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Hackney Community Law centre features in international book on the future of legal aid 

The story of how homeless asylum seekers were helped by Hackney Community Law centre has been featured in an international book published by the Solicitor’s Journal called ‘Unequal before the law? The future of legal aid’ which can be found at http://www.jures.co.uk/whitepapers/jzqXCQ6W_SJ_Justice%20Gap%20June%202011_Unequal%20before%20the%20law.pdf 
The Somalian refugee writes in the book (p37): ‘The law centre has been so helpful to me and my mother. It’s a place dedicated to helping people like us. For us, the law centre has been a lifeline, and I am sure it has been and continues to be the same for many others. I will always be grateful for the help I received and thank both our solicitors from the bottom of our hearts.’

HCLC senior lawyer Nat Matthews points out. ‘This shows that action by a law centre has resulted in an injustice being successfully challenged, people who are needy and vulnerable being found help and only because of the availability of legal aid would this have happened. I dread to think what could have happened to this man and his mother if we had not been able to help them.’

The refugee explained: ‘A friend told us about Hackney Community Law Centre and how the housing solicitor was extremely helpful and supportive. We had nowhere to sleep the night we went to the law centre. The housing lawyer contacted various departments of the council and got a court order over the telephone. We were placed in a bed and breakfast at one

o’clock in the morning.

‘At the time, we also had immigration problems. The immigration solicitor at the law centre was not only helpful, she was understanding, caring and compassionate. Thanks to her, our immigration case was re-opened. We went to court to appeal the decision by the Home Office and we were successful. We were then granted refugee status.’

‘Unequal before the law? The future of legal aid’ is a report on the findings of a Commission of Inquiry (by non-lawyers) into Legal Aid earlier this year at the House of Commons, was organised by the Haldane Society of Socialist Lawyers and the Young Legal Aid Lawyers. 
Mike Mansfield QC, who acted as counsel to the inquiry, commented: ‘The exclusive focus was about examining what kind of safety net our system of publicly funded law provides for ordinary people, sometimes poor and vulnerable, who rely upon it.’
Linda Lee, President of the Law Society of England and Wales, added: ‘But powerful and moving as individual cases are, of even greater importance is the commission’s recognition of how failure to deal with individual cases could impact on society as a whole. Legal aid is a vital part of ensuring that everyone is equal under the law.
‘Government and others including some who are rich and powerful such as landlords, spouses, employers, and pharmaceutical companies, ignore or are ignorant of the protections that should be offered to individuals. Without legal aid these wrongs could not be corrected. 
‘If parliament’s law cannot be enforced, the rule of law is meaningless. The commission also found that legal aid prevents unnecessary public

expenditure by tackling problems early thus saving greater expense for other government agencies.
‘The Law Society has expressed grave concern about the impact of the proposed legal aid cuts on the types of cases examined by the commission.’
Ends 

For more information contact Paul Heron on 020 8985 5236 or Ian Rathbone on 07890 654 068 or email ian.rathbone@tiscali.co.uk .

Souleikha Mouhamed’s story
The following is a letter from Souleikha Mouhamed who received help from Hackney Community Law Centre for both asylum and housing problems.
‘My mother and I came to the UK in December 2002, as we fled the civil

war in Somalia. My father was murdered in the civil war, and to this day we do not know whether my brothers or sisters are dead or alive.

We were living with a Somali friend, who after few weeks asked us to leave her house, so we became homeless. The solicitor who was representing us at that the time did not give us the right support and advice, and as a result our asylum claim was refused and the case was closed.

A friend told us about Hackney Community Law Centre and how the housing

solicitor was extremely helpful and supportive. We had nowhere to sleep the night we went to the law centre. The housing lawyer contacted various departments of the council and got a court order over the telephone. We

were placed in a bed and breakfast at one o’clock in the morning.

At the time, we also had immigration problems. The immigration solicitor at the law centre was not only helpful, she was understanding, caring and compassionate. Thanks to her, our immigration case was reopened. We went to court to appeal the decision by the Home Office and we were successful. We were then granted refugee status.

Since then the law centre has helped us to be rehoused by the council, and is helping with our request for a transfer (my mother is disabled and we live up a flight of stairs). They have also represented my mother once at the lower tribunal for my mother’s Disability Living Allowance appeal and we are waiting

for another hearing. 
We have moved on with our lives now, and I am about to complete my university degree. One day I may work in the NHS. 
I was horrified to learn about drastic proposed legal aid cuts, which would mean that in the future the law centre would not be able to help people like us with benefit and money advice, immigration and housing problems. I would ask the government to rethink.

The law centre has been so helpful to me and my mother. It’s a place dedicated to helping people like us. For us, the law centre has been a lifeline, and I am sure it has been and continues to be the same for many others.

I will always be grateful for the help I received and thank both our solicitors from the bottom of our hearts.’



� EMBED Word.Picture.8 ���





PAGE  
3

[image: image2.png]


_1183087133.doc
[image: image1.png]






