
 

 

Horizon scanning report  

(Covers the  period  14 March  to 9  April  2020)  

The top five 

Coronavirus has impacted on the  legal sector in a range of ways. This has included  the 

suspension of jury trials, greater use of online hearings,  withdrawal of face-to-face support in  

advice centres, postponement  of exams for law students,  uncertainty over conveyancing 

transactions, slowdown in transaction work and increase in demand for wills.  There have  

been pay cuts and furloughs at some firms, while the Bar Council warned that more than half 

of chambers would go out of business within six months without  greater support.  Legal 

professionals involved in court and tribunal hearings, as well as those advising people 

deprived of their liberty or on executing wills  have all been designated as  ‘keyworkers’.  

[A  separate paper on Covid-19  on the agenda lists the impacts in more detail]  

The SRA is to be established as a discrete legal entity within the Law Society Group in 

order to comply with the LSB’s revised IGRs. In a joint statement, the representative Law 

Society and the  SRA  said the new arrangement would create more transparency for the  

profession and public about the bodies’ distinctive roles and responsibilities.  The move is  

planned to come into effect in early summer 2020, although issues including the division of 

reserves are yet to be resolved.  

In her pre-appointment  scrutiny hearing, Elisabeth Davies said her main priority 

would be to build and re-build confidence in the Legal Ombudsman. She would also 

place a greater focus on  monitoring the quality, rather than timeliness, of decision-making, 

ensuring that budget increases were  justified, and building “the confidence and capability of 

staff”.  Further, she flagged interest in LeO carrying out own-initiative  investigations.  

The LSCP has published  a Consumer Impact Report, designed to provide an overview of  

the impact on consumers of the legal services reforms, and of progress on  the CMA’s 

recommendations.  In her foreword, Sarah Chambers said that it was dispiriting to repeat the  

same messages more than five years since  the  last edition of the report. This includes 

concern  about the lack of quality  indicators, that vulnerable consumers on low incomes are 

having even more difficulty accessing legal services, and that over a third of dissatisfied 

customers are still choosing not to seek redress. In addition, it claimed there had been  very  

little improvement in the amount of consumer-focussed research undertaken by regulators.  

The SRA’s new biennial diversity data shows that the proportion of solicitors who 

attended state schools is creeping upwards, but those who went to fee-paying 

schools dominate corporate work. Some 21% of lawyers attended fee-paying schools 

compared to 7% of the general population. In 2014, for every lawyer from a fee-paying  

school, there were 2.6 lawyers who attended a state school, a figure that reached 2.75 last 

year.  The figures showed the proportion of women increasing by 1% since 2017 to 49% of 

all solicitors although just 34% of partners were female.  15% of all lawyers were Asian, up 

from 9% in 2014, compared to 7% in the wider British workforce. Yet  among firms with 50  

partners or more, the number of Asian solicitors was just 5%.  Only 3% of lawyers declared a 

disability compared to 13% in the general population.  A comparison tool  is available on the 

SRA’s website which allows firms to benchmark how they compare to similar firms.  



Political developments affecting the justice sector  

New Labour Party leader Keir Starmer appointed David Lammy MP as Shadow Justice 

Secretary.  Lord Falconer is the Shadow Attorney General.  

Following a call for evidence, HM Treasury published a response and forward plan for 

the regulation of financial services in the UK. It  specifically considers how coordination 

amongst a range of regulators should be improved, stating “the division of responsibilities 

between several regulatory bodies risks creating challenges for regulated firms’”  It cites  

burdensome costs among the difficulties experienced by firms in the financial services 

market, as well as  duplication and inconsistency of regulatory obligations.  

 

Regulatory and wider policy developments  

The Business Secretary Alok Sharma reappointed  Andrea Coscelli as CEO  of the 

Competition and Markets Authority.  

OPBAS published its second annual review drawing out key themes from its ongoing 

supervision of the Professional Body Supervisors (PBSs). It does not comment  on 

individual PBSs but notes some have responded positively  and implemented changes 

quickly  whereas others have been less proactive  in their approach.  Overall, the report notes  

strong improvement across both the legal  and accountancy sectors in AML supervision, but 

with some notable outliers. Positives  include  more appropriate governance arrangements, 

application  of risk-based approaches  and more supervision.  There was a more mixed story  

on intelligence sharing and supervisory  collaboration  between PBSs and other bodies, while  

legal services PBSs  issued  noticeably fewer fines.  

