Criminal Offending,
Social and Financial
Exclusion, and
Civil Legal Aid

Recent estimates put the cost of crime to the United Kingdom at over £75 billion annually.* Re-offending by
released prisoners alone costs more than £10 billion annually,> with around half of adult prisoners
reoffending within one year of release.®> The figure is around three-quarters for juveniles.* Various risk
factors have been identified in relation to offending and re-offending behaviour. Many are elements of social
exclusion, going right back to early childhood - though uncertainty remains around the extent to which some
are “indicators”, rather than causes, of behaviour.® Factors identified as increasing the risk of prisoners’ re-
offending include difficulties obtaining/retaining employment, financial problems, homelessness and family
break-down.® Each of these can involve legal issues at the heart of the civil legal aid scheme. These civil
legal issues can also exacerbate mental illness, another risk factor for offending/re-offending.’

Findings from the Civil and Social Justice Survey (CSJS), 2006-2009
1% of CSJS respondents had recently been arrested, and 0.2% recently released from prison.

e 63% of people who had been recently arrested reported one or more ‘difficult to
solve’ civil law problems over the past three years, compared to just 35% of other
people. The figure rose to 70% if people had also been a victim of crime, and over
80% for those who had recently been released from prison.

e People who had been recently arrested were significantly more likely to report civil
law problems concerning, for example, employment (10% v 5%), rented housing
(11% v 3%), homelessness (13% v 1%), money/debt (21% v 6%). They were also
more likely to have themselves been victims of crime (38% v20%).

e 67% of recently arrested people who reported civil law problems had experienced
multiple problems, compared to 37% of other people. The same was true of people
who had recently been released from prison.

e People who had recently been arrested or released from prison, and who had
experienced civil law problems, reported an average of 2.7 problems.

e People who had been arrested or released from prison were much more likely to
report that civil law problems led to stress related ill health.

Findings from the LSRC Evaluation of the LSC Money Outreach Advice Pilots
The evaluation included surveying 133 prisoners about financial management and problems.8

e 73% of prisoners were financially excluded, and 31% had faced real financial
problems in the preceding 3 years.

e Only 10% of prisoners who had faced real financial problems got advice.

e 16% of prisoners had been behind with their bills when they started their sentence.
Over one-third of these people then fell further into debt while in prison. Of those
who had not been behind with bills, 5% reported falling into debt while in prison.

It is evident that criminal offenders face “highly complicated and inter-related”® problems of social exclusion

— many of which raise civil law issues — and that these contribute to offending behaviour. Problems are
primarily associated with the “chaotic lives” of offenders, but also stem from people being “excised from their
everyday life” through imprisonment.*® The often limited personal capability of offenders limits their capacity
to address problems that contribute to their offending, and makes them highly reliant on the assistance of
others.' This is particularly so in the case of prisoners, because of the restrictive environment in which they
live. Thus, to reflect the multiple problems offenders face,'? and address the particular barriers to problem
resolution they encounter, “a successful strategy to tackle re-offending must include a wide range of
partners.” It must also involve effective co-ordination between them. Building on existing provision of legal
advice in prisons and to offenders in the community, by organisations such as Citizens Advice,* the Legal
Services Commission and National Offender Management Service are currently setting up debt advice
services in prisons in many parts of England and Wales.*
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