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IT’S TIME TO PUT
YOUR MONEY WHERE 

YOUR MOUTH IS
Every law firm speaks eloquently – even passionately – 

about social mobility, diversity, inclusivity.

But the jury is out as to how much we are actually DOING 
rather than simply talking.
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How solicitors qualify is changing; as of September 
this year both the Graduate Diploma in Law (GDL) 
and the Legal Practice Course (LPC) have been 
replaced by the Solicitors Qualifying Examination 
(SQE). Now trainees can take their course and 
assessments in a more part time way and a formal 
training contract with one law firm is no longer 
essential. Whilst these factors undoubtedly are 
helping a wider group to be able to consider entering 
the profession, it is still really tough for many. 
The financial burden that comes with training to 
be a solicitor then restricts many from, perhaps, 
practicing in areas of the law that are less lucrative.

Take Social Welfare Law. This is still a massively 
underfunded sector and one which struggles to 
attract and keep lawyers – even though this is an 
area a lot of law students are particularly drawn to.

Siobhan Taylor-Ward is a Social Welfare lawyer. 
She works at the Merseyside Law Centre and is 
also on the Committee of Young Legal Aid Lawyers. 
Siobhan is heavily involved in the area of social 
mobility within the legal profession. She was on the 
steering committee for the new SQE. Whilst City law 
firms have always been very well represented at such 
steering committees, Siobhan was often a lone voice 
from her sector. She says there are no Social Welfare 
modules in the SQE so it is not even considered a 
part of the training so this makes it hard for future 
lawyers to seriously consider it as their future career. 
Whilst the SQE seems (or looks) cheaper than the 
LPC was, it is still out of reach financially for a huge 

number of people. Siobhan herself qualified two years 
ago, having already had six years’ experience as a 
paralegal or case worker, and now earns £30,000 a 
year. She works crazy hours doing ridiculous amounts 
of unpaid overtime trying to support herself and her 
children and repay all the debts she built up trying to 
qualify. She can’t even look forward to being properly 
compensated down the line as her managers only 
earn around £36,000 outside of London and around 
£40,000 inside London – so in choosing this area of 
the law to work in, Siobhan has effectively committed 
herself to a life of hardship in comparison with City 
solicitors. The combination of the cost of training then 
coupled with low earnings puts off so many young 
lawyers from being in the Social Welfare sector – 
which explains why they are crying out for more. In a 
profession that is built on the premise of justice for 
all, this feels very unjust – both for the people 
needing Social Welfare lawyers and for the lawyers 
themselves. Siobhan says that so many university 
students and those working in law clinics are really 
interested in human rights.

“The combination of the cost of training 
then coupled with low earnings puts 
off so many young lawyers from being 
in the Social Welfare sector.”



“It’s powerful, exciting and so rewarding to know 
that the work you do is making a genuine, positive 
difference – but that doesn’t put bread and butter 
on the table. If you come from a working class 
background, if you haven’t got parents who can share 
the financial burden – it is terrifying. People are too 
scared to stay in the sector.”

Whilst raising all these issues at different forums, 
Patrick McCann (Global Head of Learning at Linklaters 
LLP, and also the Chair of the City of London Law 
Society Training Committee) heard Siobhan’s plea for 
help. Together – and working with Victoria Cromwell 
(Senior Director of Business Development at 
BARBRI, who are the global leaders in legal 
education providers) they came up with a brilliant 
plan to help young lawyers qualify and be able to 
work in the Social Welfare sector without the horror 
of debt hanging over them; a scheme that would 
not only benefit these lawyers themselves but by 
enabling them to work in the sector, would also 
help all those who needed their help. This scheme 
“The Social Welfare Solicitor Qualification Fund 
(SWSQF) – City Law for Social Welfare” is an initiative 
that seeks City law firm funding to pay for the training 
of young lawyers who want to work in the Social 
Welfare sector. The scheme is run in conjunction 
with BARBRI.

Patrick says

“There are a bunch of unqualified people working 
hours in social welfare, giving advice, and being paid 
a pittance. There is no way they can afford to go 
through the programme to qualify – but they could 
do even more effective work if they were actually 
qualified solicitors. What we are trying to do is get 
the big City law firms to put their hands in their 
pockets to support this. £10,000 is enough for 
someone to qualify. We think there are 200 people 
out there we can turn into high achieving qualified 
lawyers. Our first target was £100,000 – which we 
have achieved. But we still have a long way to go.”

The Social Welfare Solicitor Qualification Fund 
(SWSQF) proposal is:

• An initiative by City of London Law Society (CLLS)

• To provide greater access to justice for those 
in need

• By creating social welfare solicitors

• Whereby CLLS, supported by BARBRI, obtain 
and provide funding

• For the SQE preparatory course and assessment 
fees to aspiring solicitors

• Each qualified lawyer then delivers approx. 
1,500 social welfare law hours annually

• This fund works alongside other CLLS aspirations 
to provide greater access to justice and widen 
access to the legal profession

• The scheme is scalable according to supply, 
demand, financing

This fund is urgently needed to help the vulnerable 
get the legal representation and assistance that they 
need and to provide lawyers for the underfunded and 
undermanned sector of social welfare. The fund 
addresses the barriers to entry such as cost of 
training, burden of debt and low income. Cuts to legal 
aid in 2012/13 mean that access to justice has been 
severely affected. There are legal aid desserts right 
across the UK. The scheme is aimed at those already 
working in social welfare. It gives the opportunity to 
those with proven experience such as paralegals and 
case workers to become the social welfare law 
solicitors of the future and to ensure the sustainability 
of the sector.

