distances to nearest civil legal aid provider 

 

Note: For a given local authority, distance to the nearest provider is calculated from its population-weighted 

centroid (from its corresponding Lower Super Output Areas) to the coordinates of the nearest civil legal 

provider, and measured as Euclidean distance.  

Source: Authors’ construction based on Ministry of Justice (2024b) and Office for National Statistics 

(2025). 
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Figure 7. Average distance to nearest civil legal aid provider 

 

Note: For a given local authority, distance to the nearest provider is calculated from its population-weighted 

centroid (from its corresponding Lower Super Output Areas) to the coordinates of the nearest civil legal 

provider, and measured as Euclidean distance.  

Source: Authors’ construction based on Ministry of Justice (2024b) and Office for National Statistics 

(2025). 

Figure 7 examines how these patterns relate to the emergence of ‘civil legal aid deserts’, 

distinguishing between areas with and without a local provider. Distances are substantially 

higher, and have increased further, in local authorities without a provider. By contrast, distances 

in areas with at least one provider remain relatively low and stable. 

Taken together, this suggests that ‘civil legal aid deserts’ are characterised by persistently low 

provision and worsening geographic access. While some areas may still be served by nearby 

providers, individuals (particularly in areas without local provision) are required to travel further 

on average than in the past to access civil legal aid services. 

Capacity constraints may be particularly relevant in areas with high levels of legal need. In dense 

and deprived urban areas, the presence of local providers does not necessarily mean that all 

eligible individuals can access advice. Providers may have to prioritise the most urgent issues – 

for example, cases involving immediate risk of homelessness or destitution – while earlier-stage 

problems such as rent arrears or debt may receive less support. 
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4. Conclusion 

Volumes of civil legal aid cases, associated government spending and the number of civil legal 

aid providers have declined substantially nationally. These declines occurred after the 

introduction and implementation of LASPO, reforms that were explicitly intended in part to 

reduce legal aid expenditure, although this report does not separately identify the causal effect of 

LASPO from other contemporaneous changes. A rising number of local authorities – now more 

than one in eight – have no civil legal aid provider whatsoever. These ‘civil legal aid deserts’ 

have smaller populations on average and tend to be less deprived local authorities with 

historically low levels of civil legal aid case volumes. While lower levels of provision in these 

areas may partly reflect lower underlying eligibility and demand, the absence of local providers 

may still have important implications for access. 

In a context where legal services are increasingly delivered remotely, the importance of local 

provision may appear diminished. However, there are several reasons why the absence of nearby 

providers may still matter.  

▪ Physical proximity can reduce barriers to access, particularly for vulnerable individuals (i.e. 

those who we would expect to be among the heaviest users of legal aid) who may face 

challenges related to digital access, language, or confidence in navigating legal processes. 

These concerns may be especially relevant in rural areas with limited transport links. 

▪ Some areas of law – such as housing or welfare – may benefit from providers with detailed 

knowledge of and interactions with local institutions, practices and communities. Local 

providers might build up specialist knowledge and, once these providers exit, that expertise 

might be hard to replace. 

▪ Local providers may also play an important role within wider networks of support, working 

alongside charities, advice services and local authorities. The loss of these providers may 

therefore weaken broader systems of assistance. 

▪ For some clients and problem types, face-to-face advice from qualified professionals may be 

particularly valuable in helping individuals resolve problems before they escalate. Given the 

role of legal aid in supporting individuals facing issues related to housing, debt, welfare and 

family law, the emergence of areas with very limited provision may still create barriers for 

those who are eligible, even if overall demand is lower. 

The importance of local and face-to-face provision is likely to vary by client group, type of legal 

problem and the availability of remote alternatives. Telephone or online advice may reduce 
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distance-related barriers for some individuals, while others may face difficulties accessing or 

navigating advice without local or in-person support. 

The role of local provision also needs to be understood in the context of policy changes intended 

to increase the use of remote advice. Following LASPO, some areas of civil legal aid advice 

were routed through the Civil Legal Advice telephone gateway, with face-to-face advice 

available only in certain circumstances. The mandatory element of the gateway was later 

removed for education, discrimination and debt cases, but telephone and online advice remain 

part of the legal aid access landscape (Legal Aid Agency, 2020; Civil Legal Aid (Procedure) 

(Amendment) Regulations 2020). 

The data used in this report do not distinguish between face-to-face, telephone and online advice, 

so we cannot assess how provision or accessibility varies by delivery channel. Even provision 

that is nominally face-to-face may involve a mix of in-person, telephone and online contact. For 

this reason, we refer to Civil Legal Advice as part of the policy context, but do not use headline 

Civil Legal Advice figures as quantitative evidence on local capacity, demand or unmet need. 

Taken together, these findings suggest that the period following LASPO saw a reduction in the 

overall scale of civil legal aid provision, alongside changes in its geographic distribution. This is 

likely to have had consequences for access to justice, although the scale and nature of those 

consequences will depend on underlying demand, provider capacity, the availability and 

effectiveness of remote advice, and the needs of different client groups. Understanding how 

these changes affect access to justice remains an important area for future research, particularly 

in assessing whether reduced provision translates into poorer outcomes for individuals and 

communities. 
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