P

R

J

U

ANNUAL REVIEW 2016

A C

T

S

T

I

C
I

A
C

L
E

Avon & Bristol
Law Centre

Welcome to our 2016 annual review.
During the past twelve months we’ve
seen a staggering 50% increase in
enquiries over the previous year: from
people fleeing persecution, being
refused access to health and social care
services, facing homelessness, loss of
employment, and increasing levels of
poverty and discrimination.
In response to this spiralling increase in
demand we are expanding our services
and developing innovative ways of
doing more as efficiently as possible. For
example, our Legal Advocacy Support
Project works in partnership with UWE
and University of Law students to help
represent more than ten times as many
clients as would otherwise be possible.
We were delighted that this project won
The Lawyer’s Pro Bono Initiative of the
Year award earlier this year.
With so many people in desperate need

of quality legal advice and representation,
we are increasingly focusing our resources
on those who need this most, and who
may find it difficult to access our services.
We are delighted to be leading the ‘Ask
Us’ partnership with 1625ip and Citizens
Advice Bristol - an exciting new five year
Big Lottery funded project that will help
young people in crisis get the advice they
need to give them a more stable footing.
We are immensely grateful to all of our
staff, volunteers, funders and partner
agencies without whom we would not
exist. And there are many ways in which
you too can become involved and support
your local Law Centre. Please consider
becoming a member, and add your voice
to those of us who want a society where
everyone has access to not only justice in
theory but practical justice that makes a
real difference to people’s lives.
Roger Berry, Chair of Trustees.

Visit www.ablc.org.uk/get-involved to find out more

I could not have gone
through the appeal and
win my case without your
professional help. Your
support and advice and
also the way you dealt with
all the issues surrounding
my case were invaluable
to me, your team gave me
some hope and I would
definitely be in a much
worse place without you.

Every freedom protected, every legal victory and every life changed for the better is thanks to supporters who prize access to justice:
Albion Chambers
Bewley Recruitment
Big Lottery Fund
BPP University
Bristol City Council
Bristol Law Society
Bristol Pro Bono Network
Burges Salmon
Cabot Circus
Comic Relief
DAC Beachcroft
Doughty Street Chambers

Employment Lawyers Association
Garden Court Chambers
Guildhall Chambers
Invictus Chambers
Legal Aid Agency
No5 Chambers
Old Square Chambers
Osborne Clarke
Quartet Community Foundation
South Gloucestershire Council
South West Legal Support Trust
St John’s Chambers

The AB Charitable Trust
The Access to Justice Foundation
The Baring Foundation
The Legal Education Foundation
The Three Guineas Trust
The University of Law
TLT Solicitors
University of Bristol
University of Bristol Bar Society
University of Bristol Law Clinic
UWE Bristol

Thanks to our funders whose commitment and generosity helps bring justice into reach for more people. Thanks to everyone who
has baked, bowled and bought; the walkers, quiz champions and great debaters who choose to help people facing some of the
biggest challenges of their lives. Thanks to our community: our inspiring volunteers, members and partners who work alongside us to
help local people. Thanks to everyone who gives their time, skills and expertise and shares their resources with us.
Together we can tip the scales of justice in favour of many more people.

Call 0117 924 8662 to talk to us about how you can help
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Our clients represent some of the poorest
Henry Brooke @HenryBrooke1 · Jul 13
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them to bring about necessary policy
changes and to prevent future problems.
Henry Brooke @HenryBrooke1 · Jul 12
Law Centres also help build capacity
within local communities by training and
supporting groups and educating people
about their rights.
Avon & Bristol Law Centre is a
charity, staffed by specialist solicitors
and caseworkers whose advice and

Learn more at www.lawcentres.org.uk

If law centres didn't exist someone wd
have to invent them  and fund many
more. They do wonders  on a shoestring.
Matthew Scott @Barristerblog
Ex App Ct judge @HenryBrooke1 devotes much time to the unglamorous but
essential work of underfunded Law Centres.
sirhenrybrooke.me/category/stori…
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See my blog today about
@HarrowLawCentre at sirhenry.brooke.me
 12th story of injustice
John Hyde @JohnHyde1982

Community care

Immigration

5%

18%



From nearly 8,000 enquiries last year, the
number of cases we completed in each
area of law is illustrated below:

Welfare benefits

15%

representation is provided to our clients
free of charge thanks to the generosity of
our funders.
Henry Brooke (@HenryBrooke1) | Twitter

Public law

3%

Law Centres work with their
communities to defend the legal rights
of local people.
We specialise in social
9/29/2016
welfare law which includes community
care, discrimination, employment,
housing, immigration, mental health,
public law and welfare benefits. We aim
to help people save their homes, keep
their jobs and protect their families.