Victoria Cromwell is also a committee member for 
this innovative scheme. She believes that the SQE is 
a great step forward in widening access to entry as it 
is more affordable than the LPC which it replaces. 
However, it still is not feasible for many. This fund 
starts to fill in those gaps. The committee also intend 
to put in some sort of social welfare module for these 
candidates to help them with their future work. 
Victoria first worked with Patrick McCann and 
Linklaters LLP to train overseas-qualified lawyers; 
BARBRI’s partnership with Linklaters LLP enabled 
them to help re-train refugee lawyers through a 
charity called Breaking Barriers. Patrick and Victoria 
wanted to extend this offering beyond Linklaters to a 
bigger audience; hence SWSQF.

“What we are trying to do is get 
the big City law firms to put their 
hands in their pockets.”
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“Social welfare case workers are prohibited from 
accessing the profession. This does not seem 
equitable or right. It’s a good thing for the profession 
to retain this talent.”

The aim is to get to 20 fully funded places; to achieve 
this £200,000 is needed. The fund is asking City law 
firms to donate £10,000 each.

Whilst £10,000 is a huge amount of money for the 
people we are talking about if we are really truthful 
we know it is a drop in the ocean for most law firms. 
It really is a no brainer that the City should just do 
this. It gives access to justice and there is the social 
mobility angle too.

Many City law firms are doing amazing work in the 
social welfare sector already – through the 
Collaborative Plan and in other financial and time 
donations – but this initiative is a new, very effective 
way made possible by the SQE’s introduction to 
create solicitors committed to working in the social 
welfare sector.

One firm that was very quick to participate – in fact 
they were the first – are Trowers & Hamlins LLP. 
Sara Bailey is a senior partner with the firm and has 
been there since she joined as a trainee over 30 years 
ago. Social mobility is a subject close to her heart, 
particularly as she didn’t enter the profession via the 

classic route. She was the first generation in her 
family to go to university and has always felt the law 
has many unseen barriers and could do more to 
encourage people to come into the profession. 
She says her key target as a senior partner is to really 
pursue the target of diversity and pursue avenues 
to help people access the profession. To her the 
scheme really was a no brainer.

“We are really pleased to be an early adopter of this 
programme, I see it as being unique in its proposition 
to convert social welfare workers into highly effective 
solicitors and have been so impressed to see 
forward-thinking, socially minded City law firms 
come on board. Together, City law firms can begin 
to make a real difference to such an important part of 
the legal services sector which continues to be under 
such funding pressures. This is social mobility in 
action, which is something we as a firm are extremely 
passionate about.”

Beth Carter is the Diversity Communications Manager 
at White & Case LLP, another early adopter firm. 
White & Case have five spotlight areas that they are 
keen to improve on in representation within the 
profession. These are race and ethnicity, gender, 
disability, social mobility and LGBT+. They have a 
dedicated task force for social mobility within the UK, 
which partners and staff committed to making the 
firm a more inclusive place to work can join.

“The fund addresses the barriers to entry such as cost of training, 
burden of debt and low income.”



“When this opportunity came up it seemed the perfect 
way for us to provide a way to improve social mobility 
at a more senior level within the profession; a lot of the 
work we do is with school students to show what 
working in a law firm really entails, but this is something 
that could help those qualifying to get entry into firms 
– and even create contacts in the profession.”

Beth says if you are really committed to diversity 
then you need to be giving it both money and people. 
Talking is not enough.

Beth is the first person in her family to finish High 
School in Australia, where she was brought up. 
She had always been told she would make a good 
lawyer and this stuck with her. She got a scholarship 
to go to university but she struggled because she 
had no contacts to get either internships or jobs. 
She eventually got a job as a paralegal in a small family 
law chambers that represented children who had been 
removed by the state because of abuse – similar work 
to that which is highlighted in this scheme. For Beth 
this afforded an opportunity of “paying it forward”.

David Boyd is Head of Pro Bono at Clifford Chance 
LLP. Like both Sara and Beth, David was quick to 
jump at the opportunity to participate in the Fund and 
Clifford Chance are signed up contributors.

“Since the legal aid cuts, it has become increasingly 
important for commercial firms doing pro bono work 
to strategically target the work they are doing. 
Without the relevant expertise, it’s incredibly difficult 

to move the dial in terms of providing help to those 
who most need it, and COVID has further 
exacerbated the difficulties people in need are facing. 
While commercial law firms cannot directly fill the 
provision gap in social welfare law, collaborative funds 
like the SWSQF go some way in improving capacity 
and we’re glad to be a part of the initiative.”

The City of London Solicitors’ Company is also offering 
support with a grant from its Charitable Fund for the 
first year of the project and hopes to continue its 
support for future years. Having reviewed the initiative, 
the Charities Committee welcomed the opportunity to 
contribute to a longer-term project which would 
recognise the Company’s commitment to access to 
justice and also to support a sector of the profession in 
desperate need of resources and funding.

The feeling that this concept is a no brainer 
repeatedly came up. It is a no brainer. Has your 
firm contributed yet? If not then start changing 
that today and be a part of the collaborative and 
collective approach that is needed to break down 
barriers of entry into the profession and to widen 
the access to justice for those who most need it. 
After all, is this not the very premise of the law, 
that it is indeed about fairness and justice for all.

If you’d like to find out more, please 
contact patrick.mccann@linklaters.com 
or liz.thomas@citysolicitors.org.uk

“When this opportunity came up it seemed the perfect way for us to 
provide a way to improve social mobility at a more senior level 
within the profession.”
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