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The top five 

The government’s Brexit White Paper received a negative reaction from City firms after it 

rejected their preferred option of ‘mutual recognition’. Instead the White Paper included a 

broadly worded commitment to explore a ‘new bilateral agreement’ which would cover ‘rules 

on jurisdiction, choice of jurisdiction, applicable law, and recognition and enforcement of 

judgments in civil, commercial, insolvency and family matters’. A government technical note 

explaining the impact of a ‘no deal’ Brexit outcome on legal services is expected shortly. 

Meanwhile, figures from the Law Society of Ireland show that 1,644 England and Wales-

qualified solicitors have joined the Irish roll since 2016 in anticipation of Brexit.  

Big four accountancy firm EY has acquired Riverview Law. Riverview has a gained a 

reputation for being one of the most innovative ABS firms after launching in 2012. Its 

business model has evolved to focus on fixed-price managed services for in-house teams. 

EY is planning a huge global expansion for the business by increasing staff numbers from 

100 to 3,000 with centres in the UK, Europe and the rest of the world, especially the US. The 

development is significant as it marks a major expansion by one of the Big 4 accountancy 

firms and because it is involves an acquisition of a post-2007 successful market disruptor. 

In her first major interview, Sarah Chambers told Legal Futures that the LSCP is ready to 

tell the government some “uncomfortable truths” about legal aid. In the interview she also 

criticised the SRA’s plan to allow practising solicitors to give advice to the public from 

unregulated businesses and commented that the fact that there is a lot of competition in the 

legal market does not mean it is working well for consumers. She said that the Panel’s focus 

over the next year will be on publication of quality indicators to help consumers compare 

firms with complaints data still on the agenda. 

The justice select committee has called for a “comprehensive and independent” 

review of criminal legal aid. It said fundamental rights to legal advice and representation 

are at risk, and that there was “compelling evidence” of the “fragility” of the criminal Bar and 

criminal defence solicitors’ firms – a risk that “can no longer be ignored”. Meanwhile a report 

by the joint committee on human rights has found that legal aid “deserts” have emerged as 

lawyers withdraw from services that are no longer financially viable. It calls for an urgent 

review of how people can enforce their rights, changes to the Legal Aid Agency’s 

exceptional case funding scheme and for more legal support for families at inquests. 

However, legal aid for unaccompanied child migrants has been reinstated after a five-year 

legal battle between the government and the Children’s Society that led to a judicial review.  

There has been some good news for the profession on diversity. Legal profession 

bodies represent 15 of the top 50 places in the Social Mobility Foundation’s league table of 

the best employers for social mobility. Meanwhile six City law firms have secured places on 

this year’s LGBT Top Global Employers list compiled by equality charity Stonewall.  

 

 



Political developments affecting the justice sector 

The Civil Liability Bill has had its second reading. The Lord Chancellor announced that 

vulnerable road users, such as pedestrians and cyclists, will be exempt from the whiplash 

reforms. However, he showed no sign of moving on the government’s proposal to raise the 

small claims limit for road traffic accident cases to £5,000. Insurers support the move, while 

claimant lawyers and others – backed by Labour MPs – oppose it. 

The public accounts committee said it has “little confidence” that the court modernisation 

programme can be delivered. They expressed concern that HMCTS has not adequately 

considered impact on access to, and fairness of, the justice system with its plans. The report 

follows a critical report in May by the NAO and evidence taken from witnesses. 

The women and equalities select committee has issued its report on sexual 

harassment in the workplace. In a section on the legal profession, the committee said the 

use of non disclosure agreements (NDAs) “must be better controlled and regulated to ensure 

that they are not used unethically in cases where sexual harassment is alleged”.  

The Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy Select Committee has criticised law firms for 

making “painfully slow” progress in a report on the back of a parliamentary inquiry into the 

effectiveness of the first year of reporting of the gender pay gap. It describes the exclusion 

of partners from last year’s reporting as making “a nonsense” of efforts to tackle the pay gap 

and called on partners to be included in next year’s pay gap reporting. The Law Society 

supported the recommendation and announced that it is developing a set of standards. 