Discrimination
16%
%

15

Employment

7%

Family

%
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Housing

Mental health

Securing justice means different things
to different people. Here are just some of
the outcomes we have helped clients to
achieve this year:
»» Women and children kept safe from
violence and exploitation
»» Accommodation secured for people at
risk
»» Increasing family income for those
living in poverty
»» Homes and workplaces more accessible
for people with disabilities
»» Free and reduced social care charges
for elderly people to help retain their
independence
»» Better support in the community for
people with mental health problems
»» Reinstating people who have been
unfairly dismissed

Our mission is improving the lives of
disadvantaged people in Bristol and
across the south-west through providing
access to justice. For example, we have
increased the income of families living
in poverty by £1,296,799 in the last 12
months.
Overall, we dealt with nearly 8,000
enquiries last year.

Find out more www.ablc.org.uk

7%

Homelessness remains a particular problem
in Bristol due to the high demand for
housing, shortage of affordable homes,
unscrupulous landlords and the inequalities
that characterise city life. But the reasons
people may face homelessness are much
less easy to summarise.
For example, James had lived with his
mother for many years until her death. He
was very vulnerable and had relied upon
his mother heavily throughout that time.
When she died, the landlord tried to make
James leave, as it was his mother that had
been the registered tenant of the property.
The potential impact of coping on his own,
especially if away from his neighbourhood
network, presented significant risks to
James’s mental health and wellbeing –
risks that the local authority and NHS
would be likely to have to deal with in the
future.

Support our work at localgiving.com/ablc

So we prepared a case which convinced
the landlord that James should be housed,
and the landlord offered him another
smaller but affordable property - crucially
in the same area he had lived throughout
his life.
The fact James didn’t have to move
to a new area had a direct impact on
maintaining his overall wellbeing, as
did the affordability of the property he
moved to. Through detailed investigation,
negotiation and working constructively
with the landlord, everyone involved
benefited from this result.
Sometimes, however, homelessness can
happen without warning. In these cases
we represent people to ensure they can
enforce their rights. For example, in a
recent letter of thanks, Priti, who had just
moved into her flat, having been homeless
for nearly four years, told us:

Every time our legal team prevent someone
from being made homeless, not only is
that person kept safe, warm and well, but
pressure is reduced on other public services
– such as local authorities, the NHS and the
police. They can quantify the difference in
their budgets. For the people involved, of
course, the difference is priceless.

The difference is already life
changing. The flat is so peaceful
I had my first whole night’s
sleep last night in years! It is
soundproofed, double glazed
and warm! Now it is time to
recover from the trauma suffered
over the last four years. Some of
the physical consequences are
permanent. But this move has
given me not only hope for the
future but hope I can reclaim my
life back - including my social life
and a proper job.

The extent and effects of the refugee
crisis have been well documented. We
are seeing a substantial increase in
unaccompanied asylum seeking children
being looked after by local authorities.
Their journey to the UK is often
traumatic, with children often mistreated
by their traffickers.
Abas, a 15 year old Afghan boy,
had attended a religious school in
Afghanistan where he was forcibly
recruited by the Taliban. He had been
arrested by the Afghan Security Forces,
detained for 15 days and beaten.
After his release, the Taliban visited
his home and he was forced to take
bomb shells to a war zone. Following
a grenade attack on his family’s house,
his parents were killed. A few days later,
the Taliban sought to forcibly recruit him
again.

Abas knew his life was at risk so long as he
remained and so he fled Afghanistan. He
arrived in the UK where he has no family or
relatives to support him.
Abas claimed asylum as a child but
was refused on the basis that his story
was not credible. He had constant fears
about returning to Afghanistan which
were affecting his mental health. He had
been self-harming and struggled with
participating in the asylum process as well
as school and day to day life.
We needed to make sure that his mental
health was taken into consideration and
his voice was heard in his asylum claim
and throughout the process.

