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Introduction 
1. This paper provides an update on the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on the 

legal services sector and the LSB’s activities and response. 

Recommendation(s) 
2. The Board is invited to: 

• Note the work carried out by the LSB over the last year and future plans. 

• Consider and reflect upon the emerging data on the impact of Covid-19 

on the sector. 

Timing 

3. At each board meeting between April and October 2020 a paper looking at Covid-

19 was presented to the board. A decision was made at the October meeting to 

cover updates through the Chief Executive’s report as needed. That approach will 

continue. However, this is an opportunity to provide a specific update one year on 

from the original paper. 

Background 

4. When we first brought a paper focused on Covid-19 to the board in April 2020 we 

set out a series of priorities for the LSB through the pandemic and set out a need 

to communicate that the recovery should be seen from a public interest 

perspective. 

5. Our immediate actions were to: 

• liaise with Ministry of Justice to ensure we kept up to date with the latest 

guidance and could communicate the immediate impacts in the sector to 

the government. 
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• satisfy ourselves that the regulators along with the OLC and SDT had 

business continuity plans in place. 

• publish our business plan as a flexible business plan, reprioritising certain 

workstreams to ease burdens on regulators and to confirm we would carry 

out research to understand the impacts of Covid-19. 

6. We also set an order for our key priorities should work be impacted by the 

pandemic and communicated this to stakeholders: 

i. Statutory decisions, compliance with the Internal Governance Rules 2019 
(IGR) and other core regulatory functions; 

ii. Oversight of Office of Legal Complaints and Solicitors Disciplinary 
Tribunal; 

iii. Regulatory performance oversight of regulatory bodies, including 
concluding our current IGR consultation; and 

iv. Our wider policy areas such as LSB strategy, ongoing competence, and 
technology 

7. Another early action was to issue a blanket exemption direction which would 

allow regulatory bodies to make temporary Covid-19 related alterations to their 

regulatory arrangements at short notice. The exemption (ED149) was issued on 6 

April 2020 and has been used five times so far. 

8. One of the key actions taken forward was to make use of the LSB’s data hub to 

monitor any trends. This led to the creation of the Covid-19 impact dashboard 

which was initially published in early June 2020 and has continued to be regularly 

updated since. 

9. Throughout the pandemic we have kept in touch with regulators with a view to 

gaining assurance on their approach to the pandemic. This was particularly 

relevant with reference to regulatory performance outcomes E41 and RA32. 

• E4 - We had become aware of an inconsistent approach from regulators to 

disciplinary action and so wrote to them to gain assurance that where 

possible cases were being progressed and that delays would not have an 

impact on consumer protection. 

• RA3 – We were aware of inconsistencies in how regulators were seeking 

to understand the impact Covid-19 was having on their regulated 

communities. We wrote to regulators to request data and to flag the 

importance we see in all regulators making reasonable endeavours to 

understand the impact that the pandemic is having on their regulated 

community and on the regulatory objectives. 

1 The enforcement and any associated appeals process is timely taking into account the complexity and type of 
case, and the conduct of both sides 
2 RA3: The regulator has a robust evidence base from a range of sources on: (a) consumers’ needs and use of 
legal services (b) new and emerging policy developments (c) the regulated community and (d) the market(s) 
regulated by it which informs its regulatory arrangements and approach. 

https://legalservicesboard.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/ED149-Coronavirus.pdf
https://www.legalservicesboard.org.uk/coronavirus_impact


10. In advance of the cycle of Practising Certificate Fee (PCF) applications from 

regulators we wrote to them setting out the need for their applications to include 

content explaining how the impact of Covid-19 had been considered in setting the 

PCF. We were then able to see through the applications that at the point of 

application the regulators were not projecting significant reductions in the number 

of authorised persons. 

11.We made use of the State of Legal Services report to set out the emerging data 

and our observations on the impact of Covid-19 and how this would inform our 

strategy and future work. The strategy for 2021-2024 has three strategic themes 

which are all relevant to supporting the sector in recovery from the effects of the 

pandemic and we will retain an awareness of the impact of Covid-19 through all 

of our work going forwards. 

Covid-19 Dashboard 

12.As set out above, we created a Covid-19 dashboard to track the impact of the 

pandemic across a series of metrics. This was done in order to inform regulators 

and policymakers of the impact of the pandemic across a series of legal issues 

as well of the health of the legal services market in England and Wales. 

13.We obtained data from a significant range of sources including: Citizens Advice, 

the Land Registry, HMCTS, the National Centre for Domestic Violence and 

others. 

14.The interactive dashboard has been accompanied by narrative blogs explaining 

the key trends. A narrative blog was most recently published on 9 February 2020 

setting out the picture we have seen in light of the third national lockdown which 

the UK entered on 5 January 2021. 