Two of the country’s most senior judges have entered live political controversies to 

highlight vulnerable people’s plight within the justice system. Sir James Munby, the 

retiring president of the family division, criticised the failure not to end the practice whereby 

alleged perpetrators of domestic violence can cross-examine alleged victims. Lady Hale, 

president of the Supreme Court, cited the impact of North Yorkshire court closures in what 

she called a ‘fictitious… but not completely unrealistic’ story. 

 

Regulatory and wider policy developments 

Anna Bradley has been appointed as new chair of the SRA, starting in January 2019. 

Anna was formerly chair of the CLC. 

Lord Smith of Finsbury – better known as the former Labour cabinet minister Chris 

Smith – has been appointed as the new chair of IPReg. 

The Professional Standards Authority has appointed Alan Clamp as its new CEO. Mr 

Clamp has been chief executive of the Security Industry Authority since 2015. 

Max Hill QC, a former Criminal Bar Association chair, is the new director of public 

prosecutions for a five-year renewable term. 

The High Court has heard the SRA’s appeal against the SDT’s decision to clear 

lawyers at Leigh Day of misconduct charges concerning Iraqi prisoner abuse claims.  

The SRA’s annual risk outlook has found fraud is hitting the solicitors’ profession 

ever harder, with tens of millions of pounds of client money lost to cybercrime and dubious 

investment schemes. In addition, there has been a 70% jump in reports of cases of money 

laundering involving solicitors in a little more than a year.  



The SRA’s annual review shows the number of law firms it closed down has risen by 

35% last year to 50. The increase was fuelled by steep rises in rule breaches, particularly 

those relating to accounts and indemnity insurance. However, the number of solicitors struck 

off by the SDT fell, from 75 to 59, while the level of fines and suspensions was broadly 

similar. The number of agreed outcomes – where the solicitor makes admissions and agrees 

a set of facts, sanction and costs – fell sharply from 23 to 12. Grants made by the 

Compensation Fund were up by almost £5m last year, from £10.3m to £15.2m, but lower 

than the previous figure of £17.8m.  

The SRA has issued a revised warning notice on holiday sickness claims following 

new types of poor conduct emerging. The update includes concerns that solicitors are 

acting where they had no skill in area, failing to verify the source of the client referral, making 

unreasonable requests for disclosure, and failing to advise clients about what would be 

expected of them when making a claim. 

Kaplan has won an eight-year contract to run the Solicitors Qualifying Examination 

(SQE) on behalf of the SRA. 

The BSB’s annual report records that the number of complaints about barristers’ 

conduct rose by nearly one third in the past year – though the number of disbarments 

fell from 19 to six. Elsewhere, the BSB confirmed a low take-up of ABS – just eight in the 

year since it was approved as a licensing authority.  

The Bar Council has wound up the Barco scheme, which allowed barristers to hold 

client funds, due to a lack of interest from the profession. It said that other providers of 

escrow schemes had since entered the market and provided suitable alternatives. 

ICAEW is consulting on how to improve transparency for consumers. It has decided 

not to mandate publication of prices information, but will review next year whether to stay 

with a voluntary approach or instead introduce compulsory requirements. 

The latest judicial appointment statistics show that women now make up half of all 

judges aged under 50. The proportion of female judges is up by 5% since 2014. 

In a report by the American Bar Association, 25% of women surveyed said they had been 

sexually harassed at work, while women of colour experienced the highest levels of bias. 

The research highlights four common patterns of bias faced by women and attorneys of 

colour: ‘prove-it-again’, in which they have to work harder to prove themselves; ‘tightrope’, in 

which they must conform to a narrow range of behaviour to be deemed appropriate; 

‘maternal wall’, the bias against mothers; and ‘tug of war’, which describes the conflict 

between members of disadvantaged groups. 

