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The top five 

There was a ministerial reshuffle at the Ministry of Justice after the attorney general 

went on maternity leave. Solicitor-general Michael Ellis QC becomes attorney general during 

Suella Braverman’s maternity leave. Justice minister Lucy Frazer QC returned to the office 

of solicitor-general and her prisons brief was given to Alex Chalk MP. Alex Chalk’s legal aid 

brief was handed to the Ministry’s Lords spokesperson, Lord Wolfson of Tredegar QC. 

Meanwhile, Jo Farrar was appointed as the Second Permanent Secretary at the Ministry of 

Justice. This new role brings together HM Prison and Probation Service, the Office of the 

Public Guardian, Legal Aid Agency and Criminal Injuries Compensation Authority. 

ONS data shows that December 2020 was the highest turnover month in the history of 

the UK legal profession, with £3.53bn billed. In 2020 as a whole, the sector billed £36.7bn, 

virtually unchanged from 2019. In January, legal sector revenues were 4.7% down on the 

same period last year, although the services sector as a whole shrank by 15.7%. Meanwhile, 

data compiled by LSB from regulators showed that the sector remained “stable” during the 
pandemic with overall numbers of regulated lawyers in line with pre-pandemic norms. The 

number of practising solicitors increased by 4.7% in the 12 months from December 2019. In 

the same period, the number of firms fell from 10,278 to 10,080, a decrease of 1.9%. 

The BSB disclosed it is struggling to keep pace with a rising volume of incoming 

reports, authorisations and disciplinary cases. Seven out of ten service standards are 

being missed. As a result, its business plan for the upcoming year has been slimmed down 

to focus on these core functions. Work on the code of conduct review will be slowed down. 

The BSB set its budget for 2021/22 at £11.7m and is projecting a £2m deficit, which will be 

funded out of reserves, supplemented by a Coronavirus Business Interruption Loan Scheme 

loan. The final business plan includes: reviewing the role and effectiveness of the Bar course 

aptitude test; consulting on the appropriate scope of regulation of barristers’ non-

professional life; and scoping out work in relation to regulating barristers in their early years 

of practice to assure their competence and their continuing professional development. 

The SRA made 26 reports of suspected money laundering by solicitors to the National 

Crime Agency in the past year, involving more than £200m in possible criminal 

proceeds. It is monitoring a further 122 matters which may require reporting in due course. 

In total, 266 matters were reviewed in the year to 31 October 2020, of which 10% turned into 

suspicious activity reports referred to the NCA. Money laundering linked to vendor fraud – 
where homes are targeted by fraudsters and sold without the knowledge or consent of the 

true owners – was identified as a key theme in the reports it made. 

The LSCP published a discussion paper on unbundling – an agreed separation of tasks 

within a package of legal services between the consumer and the legal service provider. The 

Panel considers that unbundling has untapped potential and wishes to see more promotion 

of these services. It suggests clear and effective regulatory guidance and technological tools 

could help overcome providers’ reluctance to engage or to promote this type of delivery. Its 

tracker surveys found use of unbundled services reduced from 19% in 2015 to 16% in 2020. 



Political developments affecting the justice sector 

The government is consulting on reforms to judicial review following an independent 

report by a panel chaired by Lord Faulks QC. The panel found courts were increasingly 

considering the merits of government decisions themselves, instead of how those decisions 

were made. The panel recommended 2 immediate reforms: removing ‘Cart judgments’ to 

prevent appeals in the Upper Tribunal being subject to judicial review in the High Court; and 

giving the courts powers to suspend Quashing Orders. Proposed measures include ensuring 

ouster clauses are given effect to – this has generated controversy since they deny the 

courts the right to review a government policy or decisions of certain bodies. Other proposals 

focus on introducing wider options for remedies; nullity; and procedural reforms. 

