Response to the consultation ‘Proposals for the Reform of Legal Aid in England and Wales by …
Insert the name of your organisation or community group

Insert paragraph about your organisation 
The name of your organisation, description of your work and your community, how long have you provided those services? Who do you help? What is your area of expertise? How many people you support per year etc. 
Summary

We know from our experience providing advice to refugees and migrants and BME communities that legal aid is vital for people who cannot afford to pay for legal advice and representation to access welfare benefits and housing support that they are entitled to, protect their children from abuse, resolve any immigration problems that they have, protect them from exploitation in employment and get protection from domestic violence. 

We do not agree with the proposals to exclude the following areas from the scope of legal aid:

· Asylum support
· Clinical negligence
· Compensation from the Criminal Injuries Compensation Authority
· Debt
· Education
· Employment
· Family law (financial relief and private child law)
· Proceedings before the Higher Courts
· Housing 
· Immigration 
· Welfare benefits
We oppose the proposed changes because:

We strongly disagree with removing immigration law from the scope of legal aid. Immigration cases are often extremely complex and involve fundamental human rights issues. We are therefore very concerned about proposals for individuals to represent themselves. The disparity in resources between an unrepresented person who may not speak English or have a support network and a government department are considerable and could lead to substantive inequality. MPs’ surgeries will be the only place remaining where individuals may be able to go for immigration advice. We are further concerned about exploitation of desperate people by unscrupulous advisers who may take advantage of the situation created by the government. 
We believe that it is vital that family reunion cases are classed as asylum cases and that legal aid remains available to enable families separated by human rights violations to be reunited and to ensure the safety of family members. Enabling family reunion has considerable benefits for the UK as it promotes integration and the right to family life is one of the fundamental human rights. 

We believe that savings can be made by improvements in the work of all government departments that often cause problems that need to be legally addressed. For example, in relation to the UKBA, in 2009 48% of immigration appeals succeeded. This means that in 48% of cases the UKBA made the wrong decision, a statistic which reveals staggering incompetence and which has considerable implications for the legal aid budget and court time. Money could be saved if government departments were financially or in some other way responsible for the consequences of their poor quality decision-making. This logic can also be applied to other areas of government decision making that raise concerns, such as in relation to welfare benefits.
We are concerned that removing debt from the scope of legal aid will further entrench economic inequality for BME communities. The evidence is that minorities are more likely to experience poverty and are therefore more likely to have problems with debt. 
As with debt cases, a failure to resolve welfare benefits problems when they arise will lead to a ‘snowballing’ of issues that will lead to increased costs elsewhere. 
We have serious concerns that the lack of legal aid for housing advice and representation will lead to homelessness and host of other problems for BME clients. Pressure on other advice providers during the current economic situation and following the implementation of changes to housing benefit mean that alternative sources of advice and support will not be available. Our community organisation is already at a breaking point due to lack of funding and increase in demand for support. We are heavily dependent on volunteers and our funding is under the threat.  The same challenge is with education where exclusions will not be challenged and that will lead to other social problems. 
Removing employment law from the scope of legal aid will prevent those who are in domestic servitude, including victims of trafficking, from challenging their working conditions or recovering wages.

We are concerned that self-representation is not appropriate for disadvantaged members of BME communities, migrants and refugees in current adversarial system because they do not have knowledge of the system or have language issues. Vulnerable people also do not have confidence to challenge institutions and systems that victimise them. 

We are also concerned that the Community Legal Advice Telephone Helpline is not accessible to our users. The use of a helpline to determine access to legal advice and representation raises a number of issues, not least how someone who is not legally trained can identify whether or not a client needs specialist legal advice. While telephone services are useful in reaching some client groups, a generic service of this nature will fail to meet the needs of those who are vulnerable, especially disadvantaged BME groups, migrants and refugees who do not speak the language, who are traumatised and may not be able to read and understand documents and complex rules.  We believe that face-to-face advice should be available to anyone who wants it. 
For all of these reasons, it is vital that individuals can still seek advice and support directly from a specialist provider. 

We are very concerned about proposals to exclude domestic violence from legal aid because we believe that legal aid should be available to women who experience any form of domestic violence, and the eligibility requirements are much too restrictive and do not capture the experiences of women from BME communities and the reality of domestic violence, whether physical or otherwise. 

We believe that legal aid for legal advice and representation is necessary if mediation is to be a meaningful option, but in domestic violence cases following relationship breakdown mediation does not work.

We are concerned that current proposals are discriminatory and will entrench inequality because members of black and ethnic minority communities, migrants, refugees and other vulnerable groups such as the disabled, women, poor and marginalised will be disproportionately affected. They will put BME women at greater risk of violence by making it harder for them to leave their relationships and resolve issues relating to their children. They will remove an important check to abuses of power and incompetence especially in access to welfare benefits, housing, education and employment. 

Our community organisation has very little spare capacity as demand already outstrips the capacity for advice at present and many services are under threat from funding cuts, so the community sector would find it challenging to serve a larger number of clients. 

We believe that these proposals will have a negative impact on British society and will deny access to justice to all, and in particular to disadvantaged communities such as black and minority ethnic communities, migrants and refugees.   
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