To give your time or experience go to www.ablc.org.uk

Abas was eventually found to be suffering
from post traumatic shock syndrome.
Supported by this evidence we represented
him in his appeal where his asylum claim
was upheld by the Judge.
Abas’s mental health is improving due to
a more certain immigration status and
knowing that he will not have to face
danger in Afghanistan once he becomes
an adult. He is now able to focus on his
studies and progress in what are the most
formative years of his life.

Following this outcome, Abas told us:

I can sleep now and make a
good life. I will do my studies
and become a good doctor.

Our mental health solicitors regularly
represent patients before the Mental
Health Tribunal who are exercising their
statutory rights to appeal against their
detention in hospital under the Mental
Health Act. Some of our clients have
been in hospital for many years but over
time have progressed to the point where
they are ready to be discharged into the
community.
We represented Mark at the tribunal.
He had been detained in a medium
secure unit for approximately 5½
years. Whilst in hospital Mark received
a formal diagnosis and commenced
regular medication and other forms of
treatment including psychology and drug
and alcohol rehabilitation. As his health
improved, he developed a regular routine
of activities and occupational therapy and
in time was able to take responsibility

for administrating his own medication.
In addition, whilst in hospital he reestablished his relationships with several
close family members. At the tribunal,
with the assistance of his treating team,
we successfully argued that he was ready
to be conditionally discharged into the
community. He is now successfully living
in supported accommodation, has regular
contact with his family and is considering a
return to education.
The lack of available beds on acute wards
for people requiring urgent admission
to hospital under the Mental Health Act
is an ongoing problem. For many of our
clients there has been no option but to
be admitted to hospitals out of their local
area.
This can be extremely stressful and
destabilising for people, and is detrimental
to their recovery. In another case Sarah

was suddenly transferred on two occasions
to different hospitals out of the area. We
helped her make a formal complaint on the
basis that her right to private family life
had been breached as her husband was
unable to afford to visit her:
The mental health team has also increased

The difference you all have
made to me has made a
tremendous difference to
myself and my two young
girls. It was like when
somebody is drowning in the
middle of the ocean with no
hope and suddenly the rescue
services come and rescue you.

its involvement in cases concerning mental
capacity in the Court of Protection this
year. We act for people that are unable
to make decisions for themselves due to
mental incapacity. The team has worked
with elderly clients where decisions need
to be made about where it is in their
best interests to live and also for young
disabled adults who are unable to make
decisions about their care and support due
to incapacity.

that it was in the best interests of the
client to spend a period of time in a
residential assessment centre.
The Law Centre’s client-centred and
compassionate approach is key to
assisting clients in this type of situation.

We have also represented a young person
with severe autism in Court of Protection
proceedings to determine where they
should live. We work hard to make sure
our client’s voice is heard during the court
process and ensure that the right decisions
are made. In this case all parties agreed

Learn more at www.ablc.org.uk

Our Community Care team supports
people who need to access health and
social services.

needs get the adaptations that they need
at home, and the opportunity to experience
similar activities to their peers.

Health and social care are vast areas
which many of us come into contact
with. With fewer resources available,
growing demand and continual
amendments to guidance following
implementation of The Care Act 2014
the demand for specialist advice and
representation is increasing rapidly.

We coordinate Bristol’s Community
Care Network and work in partnership
with community groups and the legal
community so that people have a greater
understanding of their rights.

The team supports people of all ages
who encounter difficulties in accessing
the health and social care they need.

Our thanks go to everyone who
contributed to the success of ‘Pathways
to Justice,’ an event to help people with
learning disabilities navigate legal services.

Other key public events were supporting
the Bristol City Council’s Disability Forum
For example, we help older people with talk by a specialist on the employment
physical and mental health conditions to rights of carers and a specific learning
disabilities event to publicise research on
gain the level of care that they need to
maintain their independence.
provision of legal services for people with
learning disabilities.
We work with families and carers so
that children with disabilities and special We work alongside young people who are

Learn more at www.ablc.org.uk/community-care.html

leaving care so that they receive crucial
support with their housing, education,
legal status and financial needs during
their transition to adulthood.
We help victims of trafficking and destitute
migrant men, women and children so that
they receive the appropriate support and
accommodation that they urgently need.