BEIS published a white paper setting out proposals to strengthen the UK’s framework 

for major companies and the way they are audited. This follows a market review by the 

CMA, the Kingman Review of the Financial Reporting Council and the Brydon Review of the 

quality and effectiveness of audit. The proposals set out how: companies should report on 

their governance and finances; reports should be audited; audit and the audit market should 

change; and that these reforms should be overseen by a new regulator – the Audit, 

Reporting and Governance Authority (ARGA). BEIS wishes to see the creation of a new, 

stand-alone audit profession, underpinned by a common purpose and principles – including 

a clear public interest focus. ARGA will have a general objective to protect and promote the 

interests of investors, other users of corporate reporting, and the wider public interest. It will 

also have two operational objectives, on quality and competition. 

The Home Office is consulting on proposals to streamline asylum claims and appeals. It is 

concerned about unmeritorious claims which it considers frequently frustrate the removal of 

people with no right to be in the UK. Proposals relevant to legal services include a new 

requirement on legal representatives to act in good faith at all times; expanding the fixed 

recoverable costs regime to cover immigration judicial reviews; encouraging the increased 

use of wasted costs orders in asylum and immigration matters; and providing more generous 

access to advice, including legal advice, to support people to raise issues, provide evidence 

as early as possible and avoid last minute claims. 

Court fees across the civil and family jurisdictions are set to increase by around 8%. 

The Ministry of Justice’s plans also include increasing the income threshold for receiving 

help with fees. The government proposes to increase fees in line with inflation, backdated to 

October. It is estimated the change will raise up to £17m. 

The report of the Commission on Race and Ethnic Disparities concluded that people 

from ethnic minorities are over-represented at many points of the criminal justice system. It 

said black people are usually the most overrepresented leading to negative stereotypes in 

society. The report includes previously published statistics on disparities in the make-up of 

the legal profession. The Commission’s report was controversial; equality campaigners 

criticised it for downplaying the extent of racism in British society and institutions. 

Ministers will legislate to allow British Sign Language interpreters inside jury rooms. 

The move will mean over 80,000 deaf people can participate in jury service. 

The victims' commissioner and domestic abuse commissioner said that a "culture of 

misogyny in the criminal justice system" could lead to men getting away with more 

lenient sentences. In a joint letter to the Home Secretary, the commissioners called for an 

independent review for every domestic homicide. They are urged the government to review 

murder and manslaughter sentences in domestic abuse cases. 



The all-party parliamentary group on miscarriages of justice said that solicitors should be 

paid more for advising on alleged miscarriages of justice, enabling them to undertake 

the work on a ‘financially sustainable’ basis. The report focused on the Criminal Cases 

Review Commission. It suggests victims of alleged miscarriages of justice struggle to find 

law firms willing to represent them because legal aid rates paid under the relevant scheme 

effectively make the work a ‘loss-leader’. The report quotes research suggesting the chance 

of being granted a new appeal rises four-fold where applicants are represented. 

The Joint Committee on Human Rights – a cross-party group of MPs and peers – wrote to 

the Independent Human Rights Act Review arguing that there is no case for reform of this 

legislation. The Committee said the Human Rights Act strikes a careful balance, respecting 

the UK’s constitutional arrangements and upholding the rule of law. 

Covid-19 

The Public Accounts Committee published a critical report on the Ministry of Justice. 

It said that the department faces “significant risks across the full range of its services, without 
a clear sense of prioritisation”. The committee had “limited confidence” in plans to reduce the 
backlog in the court system – particularly in the criminal courts, where the backlog was 

growing before the pandemic – and was critical that neither the Ministry nor HMCTS could 

say what the outstanding caseload is. The PAC asked for a letter within a month setting out 

the Ministry’s plan, “including clear projections and timeframes”, to reduce the backlogs. A 

separate report by the House of Lords constitution committee made similar points and said 

that operational changes introduced by the courts during the crisis should not be regarded 

as “irreversible” where they risked undermining access to justice. 

Crown Prosecution Service inspectors have highlighted the ‘unsettling’ impact that efforts 

to clear the criminal court backlog have had on victims and witnesses. CPS chief 

inspector Kevin McGinty said the pressures on CPS staff have increased but the impact on 

victims and witnesses ‘is much more of a concern’. McGinty said: “Trying to ensure the 

effective and efficient use of court has meant that the main focus and priority is not to lose 

valuable court time… It is not unusual to hear of several trials being listed for the same time 

slot, with a decision having to be taken late in the day about which goes ahead.” 