An artificial intelligence platform is to help staff at food banks and MPs’ surgeries refer legal 

enquiries from the public to lawyers in a pilot scheme. The Kim Technologies platform, 

developed by Riverview Law, has been made available free of charge to the Jeanie Project 

– a new charity set up by former Law Society president Lucy Scott-Moncrieff. The London 

Mayor has backed a crowdfunding campaign to raise money for the pilot. 

HM Land Registry has launched its new digital local land charges register, with 

Warwick District Council’s data the first to be available. The register cuts the time it takes to 

get results from days or weeks to seconds, which experts predict will save huge amount of 

time and money. It is the latest step in the Land Registry’s digital transformation programme. 

The Law Commission has provisionally concluded that no change in the law is 

necessary for electronic signatures to meet a statutory requirement for a signature on 



a document. This is expected to support efforts to digitise the home buying process. The 

Commission warned the government against any ’overly prescriptive or detailed legislation 

dealing with technology’. It has also suggested a further project should be carried out on 

whether the concept of deeds is fit for purpose in the 21st century. 

The Law Commission is consulting on plans for reform to the reporting of suspicious 

activity reports on money laundering and terrorism financing which banks, law firms 

and others are required to submit. It is calling for reform because enforcement agencies are 

said to be struggling to cope with a significant number of low-quality reports.  

The National Cyber Security Centre (NCSC), part of GCHQ, has published its first 

report on the growing cyber threat to the legal profession. It said that while the primary 

threat stemmed from cyber criminals with a financial motive, nation states are likely to play 

an increasingly significant role. The NCSC said the most significant cyber threats facing law 

firms were phishing, data breaches, ransomware, and supply chain compromise. 

Clinical negligence litigation fell to its lowest level ever in 2017/18 as NHS Resolution 

mediated more claims in 12 months than in its entire previous history. But both the agency 

and the medical defence lobby are calling for urgent reform, after the change to the personal 

injury discount rate saw damages pay-outs soar 50% to £1.63bn.  

The Law Society, Bar Council and CILEx are replacing National Pro Bono Week with 

‘Justice Week,' which will take place between 29 October and 2 November. They are 

aiming to involve businesses, the public and frontline service providers in a national 

conversation on broader justice issues kicking off with an event exploring what the public 

thinks about the justice system and how issues are reported by the media. 

The State Bar of California has agreed to set up a task force to investigate the issue of 

allowing non-lawyers to invest in and own law firms. The idea of non-lawyer ownership 

has been considered at various levels in the US for several years, in particular by the 

nationwide American Bar Association (ABA), but has never garnered sufficient support. 

Meanwhile at the ABA’s annual conference, its ruling House of Delegates will be asked to 

vote on a resolution calling on states to regulate the providers of online legal documents. 

The Victims’ Commissioner, Baroness Newlove, has suggested that letting cameras into 

the courtroom will change 'aggressive' barristers' behaviour. The incoming chair of the 

Criminal Bar Association has said that filming more court proceedings is potentially a good 

idea but must be done sensitively and vigilantly. 

The Court of Appeal has overturned a High Court ruling that was seen as driving a 

coach and horses through the protection provided to corporate clients by legal 

professional privilege (LPP). In their ruling  on SFO v ENRC appeal judges said it was 

“obviously in the public interest” that “companies should be prepared to investigate 

allegations from whistleblowers or investigative journalists” before reporting them to a 

prosecutor such as the Serious Fraud Office, without losing the benefit of LPP. 

A judge has ruled that unregulated eviction service called Remove a Tenant “crossed the 

line” between assisting claimants and conducting litigation. The service included 

providing advice, drafting the proceedings, paying the issue fee, preparing a witness 

statement and certificates of service, preparing a hearing bundle and serving it on the 

defendant and the court, making arrangements (through solicitors) for an advocate to 

represent the claimants, paying for that service, and corresponding with the other party. The 

judge said that the package of work taken together, and the firm’s act of entering its address 

to which documents should be sent in particular, breached the Legal Services Act.  



