
  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

    

Welcome to the Summer 2014 edition of our Legal 

Services Act Update, an e-update detailing recent 

press coverage of how the professional 

services community and regulatory bodies are 

responding to the major changes facilitated by the 

Legal Services Act 2007. 

  

This issue highlights both business innovation and 

regulatory challenges and reactions in the years since 

The Legal Services Act came into force. As ever we 

welcome your feedback.  

  

Best regards, 

Clare Rodway 

Managing Director  

0207 323 3230 

clare@kysenpr.co.uk 
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This issue 

Law students are a conservative bunch who believe the legal profession will remain resistant 

to change; and who would prefer a career in traditional firms over ABSs. 

 

Legal and other organisations themselves, however, are flocking towards ABS status, 

increasing innovation and career options. In this issue we see unions, local councils and 

management consultants among others all getting in on the ABS act. 

 

However, it’s not quite cause for an all-out celebration yet as the whole legal services 

framework comes under attack from those inside and outside the legal profession, for lengthy 

ABS application processes and regulatory overkill. 

 

Meanwhile, the inclusion of a new prize category at this year’s Lawyer Awards, ‘ABS of the 

year’ is another sign of the post-Legal Services Act times.  

Law students - a conservative bunch 

A recent survey has found that the majority of law students (58%) are shying away from 

careers in Alternative Business Structure (ABS) despite 63% believing that ABSs offered wider 

employment opportunities. However, those that did believe that ABSs could add to their skills 

and advance their careers stood at 47%, an 8% increase from 2012.  Claire Hansen, President 

of The UK Law Students’ Association (UKLSA) said: ‘In principle the UKLSA welcomes the 

concept of ABS and the increased opportunities they provide.’ 

 

Meanwhile, another student survey by Legal Week Intelligence and Berwin Leighton Paisner 

(BLP), found that the majority of legal students (64%) thought that during their careers, the 

legal profession would only change ‘slightly’.  Only 31% believed to the contrary, that it would 

be ‘unrecognisable’ by the time they retired.  Respondents also ranked the key traits for a 

successful career in the law; ‘Ambition’ came out with the top score; ‘Problem solving’ and 

‘commercial understanding’ came up close behind; while ‘Technical brilliance’ however got one 

of the lowest scores. 

 

The survey was published to coincide with the launch of a new Legal Week career hub in 

association with Berwin Leighton Paisner that promises news, views, insights and interviews to 

help this next generation shape their careers. It might help these would-be lawyers get up to 

speed with how radically the legal profession is changing! 

  

Information source: The Lawyer, 31 May 2013 and Legal Week, 6 June 2014 

 

Capita on path to enter the legal market  

The Solicitors Regulation Authority (SRA) has granted Optima Legal Services an ABS licence, 

prior to its takeover by Capita.  Capita will take on Optima subsidiary Cost Advocates as part 

of the deal.  David Ashcroft, Capita Legal Services transformation director said: ‘This journey 

will involve significant investment in people, process and technology. 

 

Information source: The Lawyer, 7 May 2014   

 



Union ABS first  

The Communications Workers Union (CWU) and GMB, Britain’s General Union, have united to 

form UNIONLINE based in Sheffield to offer a comprehensive legal service to its combined 

827,000 members. It is understood to be the first union-owned ABS which has granted status 

by the SRA.  General Secretary of GMB, Paul Kenny said: ‘We look forward to providing a one-

stop shop for members which will provide a comprehensive legal service, and unlike the high 

street, there will not be deductions from their personal injury awards.’ 

 

Information source: Law Gazette, 22 May 2014 

 

Councils flock to set up ABSs 

Local authorities may potentially apply for ABS licences in their droves according to Law 

Gazette research.  Those showing interest in ABS status include Cambridgeshire and 

Northamptonshire county councils, East Sussex County Council, Kent County Council, Sheffield 

which said it is ‘open to a range of models and is considering the options’; and Wirral 

Metropolitan Borough which said it ‘may include consideration of an alternative business 

structure.’  Trafford Metropolitan Borough said: ‘We are actively exploring all options to 

maintain and increase the work being carried out by legal services and all avenues to reduce 

the cost of our service. Alternative business structure is one of these.’  Trailblazers in seeking 

an ABS licence include Buckinghamshire County Council, London boroughs of Harrow and 

Barnet and London Borough of Lambeth which are all on route towards securing ABS licences. 