In a survey by the Bar Council found 23% of pupil barristers said they are experienced 

“some financial hardship” during the pandemic. The two biggest challenges cited by 

pupils were lack of networking opportunities (82%) and interruption to court work (55%). 

According to BSB figures 386 pupillages were registered last year, compared to 592 in 2019. 

The Solicitors’ Charity made £1.1m in grants to 399 people during the year, a 203% 

increase on the previous 12 months. There was a significant increase in the number of 

younger solicitors seeking assistance, as well as those without health problems. It launched 

a manifesto, ‘For the bounce back’, to offer greater support to the profession. 

Regulatory and wider policy developments 

Stephanie Boyce became the first black Law Society president. In her inauguration 

speech she described her mission to leave a profession ‘more diverse and inclusive than the 

one I entered’. In a three-point plan, Boyce also addressed the role of technology in access 

to justice, together with digital engagement, mental health and the rule of law. 



Lubna Shuja has become the Law Society’s vice president. It will be the first time of two 

consecutive women presidents in the organisation’s history, while it’s also the first time two 
people of colour hold the top two roles. Ms Shuja specialises in professional discipline and 

regulation. She is also a mediator dealing with civil and family disputes. 

Former government minister David Heath started as new chair of the Costs Lawyer 

Standards Board. He signalled support for making costs lawyer a protected title and for the 

work of costs lawyers to be made reserved legal activities. 

Lady Justice Rose was appointed as a Justice to the Supreme Court. 

Jane Harbottle was appointed the permanent Chief Executive of the Legal Aid Agency 

and Director of Legal Aid Casework. 

Sir Nicholas Green’s tenure as Chair of the Law Commission was extended for one 

year from 1 August 2021. 

The BSB referred two-thirds of the 21 sexual misconduct reports it received over the 

last two years for disciplinary action. The BSB made the disclosure responding to a 

request for information from the Bar Council, which expressed concern over the handling of 

harassment cases by BTAS ahead of the upcoming review of the sanctions guidance. The 

Bar Council also expressed concern about underrepresentation of women on BTAS panels. 

Claire Matthews, a junior solicitor struck off last year after she left confidential 

documents in a locked case on a train, is to have a retrial to reconsider the impact of 

her mental health on her actions. The case sparked concern at the time because of her 

evidence of how losing the case exacerbated mental health problems. It was the fact that 

she lied to colleagues for a week about what had happened that led to her strike-off. The 

SRA agreed for the Divisional Court to quash the SDT ruling and order a fresh hearing 

before a new panel. The decision came after Ms Matthew’s pro bono legal team, appointed 

in the wake of the tribunal’s decision, obtained expert medical evidence. 

HM Treasury and BEIS have set up an independent socio-economic taskforce run by 

the City of London Corporation. Its mission is to challenge the lack of career progression 

for those coming from non-professional backgrounds and to explore the intersections with 

other protected characteristics, including gender and race. The taskforce will lead an 

industry consultation on how government, regulators and sector bodies can incentivise firms 

to take action to improve socio-economic diversity. A ‘productivity analysis’ will be produced 

to build the business case for increasing diversity. 

The SRA released data showing Legal Practice Course pass rates for the academic year 

to 2019 ranged from 100% to 23% across 25 postgraduate law schools. Four providers 

scored pass rates higher than 90%, while three fell below the 50% mark. Meanwhile, pass 

rates on the Graduate Diploma in Law (GDL) for the same period ranged from 95% to 0%. 

The achievement gap between white and ethnic minority students remained large. 68% of 

white students passed the LPC, compared with 49% of Asian students and 36% of black 

students. Further, white students were significantly more likely to receive distinctions. The 

LPC and GDL will be phased out by the introduction of the SQE from September 2021. 

The Law Commission is consulting on its next law reform programme. It has identified 

five common themes which run across many potential future projects: emerging technology, 

leaving the EU, the environment, “legal resilience”, and simplification. It listed 18 initial ideas 

of possible projects, including whether it was time to rethink the home-buying process. 