Market developments 

LegalZoom, the US-based online legal services provider that owns one of the UK’s 

largest conveyancing firms, has announced a $500m (£381m) investment into its 

business – believed to be the largest ever in the legal world. LegalZoom received an 

ABS licence and bought Wakefield law firm Beaumont Legal in early 2016. The company 

has been coy as to what it intends to do with the money, although it has been reported that 

expansion to mainland Europe and Australia is on the cards. 

Shieldpay has developed a third party managed account solution which could 

revolutionise the handling of client money. Shieldpay says its technology mitigates the 

risks of cybercrime as its platform verifies all parties involved with bank grade identity 

checks. Client money is then held in Shieldpay’s vault and is only released when authorised 

by both sides, or at a pre-agreed milestone throughout the legal process. 

Lawyer-matching service MyLegalAdviser is seeking investment to expand from 100 

firms in and around London to 1,000 across the country. The service is focused on 

family, property and private client work and plans to expand its offering for SMEs. 

Online legal services pioneer Rocket Lawyer has announced plans to offer its clients 

'smart contracts' by integrating blockchain technology into everyday legal 

transactions. Rocket Lawyer, ConsenSys and OpenLaw will collaborate on bringing 

additional blockchain innovations such as smart contracts, automated dispute resolution and 

identity management applications to the legal services market. A smart contract is a program 

intended to digitally facilitate, verify, and execute a contract. Smart Contracts are validated 

automatically when certain agreed-upon conditions are met by each party. 

Crypto-wills, which utilise blockchain technology, are on the market. A crypto-will is an 

electronic will loaded on to a blockchain with a smart contract attached. It can never be lost 

or tampered with as a result of the decentralised nature of the blockchain. Assets can be 

automatically distributed to beneficiaries cutting out the need for executors. The Law 

Commission is consulting on will reforms, including the use of electronic wills. 

An online service centred on free wills is recruiting law firms and national charities in a bid 

to become “the leading will-writing brand in the UK”. Where it turns out that consumers need 

expert advice, Bequeathed refers them to a law firm who pay an annual subscription fee. 

The service also prompts consumers to leave a gift to a charity in their will.  

 

Market intelligence and research 

The LSCP’s annual tracker survey, now in its eighth year, has found higher levels of 

service satisfaction than ever before, although less than two-thirds of respondents agreed 

their service represented good value for money. There was no increase in the relatively 

small number of consumers who shop around for a lawyer, nevertheless the proportion of 

fixed fee deals continued to rise – now accounting for more than half of all transactions. 

Economic forecasts released by the Law Society predict almost £3bn could be 

stripped from legal sector turnover by 2025 if there is a hard Brexit. The forecasts 

suggest employment in the legal sector could be cut by 10,000 under a World Trade 

Organisation no-deal scenario. 



Research by comparison website and consumer law forum Legal Beagles analysing a 

sample of 6,000 solicitor firms has found that firms are in a ‘race to the middle’ when it 

comes to pricing their services. It also found that fewer than one in 10 firms publishes 

fixed fees on the internet and more than a quarter have no website or digital presence at all. 

Echoing the LSB’s research on prices, it found wide variation in prices including large 

differences between the north and south of the country. By analysing consumer rankings of 

firms on sites like TrustPilot, the researchers found that higher cost services generated 

higher feedback scores for divorce, but the opposite was true for lower-priced wills. 

A survey by Thomson Reuters found around 35% of businesses have changed dispute 

resolution clauses in their contracts in the past two years, with around half of those having 

chosen for disputes to be heard in EU courts, such as those in France or Germany, rather 

than in the UK. This suggests UK’s decision to leave the EU is making business leaders 

question whether London is still the best option as a global centre for dispute resolution. 

Disabled people seeking employment or working in the legal profession are “an 

untapped resource” because it is not set up to accommodate the needs of disabled 

people in or wanting to join the profession. These are the first findings of the Legally 

Disabled? project being conducted by Professor Debbie Foster of Cardiff University 

Business School and independent researcher Dr Natasha Hirst. They argue that “the legal 

profession continues to operate traditional working patterns and career expectations. 