Information source: Law Gazette, 28 April 2014 

 

First ‘unified service’ in City  

 

Charity law specialist Bates Wells Braithwaite (BWB), believes its ABS licence will mean it can 

offer the first City a ‘unified service’.  Accountant Mr Clifford, who set up the firm’s non-legal 

services arm, said he and his team will be working on new services such as ‘Advisory’ and 

‘Impact’.  BWB Advisory will concentrate on business strategy and mergers and acquisitions 

for charity and social enterprise clients.  BWB Impact will have a core focus on social finance 

and research.  Clifford said: ‘For some, having a really closely integrated service combining 

complex advice and legal services is effective and efficient, […] It means that lawyers more 

deeply understand what they are trying to document.  There can be a closer dialogue around 

the transaction, if it starts with lawyers and brokers sitting and talking together.  There are 

cost savings.  It takes you past the stage of needing a big brief, and a big transfer of 

knowledge.’ 

 

Information source:  Legal Futures, 16 June 2014 

 

 



New ABS licence for printing organisation 

The trade association that represents the UK’s print and packaging industry, the British 

Printing Industries Federation (BPIF), has been awarded an ABS licence which will be effective 

from 1 October 2014.  The BPIF said it provided ‘practical, value-adding solutions’ across all 

departments of a print organisation, such as environmental, health and safety, to resolve 

‘technical or legal issues as well as advice and support on marketing, sales and finance’. 

 

Information source:  Legal Futures, 13 June 2014 

 

Aspiring ABSs bemoan length of application 

process  

The SRA has come under fire from organisations applying for ABS status for its ‘bureaucratic’ 

staff and lengthy application approvals process.  According to the SRA’s own research, more 

than half of applicants described the SRA staff dealing with them as ‘bureaucratic’.  However, 

the positive feedback was that no investors had refused to comply or had withdrawn as a 

result of the complex process. 

  

Information source:  Legal Futures, 12 June 2014 

 

Too many regulators spoil the broth  

Daniel Sutherland, partner of professional practices group, Fox Williams, criticises the number 

of competing regulators involved in ABS licensing and legal services regulation, believing that 

overly prescriptive legislation, particularly schedule 13 of the Legal Services Act, puts 

potential ABS applicants off and is little help to consumers or firms.   

 

Information source: Law Gazette, 12 May 2014 

 

Can ABSs prove profits?  

Law Society Council member for the City, Christopher Digby-Bell, asks to see evidence of a 

‘successful ABS’.  He believes claims that outside investment has allowed organisations to 

expand their lawyer count does not necessarily prove they have increased their profit and 

asks for more ABSs to come clean about how far profits are up  - suggesting the secrecy of 

traditional partnerships continues even in the modern format legal services company.  He 

says:  ‘You can put the business into lawyers, but you can’t get the lawyers out of 

partnership.’ 

 

Information source: Law Gazette, 16 June 2014 

 

 



Non-lawyer partner promotion first  

Marketing director Sarah-Jane Howitt has become Weightmans’ first non-lawyer partner to be 

promoted. The news is hot on the heals of strong financials, with turnover on7 May 2014 

reaching the £87m mark.  John Schorah, Managing partner said:  ‘We recognise a mix of skills 

is required within our partnership to enable us to meet the market challenges we are facing 

and our ABS licence has made this year’s promotions even more profound in allowing us to 

encourage development across business support teams as well as solicitors.’ 

 

Information source: The Lawyer, 22 May 2014  

 

 

 The Lawyer Awards 

The Lawyer has unveiled the shortlists for its prestigious annual awards.  This year many of 

the usual categories can be seen including the much coveted - Law firm of the Year award and 

Chambers of the Year award.  However, it’s not just traditionally structured law firms that 

compete for prizes in 2014.   A new category, ABS of the Year has been launched to recognise 

the new legal businesses now licensed as ABSs.  The trailblazers in this category include 

Richmond Chambers, Just Costs Solicitors, Quindell and Schillings.  The 2014 panel of judges 

is comprised of respected luminaries such as The Guardian director of editorial legal services 

Gill Phillips, HSBC Asset Management general counsel Sandie Okoro, Moet-Hennessy Europe 

general counsel Isabelle Meyer and Lloyds Banking Group’s corporate real estate counsel 

Lesley Wan.  Winners will be announced at a ceremony at London’s Grosvenor House Hotel on 

25 June.  

Information source: The Lawyer, 2 May 2014  
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