The SRA has finalised its strategic objectives for 2020-23. These are: setting and 

maintaining high professional standards for solicitors and firms as the public would expect  

and ensuring that a commitment to excellent operational service and a positive customer 

experience is at the heart of all it does; actively  supporting the adoption of legal technology,  

and other innovation, that helps to meet the needs of the public, business community, 

regulated entities and the economy; and continually building the SRA's understanding of 

emerging opportunities and challenges for the users of legal services, the legal sector and its  

role in effectively regulating it.  

RCJ Advice and Mencap are the two winners of the SRA’s Legal Access Challenge.  

RCJ Advice has built an app which provides support to domestic abuse victims, while 

Mencap has developed  a legal chatbot designed to help people with learning disabilities 

understand their social care rights.  Each has been awarded £50,000 on top of an initial  

£50,000 they  were awarded last autumn as semi-finalists to develop their products.  The 

Legal Access Challenge  is run by the SRA in partnership with Nesta and made possible via  

funding from the Regulators’ Pioneer Fund.  

The SRA has refused to reveal the pass rates of individual law schools  after the 

Gazette submitted an information request under  its ‘transparency code’. The SRA claimed 

revealing the ‘personal data’ would breach data  protection laws  and ‘place inappropriate 

pressures on providers in a highly competitive, commercial market’. Earlier this year an SRA 

report found huge discrepancies in law school pass rates, ranging from 29% to 100%.  

The SRA is to publish data on what proportion of those solicitors taken to the SDT are 

from ethnic minority groups. This follows information requests from the Law Gazette.  



 

 

Analysis by the Law Gazette shows  the  BSB has challenged just two tribunal judgments 

in the past five years. By comparison, the SRA  challenged nine SDT judgments in 2017/18 

of which seven were successful. The Gazette argued the figures added to the debate about 

the contrasting treatment of barristers and solicitors when they breach conduct rules.  

The structure of the magistracy is to be overhauled to bring it into line with the rest of 

the judiciary, according to media reports of an unpublished  strategy  drawn up by the  

Magistrates  Leadership  Executive.  This would  abolish local justice areas and create a single 

bench  with  initiation  and  listing of cases organised across a wider geographical area.  

The CMA published the findings of its research into the legal services market in 

Scotland. Its recommendations focus on improving  the information made available to people  

to make it easier for them to shop around. The Scottish Government and Law Society of 

Scotland are encouraged to introduce ABS and remove certain restrictive requirements of 

the scheme legislated for in 2000 (but which has not been implemented).  The CMA also  

endorsed the Roberton Review proposals on  regulatory reform, calling for an  independent 

body to regulate the legal profession, setting standards and handling complaints.   

A challenge against a ‘legal bot’ in the German courts has been successful. The 

Hanseatic Bar Association Hamburg  took a case  to  the regional court of Cologne. The court 

found that the bot, an online contract generator, was in effect  providing legal services. They  

ruled that this was in breach of German laws on the unauthorised practice of law.  

Market developments 

Withers has launched a  service for couples wanting an amicable separation without 

instructing separate lawyers.  Called a ‘separation model for couples’, which can be 

conducted remotely via technology, the service is similar to that provided by the online 

service amicable. At the same time, the firm announced a series of podcasts on family law 

issues hosted by the TV celebrity Mariella Frostrup.  

National Accident Helpline is giving up its authorisation as a claims management 

company and will in future be overseen by the SRA. Its  parent company NAHL Group, 

which is listed on AIM, said this was the next stage of its “strategic personal injury plan” that  
saw it create a wholly owned ABS regulated by  the SRA, National Accident Law, a year ago.  

NAHL’s shares crashed  two months ago after it said uncertainty in the PI market would  

significantly  affect its performance in 2020, meaning it had to  suspend paying any dividends.  

