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Overview

This briefing suggests how law firms, local law societies and practitioner groups can lobby decision makers with their concerns around the proposed closure of court services across England and Wales.  You should be aware that at the national level, the Council of the Law Society has decided not to campaign against the program of court closures.  The Council’s decision was taken in the light of the pressure to reduce public expenditure, and it believes that cuts in the court estate would be less unacceptable than cuts in the scope and eligibility for legal aid or the provision of legal representation funded by legal aid.
However, the Society has received informal indications that the Ministry of Justice may be willing to reconsider proposals for the closure of individual courts if a very strong and sound case can be made.  The closure of 103 Magistrates’ Courts and 54 County Courts is estimated to save £15.3 million in running costs annually and avoid incurring £21.5 million on maintenance costs.  Within total expenditure budgets at the Ministry, this is small beer: reducing the amount of savings to say £12 million by reversing the proposed closure of 30 of the courts may be acceptable to the Government.  However, the Government will need to persuaded by particularly strong cases if it is to be diverted from its proposed closure programme.
Appendix 1 - Suggested letter

Appendix 1 is the basis of a suggested letter for you to write to the Ministry of Justice (MoJ) and/or HM Courts Services (HMCS). It should provide a suitable format to aid you in setting out your concerns regarding the effect of the court closure upon your firm, and the access to justice by your clients.
Appendix 2 - Further lobbying

In addition to responding formally to the MoJ consultation, you may also wish to undertake further lobbying around this issue, including writing to your MP. Your MPs will have an active interest in the closure of any magistrates and country courts with their area, and in turn they may want to write directly to the Secretary of state for Justice to amplify yours and their concerns. You can find out who your local MP is, by entering your office’s postcode into http://findyourmp.parliament.uk/.

You may also to follow up a letter by arranging an appointment to meet your MP at one of their constituency surgeries, or at your office.
Further information

The Law Society is always happy to help in any queries with further information on responding to the consultation and lobbying your MP. For advice, please contact:

· Steven Durno (policy enquiries) steven.durno@lawsociety.org.uk, 020 7320 5726
· Richard Messingham (parliamentary enquires), richard.messingham@lawsociety.org.uk, 020 7320 5858

Appendix 1 - Suggested letter to the HMCS

<<Address>>

<<Date>>

Dear Mr/Ms etc <<Surname>>,
Proposal on the provision of court services in xx county/city/area

Introduction

You could cover the following points in the introductory section of the letter:
· The difficulties which will be created for members of the public who do not have access to private cars

· Cite the actual times that it will take to travel to the alternative court facility to which cases will be transferred in the  event of closure

· Point to the additional travelling time for solicitors for which they cannot be reimbursed through legal aid funding

· The additional cost to the Court Service resulting from cases not being heard due to individuals arriving late or failing to attend altogether

Suggested key messages

You could cover the following points in the key messages section of the letter;
· The loss of access to justice at the local level

· The conflict with the Government’s commitment to localism

Consultation response
You could cover the following points in the formal response to the consultation
· Highlight particular local concerns and conditions – for example closure of a court recently refurbished or with excellent links to detention cells
Yours sincerely

<<Name>>

<<Position>>

Appendix 2 - Suggested letter to your MP

<<Name>> MP

House of Commons

London

SW1A 0AA

<<Date>>

Dear Mr/Ms/Sir etc <<Surname>>,
Proposal on the provision of court services in xx county/city/area

Introduction

We suggest you open with the following key points

· You’re a local Solicitor based in <<Town>> within their constituency, representing their constituents within <<Court>>.

· Set out that you’re requesting an early meeting to explain your concerns at the results of the proposed court closures, and that you are seeking their support to oppose the closure.

Your personal section

You could cover the following points in the personal section of the letter:
· The loss of access to justice at the local level

· The conflict with the Government’s commitment to localism

· The difficulties which will be created for members of the public who do not have access to private cars

· Cite the actual times that it will take to travel to the alternative court facility to which cases will be transferred in the event of closure

· Point to the additional travelling time for solicitors for which they cannot be reimbursed through legal aid funding

· The additional cost to the Court Service resulting from cases not being heard due to individuals arriving late or failing to attend altogether

· Particular local considerations

Closing paragraph

Close by explaining that:

· You would appreciate an early opportunity to meet with your MP to discuss the effect of the court closure on their constituency.

· You are keen to discuss ways in which you can support your MP in raising this issue within Parliament and lobby the Ministry of Justice and HM Courts Service.

· You are happy to host a meeting at your office, or that you’re happy to meet them at one of their constituency surgeries.

Yours sincerely

<<Name>>

<<Position>>









� The address to send your consultation response varies according o which consultation you are responding to. Please see � HYPERLINK "http://www.justice.gov.uk/consultations/consultations.htm" ��http://www.justice.gov.uk/consultations/consultations.htm� for the details of the appropriate contact.


� For the names of the MP who’s constituency includes your office use � HYPERLINK "http://findyourmp.parliament.uk/" ��http://findyourmp.parliament.uk/�
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