Inflexible, often outdated working practices and the absence of imaginative job design, limits 

access opportunities for disabled people and career progression.” Further, with profitability 

and competition driving much of the profession, “disabled people feel they are unfairly 

viewed as not being ‘profitable’, productive or capable of meeting targets”. 

A report by PwC argued that artificial intelligence could create more jobs than it 

displaces over the next 20 years. It cites the ‘professional, scientific and technical services’ 

sector – which includes law – as one of two sectors expected to see the largest net increase 

in jobs as a result of the rise of AI, with a 16% increase expected by 2038. John 

Hawksworth, chief economist at PwC and author of the report, says lower skilled jobs are 

most at risk, such as clerical and research roles “which could now be open to automation.” 

A paper by Professor John Flood and Lachlan Robb has outlined a future where law firms 

are ‘distributed entities’ based on blockchain and smart contracts, and lawyers will add 

value by being “stronger” trusted advisers assisted by artificial intelligence. The centralised 

command structure of law firms – in common with other businesses – would be made 

redundant under this vision, and lawyers would be rewarded on a super-efficient ‘peer-to-

peer’ basis, instead of being promoted to equity partnerships. 

A survey by Olive Communications found 70% of consumers would choose a law-bot 

over a human lawyer to save time and money. A survey of law firm partners found that 

two-thirds 66 per cent of law firm managing partners were worried that failing to keep up with 

digital advances “will affect productivity, profitability and client response times”. 

. 



Market intelligence and research 
CHANGES SINCE LAST BOARD MEETING IN BLUE ITALICS 

 
Indicator of success Source 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 

Promoting the public interest through ensuring independent, effective and proportionate regulation 

LSB expenditure LSB £4,578k £4,264k £4,266k £3,921k £3,587k £3,525k £3,470 

LSB levy per authorised person LSB £31.65 £27.97 £25.36 £24.71 £21.55 £18.83 £19.00 

Public trust lawyers to tell the truth O LSCP 43% A 42% 43% 47% A 42% A 45% 45% 

Public confident consumer rights protected O LSCP 49% 46% 46% 50% A 46% A 48% 49% 

Making it easier for all consumers to access the services they need and get redress 

No action when have legal issue: Individuals O LSB 15% 14% 13% 14%    

Levels of shopping around: Individuals O LSCP 22% 22% 24% 25% 25% 27% B 27% 

Use of comparison/feedback sites: Individuals O LSCP 1% 1% 1% 2% 2% 2% B 2%B 

Ease of shopping around: Individuals O LSCP 57% 55% 54% 57% 57% 47% B 58%A 

Overall service satisfaction: Individuals O LSCP 79% 80% 79%  78% 80% 80%  84% A,B 

Providers publish prices on websites O LSB     18% 18%  

Consumers who do nothing when dissatisfied O  LSCP 42% 44% 44% 42% 35% 49% A 35%A,B 

Public confidence in complaining about lawyers O LSCP 49% 44% A 45% 48% 43% A 44% 45% B 

No action when have legal issue: SMEs O LSB  8%  9%  10% B  

Levels of shopping around: SMEs O LSB      22%  

Ease of finding provider: SMEs O LSB    25%  50%  

Lawyers perceived as cost-effective: SMEs O LSB  12%  14%  11% A  

Increasing innovation, growth and the diversity of services and providers 

UK wide legal services turnover (uninflated) ONS £27.2bn £29.3bn £30.5bn £32.3bn £31.8bn   

Number of active ABS LAs  68 236 373 618 837 1,091  

Level of service innovation (over 3yrs) O LSB    28%    

Regulation seen as barrier to innovation O  LSB    24%    

Firms state reduced prices in last 12 months O LSB     4% 4%  

Net exports of UK legal services ONS £3.1bn £3.4bn £3.8bn £4.4bn £4.0bn   

Non-UK litigants using Commercial Court Portland 70% 71% 77% 63% 66% 72% 59% 

 

KEY: O = Survey source, A = Significant differences to previous figure, B = Significant differences between oldest and newest figure 


