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18 July 2022 

The Parole Board Users Group 

The Parole Board for England and Wales  

Floor 3 10 South Colonnade  

Canary Wharf  

London  

E14 4PU 

 

Dear PBUG members,  

 

Suspension of legal representative attendance at the next Parole Board Users’ Group  

 

As you know we have been a committed stakeholder regularly attending Parole Board User 

Group (PBUG) meetings to ensure the smooth running of the parole process.  We regret we have 

taken the unprecedented decision not to participate in the next PBUG meeting. We wish to 

explain our reasons for this. 

  

The Ministry of Justice (MoJ) launched the Criminal Legal Aid Review in December 2018 in 

response to stakeholder concerns about the long-term sustainability of Criminal Legal Aid.  As 

part of that review, Sir Christopher Bellamy concluded late last year that the sector needed a 

minimum of £135m every year to reverse what he described as ‘years of neglect’.1 He specifically 

addressed the importance of prison law in his review and recommended that the proposed 

increases should also apply to this area of work (paras 14.42 and 14.44).  Criminal law barristers 

are currently undertaking action as a result of the Government’s failure to properly implement 

the recommendations.  

  

You may not be aware that prison lawyers who undertake many thousands of parole hearings 

each year will not receive any increase at all in rates of pay, not even the increases being applied 

to all other areas of work that fall under the Legal Aid Agency’s crime contract.   This is despite 

                                                 
1
 Independent Review of Criminal Legal Aid - Report (publishing.service.gov.uk)  

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1041117/clar-independent-review-report-2021.pdf
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the fact that the initial fixed fee scheme introduced in 2011 was subsequently reduced by nearly 

10%. Prison law legal aid rates are simply not sustainable. 

 

The amount we can bill is also subject to a fixed fee.  The principle behind the fixed fee scheme 

was that the cases where less work was required would balance those where the fixed fee was 

exceeded.  However, with the increasing complexity of the parole process, most cases will exceed 

the fixed fee (when calculated on an hourly rate basis) meaning that there is no prospect of a 

‘cross subsidy’ with those cases where less work is required.  

  

Travel time is not included within the fixed fee structure for travelling to prisons. The 

Government could dramatically increase video-conferencing facilities but has chosen not to.   

 

As you will be aware, a large number of firms have ceased offering prison legal aid. In 2010 there 

were around 500 provider offices doing prison law and this has fallen to just 110 as of March 

2022.  The profession is simply dropping out of this highly specialised area of work.  The lack of 

representation is not just damaging for prisoners but also has implications for the efficiency of 

the Parole Board and the costs to the prison service.  

  

The Parole Board and members of PBUG will be aware that APL members, and other prison 

lawyers who contribute in other capacities, have attended PBUG meetings for over two decades, 

devoted countless hours to contributing to consultations and working groups. This is all 

completely unpaid work which we do to seek to bring improvements to the parole system for the 

benefit of all stakeholders as well as our clients.  

  

We know that this is acknowledged and appreciated by the Parole Board. The decision to exclude 

prison law completely from planned increases in legal aid rates has confirmed that our work and 

contribution is not valued at all by the Government/ MoJ. We are concerned at the disregard 

shown by the Government towards the parole process, an attitude which is epitomised by the 

failure to properly consult either the Parole Board or relevant stakeholders on the fundamental 

changes to the parole process that are currently taking place  

  

We are not under any illusions that our decision not to attend a quarterly meeting of the Parole 

Board Users’ Group will be noticed in the way that concerted action by criminal law barristers has 

been.  

 

Nevertheless, we will seek to publish and distribute this letter in the hope that it might bring 

some attention to this issue.  The concept of parole is integral to the core purposes of 

rehabilitation and public protection and has long been recognised as a critical aspect of the penal 

process and the management of prisons.  It is a huge moment in the life of a prisoner and for 

those who have been recalled, it has an immediate impact on their liberty.  There is no rational 

basis for treating the parole process as less important or specialised than a criminal trial.  Indeed, 

Sir Christopher Bellamy recommended that the scope of prison law should be extended and 

noted that: 
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“Given the experience of legal aid lawyers working in prison law and of charities such as 

the Howard League, one cannot help thinking that better provision of trained legal advice 

to prisoners, including especially young offenders, would lead to better outcomes, 

particularly in terms of sentencing calculations and decisions of the Parole Board, in turn 

reducing the pressure on the prison estate.” (14.44) 

 

The exclusion of prison work from the planned increases in legal aid rates demonstrates at best, a 

total lack of understanding of the work itself and at worst, a deliberate decision to underfund this 

vital part of the criminal justice system.  It is, in our view another facet of the lack of respect that 

has been shown to all of the stakeholders in the parole process. 

  

We trust that members of PBUG, with whom we have had a highly productive and fruitful 

working relationship over many years, will understand and support our reasons for this decision. 

We are seeking a meeting with the Justice Secretary in the absence of a current legal aid Minister 

and will review our position once we receive a response from the Secretary of State.   

 

 

Yours faithfully 

 

 

 

The Association of Prison Lawyers 

The Prisoners’ Advice Service  

The Howard League for Penal reform  

Legal Aid Practitioners’ Group 