We stand up for children in need.
Incorrect age assessments for
undocumented children can have
a profound effect on their future
as they are expected to live an
adult life and cope in a new and
adult environment. We employ
our legal expertise to return them
to childhood and to secure ageappropriate access to education
where they can develop language
and skills for life in Britain.

You made an
unbelievable amount
of difference. I don’t
know who I could have
turned to if I hadn’t
been directed to you.

When Joyce approached Social Services
for help she was suffering with a
crumbling spine which made any
movement, even with a walking stick,
extremely painful. Her mental health
was poor; she had a personality disorder
and depression. When we met her, Joyce
had already challenged a decision which
denied her community care but the
experience of being referred back and
forth with her local Community Mental
Health Team had caused her immense
distress. After several months, Joyce
gathered the determination to follow
our recommendation to press for her
entitlement. After being turned away
yet again, we helped Joyce to achieve
the right level of support to enjoy
independent living and to get out and
enjoy some social activities. This took
Joyce two years.

A large number of [benefit tribunal] decisions are wrong. The internal mechanism for
correcting it is almost impossible. If your benefits are taken away it’s a really serious
issue.
[Former Director of Public Prosecutions Sir Keir Starmer]
We are witnessing unprecedented
change in the way people receive
the welfare benefits they depend on.
Simultaneously, most free advice (‘Legal
Aid’) about people’s rights to welfare
benefits has been ended. So when
mistakes are made, there is very little
help available to correct them. As they
often involve people with long-term
health conditions or disabilities, the
result is that already disadvantaged
individuals face both injustice and
further hardship.
We have expanded our volunteer
advocacy project to meet this crucial
need. Using law students to help people
appeal against incorrect Employment
Support Allowance decisions, we have
achieved an unprecedented 96% success
rate. Now, with funding from the Three

Guineas Trust, many more clients can
benefit from this service.
Unfortunately, a similar problem seems to
be developing with other welfare benefits.
Around 50,000 people in the Bristol
area currently receive Disability Living
Allowance to help them cope with physical
disabilities, mental health issues and
learning difficulties. By 2017 they will have
been transferred to a new system called
Personal Independence Payments.

Again as a result of the complex transition
process, incorrect decisions and very
little help being available, we are already
receiving more requests for support than
we can deal with. So we will continue
to explore ways we can respond to this
challenge in a way that upholds people’s
rights and dignity. As one client said: “You
made a huge impact. You helped me feel
real again and made me feel like someone
who has a place in society.”

Discrimination takes many forms but is
always very distressing for those who
experience it. We help people challenge
discriminators and help perpertrators
understand the impact of their actions.
For example, Simon had physical
mobility problems and needed a stairlift.
However, his property was not suitable
for adaptation. He was therefore unable
to look after his children when they were
upstairs. Everyone agreed he had to move
but he was repeatedly rejected from social
housing because the landlord said every
property was unsuitable for installing a
stairlift. Our discrimination team helped to
raise a complaint which was successfully
escalated to the Ombudsman and finally
resolved. Simon is now able to live a more
independent and full family life.

Amir worked for a public body and faced
racial discrimination which also led
to her being victimised. We supported
her successfully at a Tribunal hearing
which helped restore some of Amir’s
self-esteem and confidence. But the case
also had more wide-reaching positive
consequences, because her employer
chose to review their relevant policies
and procedures. One of the review’s
most significant outcomes was a
commitment to regularly obtain advice
“from our existing BME employees to
ensure we have a culture where staff are
able to raise any race related concerns
and have confidence that these matters
will be addressed by the Authority.”
Amir’s experience should therefore make
her workplace better for all BME staff in
the future.

To donate £5 text ABLC22£5 to 70070

You can support our work at

@ABLC1

.com/ablc

Thanks to our funders for enabling us to help
unravel people’s problems.
If you’d like to help us to help more disadvantaged
people locally, by sharing your time, expertise or
money, please get in touch at www.ablc.org.uk,
via mail@ablc.org.uk or 0117 924 8662.
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