City firms have pledged £85,000 so far towards an emergency fund to save law 

centres from closure as a result of the  Covid-19 crisis. The Law Centres Network is  

establishing  a Justice Fund to help law centres which, director Julie Bishop said, ‘were 

operating on a knife edge financially’ before the  pandemic. Those who have already  pledged 

emergency cash include DLA Piper  and Mishcon de Reya.  

Magic circle firm Clifford Chance has imposed gender and ethnicity targets for the 

next five years, in order to accelerate the ‘all-too-gradual pace of change’ in the legal  
sector. In its annual report, Clifford Chance published an overall gender pay gap for 

employees  and partners of 65.7% and an associate gender  pay gap of 4.8%. The firm also  

published its ethnicity pay gap (51.6%); its sexuality pay gap (27.5%); and its disability pay 

gap (27%). The firm said it wants women to make  up at least 30% of its partnership by 2025 

and aims to create a ‘more balanced secretarial population’. It has also  introduced a target 

stating 15%  of new partners should be from ethnic minority backgrounds  by 2025.  



 

Market intelligence and research  

A Bar Council survey found that more than half of barristers’ chambers said they will 

go out of business within six months if they do not receive financial support during 

the coronavirus crisis.  Some 55% said their chambers could not survive six months 

without financial aid  if the current circumstances were to persist, rising to 81% who could not 

go on for a year.  The figures for the  criminal Bar –  which has  been hit hardest by the  crisis –  
were 67% and 90% respectively.  The Bar Council has been urging the  government to 

introduce further targeted financial support to ensure the sustainability of the Bar.  

The National Domestic Abuse helpline has seen a 25% increase in calls and online  

requests for help since the lockdown.  Campaigners warned the restrictions could 

heighten domestic tensions and cut off escape routes.  

SRA research found that many disabled solicitors have downplayed the extent of their  

disability because they do not trust law firms to meet their needs. The SRA looked  at 

3,000 firms’ disability inclusion policies, consulting with experts and disabled solicitors, and 

reviewed  existing research.  It found just 3% of solicitors declared their disability, a figure 

unchanged for a decade.  It proposed steps including ensuring  a firm-wide culture that 

encouraged a positive working environment for disabled employees, such as openness in  

conversations about making adjustments.  

Research by SAID Business School, in conjunction with the Law Society, found the take-up 

of many forms of lawtech are “modest” in England and Wales, especially AI.  Fewer 

than 25% of solicitors polled had so far used AI-backed legal software. It  also found low 

levels of technology training among solicitors.  The questionnaire was sent to  10,000 

randomly selected solicitors, but only 353 completed responses were received.  



 
          

 

          

           
              

             

 

            

             
            

              
           

              
             

            
           

           
            

 

          

            
           

             
           

          

          

 

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

Indicator of success Source 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 

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 £3,470k £3,725k 

LSB levy per authorised person LSB £31.65 £27.97 £25.36 £24.71 £21.55 £18.83 £19.00 £20.01 

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 

Levels of shopping around: Individuals O LSCP 22% 22% 24% 25% 25% 27% 27% 28% 

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

Ease of shopping around: Individuals O LSCP 57% 55% 54% 57% 57% 48% 54% 56% 

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

Providers publish prices on websites O LSB 18% 18% 

Consumers who do nothing when dissatisfied O LSCP 42% 44% 44% 42% 35% 49% 35% 37% 

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

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

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% 

Increasing innovation, growth and the diversity of services and providers 

UK wide legal services turnover (uninflated) ONS £27.9bn £30.4bn £30.8bn £31.6bn £32.4bn £33.3bn £35.4bn £37.2bn 

Number of active ABS LAs 68 236 373 618 837 1,091 1,244 1,389 

Level of service innovation (over 3yrs) O LSB 28% 26% 

Regulation seen as barrier to service innovation O LSB 50% 40% A,B 

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

Net exports of UK legal services ONS £3.5bn £3.7bn £4.1bn £4.2bn £4.7bn £5.2bn £6.6bn 

Non-UK litigants using Commercial Court Portland 70% 71% 77% 63% 66% 72% 59% 60% 

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