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YOUR RIGHT TO EXPECT BETTER

Today sees the release of the Legal Services Complaints Commissioner’s first Annual Report, ‘Law in order: Your right to expect better’. The report highlights the work undertaken by the Commissioner, Zahida Manzoor CBE, throughout the last twelve months to bring about improvements in service by the complaints handling arm of the Law Society.

In the report the Commissioner is clear that consumers need to be at the heart of everything she does.

“My aim, as Legal Services Complaints Commissioner, is to ensure that complaints referred to the Law Society about its 116,000 members are handled effectively and efficiently. My challenge is to get the Law Society to reverse its prolonged poor performance in the handling of complaints and to deliver better standards of service for the consumer. I believe this is both essential and possible.”

The Commissioner has had, in her own words, an “exciting and challenging” first year.  While she expresses disappointment at what she views as the Law Society’s culture of “aiming low”, she is pleased that the work she has undertaken with the Law Society is beginning to show limited improvements in the management of its work.

“With my help, the Law Society is moving in the right direction, although not at the pace I would like.”

Asked what she considers her most important achievement to date, she is clear.

“I have worked closely with the Law Society over this last year to build the foundations for sustainable improvements. I have focused the Law Society on going back to the drawing board and working out what activities it does and does not need to undertake to address its weaknesses. 

“A substantial amount of time has been spent in obtaining a plan from the Law Society on how it will improve its complaints handling. Without a sufficiently detailed plan it is difficult to assess the Law Society’s progress.  We have encouraged the Law Society to introduce recognised project management disciplines and to reduce the number of initiatives being run to a manageable number, to ensure they are fully implemented. I am pleased to say that both of these recommendations have been acted on.”

The Commissioner is clear that it is not just a question of streamlining the work programme of the Law Society, but also about ensuring it has clear targets for improvement.

“I have set targets and established robust mechanisms for monitoring progress to ensure I can identify problems with delivery at an early stage.

“My hope is that these changes will bring about long overdue improvements and have a tangible and beneficial impact on the consumers of legal services. The targets I have set for 2005-06 are a small first step to achieving an effective and efficient level of performance. I want to see that consumers have greater confidence in using those services and enjoy greater satisfaction with the service they receive. “

The Commissioner also holds the Office of the Legal Services Ombudsman for England and Wales, and the Annual Report for this office is also being published today.
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Appointed under the Access to Justice Act 1999 as an independent regulator working with the Law Society on behalf of the consumer to improve standards in complaints handling
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