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Abstract 
“Emerging global responses to meeting the legal needs of disadvantaged 
and poverty affected people”.

As global economic turmoil places greater pressure on legal aid budgets, the social disruption brought about by economic downturn will increase demand for public funded legal and advice services. As people face job loss, threats to their home and pressures on their family life, legal services come to play a key role in preventing and mitigating the consequences of problems lying ‘at the intersection of law and everyday adversity.’ The efficient and effective provision of public legal services is therefore a matter of considerable interest and importance.

An increasing number of people are turning to technology based solutions for their information and advice needs. For some, as studies repeatedly demonstrate, telephone and internet information and advice systems provide convenient, appropriate and effective means of support. With the increasing sophistication of expert systems and growing public familiarity with remote and internet solutions, a significant proportion of people’s ‘legal needs’ might in future be provided directly or indirectly through such channels.  

Today, though, individuals still mostly use the internet for gathering only basic information about legal problems (and some as little more than a sophisticated Yellow Pages). There also remain circumstances in which people evidently require face-to-face advice or representation, either because of the nature of the problem they face, the processes they become involved in or their personal capacity. 

However, through whatever channel services are delivered, it is important that the needs of service users drive the structure and means of delivery. In England and Wales, increasing understanding of ‘problem clustering’ has led to the introduction of Community Legal Advice Centres and Networks, where funders (and often service providers also) have come together to establish properly integrated legal advice services. It has also led to the development of problem identification tools that might be used by lawyers, ‘problem noticers’ and people themselves for general diagnostic purposes. Insight into how people passed around the advice sector can experience 'referral fatigue' making them less likely to act on a referral and, in turn, less likely to resolve problems, lies behind continuing efforts to develop effective referral and booking systems. Novel forms of outreach have been developed, informed by the characteristics and behaviour of those vulnerable to problems and making use of the ‘trust transfer’ that occurs where advice services are placed in a location that is trusted or delivered through a trusted agent. Placement need not be physical, but may be virtual also.

Finally, as well as focusing on the needs of users, public legal services must strive to balance the sometimes conflicting need for specialist / high quality (to most effectively deal with identified problems) and generalist / further reaching (to capture problems and deal with them in context) services. 

It is a time of particularly great challenge for legal aid systems, but perhaps also one in which their real potential might be realised.
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