Public Legal Education Strategy Task Force inaugural meeting 12 January 2006. Paper 1/03a

Notes for presentation by ASA, CF and LAG

Direct Background to the Joint Consultation

· ASA (through Advicenow), CF and LAG, all have a longstanding interest albeit from different positions: 

· LAG as a longstanding policy matter (e.g. its “A Strategy for Justice” published 1997; and policy paper:”Public Legal Education-unfinished business?” 2002); 

· Advicenow as part of the effective delivery of advice from its inception; (e.g. inclusion as an annual Advicenow conference topic in 2003-5); and 

· CF as an educational entitlement (through Law in Education project (mid 1980s) and development of law related citizenship resources and activities from 1989 including incorporation in the national citizenship curriculum from 2002);

· Immediate inspiration for the 2004 joint consultation was reflection following the Advicenow annual conference in 2003;

· A joint decision to carry out the consultation was taken in March 2004; drafting discussion paper April- September 2004; three month consultation September-December 2004(slightly extended for late commentators);

· The Consultation paper was distributed to about 50 interested bodies; it was available on the three organizations’ websites and was publicized in the legal press. 22 responses were received. 

· The results of the Consultation and the related Proposal for Development (including establishing an independent steering group) were published and submitted to the Secretary of State for Constitutional Affairs in June 2005;

· Discussions with DCA in the summer/autumn of 2005 which led to: agreement in principle to establish the task force; the development of some suggested terms of reference; the identification of an independent chair and the announcement in December 2005.

Other key routes and influences

· Paths to Justice: what people do and think about going to law? (H.Genn 1999);

· Causes of Action: civil law and social justice (LSC Feb 2004), a report building on Paths to Justice;

· DCA establishing an Education, Information and Advice Strategy to support its five-year programme: Delivering Justice, Rights and Democracy, announced in December 2004;

Some other recent relevant developments

· The introduction of Citizenship as a mandatory secondary school subject in England from September 2002(including a significant law-related element);

· LSC experiment with “Young Community Legal Service Partnerships in 2002/3” (not continued);

· Civil Justice Council establishing a Public Legal Education Working Group and holding a Citizenship Forum in March 2004;
· LSC first/second round PIB projects (2002-4) some of which had an educational aspect (not continued [?]);

· The Office of Fair Trading launched its consumer education strategy in November 2004;

· The regulatory review of legal services chaired by Sir David Clementi published in December 2004 included the promotion of public understanding of legal rights in the proposed objectives for the new Legal Services Regulator and recognized the need for education “as well as” the provision of information;

· The growth of a “streetlaw” approach in the education of lawyers in undergraduate and postgraduate settings.

PLE: what is it? – an initial attempt at definition

 One suggested definition (taken from the Joint Paper, PLE: A Proposal for Development, June 2005) is:

“Public legal education combines the supply of appropriate information with the process of developing the attitudes, knowledge, understanding and skills necessary to make informed personal decisions in circumstances which are affected by our individual and collective legal rights and responsibilities.”

An alternative suggestion (developed to respond to some criticisms of the cumbersome language made at an ASA conference workshop in September 2005) is:

“Public legal education increases public awareness, knowledge and understanding of the law and rights and develops the skills [and confidence] needed to deal effectively with disputes and legal problems “ 

PLE- why is it important?

The views of the three organisations are addressed in some detail in the Joint Consultation paper and the Proposals for Development. 

The importance of PLE is also addressed in some of the other reports referred to (Paths to Justice; Causes of Action etc) and in much older material (for example, “Good Advice for All” published by NCC all of 25 years ago)

The addendum to this note contains some individual thoughts on the purposes and importance of PLE. They are not necessarily the way the three organizations would present the case. They are offered to start, but not to pre-empt, any debate by the Task Force and others.

PLE - developing the strategy: some issues to consider which were identified in or which arise out of the Joint Consultation:

· Clarifying the definition and scope of what we mean by PLE;

· Making the case(and winning the argument)that PLE is an essential  part of legal and advice services and should be embraced by the providers of those services;

· Considering how to engage the adult community, in particular addressing the view that adults generally “don’t want to know”;

· Considering  the concern of some professionals that “a little knowledge is a dangerous thing” and could undermine professional advice; 

· Considering the concern of others that PLE will raise expectations and increase “unmet need” by imposing additional burdens on frontline advice staff;

· Ensuring that PLE is both actively promoted and is not seen as a substitute for properly funded legal advice and representation;

· Considering the nature and funding of the organisation which has ongoing responsibility for PLE;

· Considering how to marry local needs and delivery with a national strategy;

· Considering how to set and maintain quality standards;

· Considering how to identify and then target  the  needs of specific communities-especially deprived communities;

· Considering how to reach the hard to reach;

· Assessing how to demonstrate the effectiveness of PLE as a useful intervention in individual lives as part of a holistic approach to the provision of advice ;

· Considering how to link effectively and not compete with overlapping initiatives e.g. Consumer education; financial literacy etc
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Addendum

Some suggested purposes of PLE:  

· to encourage understanding  of legal rights, effective individual action, engagement with society and to be an agent for change
· to help combat ignorance (e.g. differentiating between criminal v civil v public law), confusion ( e.g. level of crime/violent crimes ; police powers), biased presentation ( e.g. conflation of asylum seekers with terrorists) and some straight deceptions ( e.g. recognising telephone scams);

· to address the sense of individual and collective helplessness in the face of legal issues arising out of ignorance and confusion, by building capacity to recognize and manage problems in the most effective way-including knowledge of when and where to get help;

PLE should focus on providing:

· Interesting and accessible information;

· activity led participation; 

· skills development; and

· engagement of and with experts/professionals.
PLE meets:

· the citizenship agenda: it’s an entitlement and a necessary condition if citizens are to engage in society effectively;
· the law and order agenda:  a better understanding of rights and responsibilities leads to earlier preventative or avoiding action; better signposting leads to earlier and more effective intervention; better quality instructions are given to advisers;
· the personal development  agenda:  boosting self esteem and confidence encourages solution based conduct and behaviour rather than early resort to unnecessary confrontation;
· the social inclusion and community cohesion agenda:  PLE helps create community confidence, facilitates decisions about community action  and leads to more appropriate and effective recourse to professionals ;
· the change agenda:  by creating a better and more informed public lobby and enabling the ability and willingness to make voices heard in response to local and national consultations.
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