HMRC is consulting on proposals to improve standards in the tax advice market. It is 

keen to address what it calls ‘a minority of incompetent, unprofessional and malicious 

advisers whose activities harm their clients, reduce public revenue, and undermine the 

functioning of the tax advice market’. Proposals include introducing a requirement for tax 

advisers to hold professional indemnity insurance (this would not affect tax advisers who are 

already subject to regulatory oversight or who are a member of a professional body). It is 

also seeking views on a definition of tax advice, which it considers should be widely drawn – 
including whether this should include tax software. The government considers that the case 

for going further, such as introducing licensing has not yet been proven. HMRC is consulting 

separately on new measures to tackle promoters of tax avoidance. 

The Lord Chancellor raised the mandatory retirement age for judges, magistrates, and 

coroners from 70 to 75. The new retirement age is expected to have a positive impact on 

diversity by promoting opportunities for individuals considering applying to the bench later in 

life. The move was part of wider reforms to boost judicial recruitment and retention. The 

government is investing £1 million to recruit more people into the magistracy and improve its 

diversity from under-represented groups, such as the BAME community. Meanwhile, the 

introduction of a pension scheme is planned for April 2022. 

HM Land Registry published its first Digital Identity Standard, offering conveyancers a 

‘safe harbour’ if they use it to verify their client’s identity digitally. This means HMLR would 

not seek recourse against conveyancers who comply with the standard in the event their 

client was not who they claimed to be. HMLR hopes the standard will act as a “catalyst” for 

the market to embrace digital identity verification tools. 

Market developments 

Freshfields has targeted a global leadership team of at least 40% women as part new 

five-year diversity action plan. It wants “all key global leadership functions” to be occupied by 

at least 40% women, 40% men and 20% men, women or non-binary people by 2023. 

Women currently make up 25% of the firm’s UK partners. It also set out new race and 

ethnicity targets, plus a LGBTQ+ global partnership target. 

The ABI claimed that the average value of personal injury claims rose by 13% in 2020. 

It said this explains why premiums remained almost unchanged despite private motoring 

plummeting. Average premiums for comprehensive car insurance fell by 1% to £465 despite 

the number of claims settled falling by 19%. Total payouts were 6% down, at £8.3bn, but the 

average settlement rose by 13% to £12,100. The ABI said that members had faced other 

costs during the lockdown and insisted that incoming PI reforms were still justified. 

The Law Training Centre – an online provider – will offer the SQE for just over £6,000. 

When combined with the fees to sit both exams — set by the SRA at £3,980 — the total prep 

cost comes in at little over £10,000. This is around £7,000 cheaper than the most expensive 

Legal Practice Course on the market, which is priced at just over £17,000. LTC says its 

SQE2 courses will provide all students with direct tutor support, unlimited attendance at 

workshops, a personal ‘academic coach’ as well as a personalised study plan. It has also 
partnered with Oxford University Press to give students access to legal textbooks. 



Market intelligence and research 

Law firms employing over 250 staff have been reporting their gender pay gaps. Based on a 

search of ‘law firms’ on the gov.uk service, the median pay gap in 2019/20 was 21%. There 

has been little change over time – the gap was 22% in 2018/19 and 21% in 2017/18. 

Separately, provisional ONS data for 2019/20, based on a survey of a sample of workers 

across the economy, suggests median pay gaps for full-time employees of 13.5% across all 

legal professionals, 7.0% for solicitors and 0.6% for ‘legal associate professionals’. Figures 

for 2018/19 were 20.1%, 17.4% and 8.8% respectively, suggesting a big shift. Although data 

was collected during the first period of furloughing, in relation to economy-wide data the 

ONS suggest that changes reflect wider economic trends rather than the pandemic. 

The International Bar Association launched a nine-year global project to uncover the root 

causes of the lack of gender parity at the most senior levels of the legal profession. 

The project will look at whether diversity initiatives are having any impact, and to provide 

practical conclusions and guidance to the profession. Titled ‘50/50 by 2030’, the goal is to 

provide a blueprint by 2030 for achieving gender parity in the highest levels of private 

practice, in-house positions, the public sector, and the judiciary. 