15.The Covid-19 dashboard has consistently been the most visited dashboard on 

our website since it has been launched. It has also been referred to in media 

coverage, and feedback from stakeholders has indicated that the data has been 

very useful. In addition, the data has been presented by our research manager at 

external events. 

Key findings – demand for legal services 

16.Different areas of legal services have seen varied impact from the pandemic. 

Some key findings illustrated by the blog published in February 2021 included: 

• An increase in employment issues taken to Citizens Advice in every month 

since March 2020 when compared to the same month in the previous 

year. 

• A significant increase in outstanding criminal cases. With the backlog of 

cases in the Crown Court up by 48% in the year from November 2019 to 

https://legalservicesboard.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/The-State-of-Legal-Services-Narrative-Volume_Final.pdf
https://legalservicesboard.org.uk/news/covid-dashboard-gives-clearest-picture-yet-of-pandemics-impact-on-legal-services-february-2021-update


November 2020 and in the Magistrates Court by 34% in the same time 

period. 

• In April 2020 there were 1.2 million starts to Universal Credit. This was a 

520% increase when compared to the previous year. Interestingly, 

contacts to the debt charity Step Change have been down compared to 

the 12 months prior. This could indicate that the additional financial 

support offered by government has provided short term assistance. 

• A ban on evictions for all but the most egregious cases throughout the 

pandemic have meant an almost complete drop off in housing possession 

claims over the past year. 

• Conveyancing applications to the land registry dropped by 84% between 

January and April 2020 but have partially recovered, with December 2020 

being just 14% lower than December 2019. 

Impact of Covid-19 on regulated lawyers 

17. In March 2021 we were able, for the first time, to gather and publish data on the 

emerging picture from the supply side. This was through data we obtained from 

the all regulators except the BSB following completion of their practising 

certificate renewal processes. Information on the numbers of barristers will be 

available in May. 

18.The emerging data indicated that the sector has, so far, remained broadly stable 

during the Covid-19 pandemic. Overall numbers of regulated lawyers have not 

changed significantly and are in line with trends that existed prior to the 

pandemic. 

19.So far, concerns that a significant number of lawyers might leave the profession 

because of Covid-19 have not transpired. However, the overall numbers mask 

that the pandemic has affected parts of the sector differently. According to the 

Legal Action Group, for example, legal aid firms have struggled, with over 70 

offices closing since April 2020. We do not have data, however, on whether these 

closures are in line with the longstanding trend of contraction in the legal aid 

market. 

20.Separately from our data request we also noted data from the ONS Monthly 

Business Survey which noted that the annual turnover of legal services remained 

flat when comparing 2019 to 2020. The turnover of all UK services fell by 14%. 

21.Despite the broad stability of the market, it is important to note that the pandemic 

is having an ongoing effect on regulated lawyers on a day to day basis. Furlough 

has been used in some parts of the market, almost all office workers have had to 

switch to homeworking and we are aware that in broader society the pandemic 

has had a disproportionate impact on some groups of people, such as those from 

ethnic minority backgrounds, women and those at the start of their careers. 

https://legalservicesboard.org.uk/news/lsb-shares-data-on-the-broadly-stable-health-of-the-legal-services-sector-following-covid-19
https://legalservicesboard.org.uk/news/lsb-shares-data-on-the-broadly-stable-health-of-the-legal-services-sector-following-covid-19


Next Steps 

22.The data available to us throughout the pandemic has driven our approach to the 

pandemic. We intend to continue to report on actions relevant to Covid-19 

through the CEO update and to continue to gather data that will inform our 

approach in the future. 

23.The State of the Legal Services 2020 report considered the impacts of Covid-19 

in detail. The strategy for 2021-2024 has three strategic themes which are all 

relevant to supporting the sector in recovery from the effects of the pandemic. 

24. In addition the Small Business Legal Needs Survey this summer will collect 

further data on the impact of the pandemic on the legal needs of small 

businesses. 

25.The 2020/21 business plan acknowledged the need for our work plans to remain 

flexible and this approach will continue in 2021/22. 

Risks and mitigations 

The ongoing actions set out in this paper are all within the 
Financial: 

budget for 2021/22. 

Legal: N/A 

This is a time of unprecedented challenge for the sector and an 
Communications opportunity for the LSB to demonstrate its leadership role. We 
and are empowering others by sharing data through the Covid-19 
engagement: dashboard and will continue to engage with regulators and 

others to ensure we reduce burdens and support recovery. 

The Covid-19 response is now allocated to other work areas 
and is within planned resourcing. However, the Business Plan 

Resource: for 2021/22 is a flexible business plan that allows us to respond 
appropriately to challenges that face the sector including Covid-
19. 
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