


Meeting of External Consultative Panel
27th May 2026
Via Teams
Attendance:
Joan Crawford, CEO, Legal Aid Board
Fiona McAuslan, Director of Family Mediation, Legal Aid Board
Kevin Rogers, Secretary to the Panel, Legal Aid Board
Catherine Fahy, Regional Manager, Legal Aid Board
Eleanor Leane, Assistant Director, Legal Aid Board
Sara Kearney, Board Member, Legal Aid Board
Peadar Browne. Managing Solicitor, Legal Aid Board
Barbara Egan, Managing Solicitor, Legal Aid Board
Michael O’Byrne, Assistant Director, Legal Aid Board
Pamela Benson, Tusla
Shane Kelly, Men’s Aid
Dr Bláithín O’Shea, Safe Ireland
Ivanna Youtchak, National Women's Council of Ireland
Niall Quinn, Council of the Bar of Ireland
Kate Mannion, Irish Refugee Council
Mary Henderson, Immigrant Council of Ireland
Fiona Wright, Courts Service
Lydia Tamrat, Community Law and Mediation
Donna Kelly, Men’s Aid

Apologies: 
Emily Sherlock, Director of Internal Service Delivery (Civil), Legal Aid Board
Gordon Jeyes, Board Member, Legal Aid Board
Michael Bourke, Board Member, Legal Aid Board
Monica Hynds, Barnardos
Donna von Allemann, RCNI
Joanne Condon, National Advocacy Service for People with Disabilities
Síun Hurley, Law Society/O’Donovan Solicitors
Joan O’Connor, Citizens Information Board
Aoife Desmond-Kelly, Community Law and Mediation
Geraldine Kelly, Rainbows Ireland
Shirley Coulter, Council of the Bar of Ireland
Catherine Cosgrave, Immigrant Council of Ireland
Cormac Quinlan, Tusla
Ger O’Brien, MABS
Jane O’Sullivan, Community Law and Mediation
Samantha Williams, Traveller Education Justice Project – UCC
Sarah Benson, Women's Aid
Susan Ryan, Citizens Information Services


	
	Item for discussion
	Person responsible
	Discussions
	Actions/Decisions

	1.
	Welcome and opening remarks
	JC/LAB






	The meeting was opened by JC, who welcomed and thanked all attendees for their presence.  JC outlined the importance of the discussion and emphasised the value of these meetings in identifying effective practices as well as areas for potential improvement.

The panel was informed of the LAB’s relocation to a new office in Newmarket, Dublin 8.  It was clarified that the Smithfield office remains operational, with primarily corporate functions having transitioned to the new premises.

JC also provided an update on the forthcoming EU Migration Pact, due to come into effect on 12th June.  The panel was updated on the LAB’s preparatory work to date, noting that an office will be established in Citywest as a minimum viable service to deliver early legal advice and legal counselling, as required.  A review of this service is scheduled to take place three months following the commencement of the Act.  Training on the new Act is scheduled for the following day, and further details are available to those interested.

It was further noted that there has been a significant increase in Section 19(a) applications, resulting in an increased workload.

	


	2.
	Draft minutes of meeting of 27th November 2025 and matters arising
	KR/LAB











	The minutes of the previous meeting were approved by all members, and it was agreed that they would be uploaded to the Board’s website.

It was noted that, at a previous ECP meeting, the possibility of conducting a survey to gather the views of panel members had been discussed.  It was further noted that this initiative is currently in progress, and it is anticipated that the survey will be finalised and circulated to all panel members in advance of the next meeting.


	Action: Minutes to be published on LAB website.
 
Action: Panel member survey.


	3.
	Update on service delivery issues to include:

· International Protection;























































· The Assisted Decision-Making Acts; 

















































· Abhaile related services;
































































· Family mediation services
















· Initiative to better support the legal needs of Travellers 
























· General legal services;
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CF/LAB
	


BE provided an update on the International Protection (IP) and Human Trafficking (HT) Unit. It was noted that approximately 3,300 IP applications had been received to date in 2026, representing a slight increase on the same period in 2025. A significant rise in HT applications was also reported, with further increases anticipated following the allocation of additional resources to this area.

The Unit continues to operate a real-time processing model, with applications generally assessed and assigned within one day. This was noted as supporting the timely delivery of legal advice and preparing for the reduced processing timelines under the EU Migration Pact.

An update was provided on the extensive use of the BL Panel and the expectation that reliance on this resource will increase following implementation of the EU Migration Pact. The importance of robust quality assurance arrangements was highlighted, and it was noted that the current system is under review and will be further enhanced.

The Panel noted that a comprehensive EU Migration Pact training programme for staff, Private Practitioners and BLs was scheduled to take place. Staffing challenges, particularly in recruiting solicitors, were also noted, together with the positive contribution of internship placements.

It was further noted that HT case volumes have increased significantly, with many cases requiring more complex engagement. The Panel was advised that the proposed National Referral Mechanism is expected to increase referrals further and that an additional resource has been assigned to support this work.

The introduction of new laptops and a new IT system was welcomed as a positive development.

The Panel was advised that the EU Migration Pact will bring significant changes to case processing and that implementation is proceeding on a phased basis. It was noted that a substantial volume of legacy cases will require processing, with IPAT appeals potentially reaching 30,000 cases.

In response to a query regarding the increase in HT cases, BE noted that greater awareness arising from the formal role of IHREC, together with the proposed National Referral Mechanism, is expected to broaden identification pathways and increase referrals.

The Irish Refugee Council expressed concern regarding applicants missing IPAT appeal deadlines, noting that late appeals are rarely accepted. The need for additional resources in this area was highlighted.

Concern was also raised regarding the online portal system, particularly for individuals with limited digital literacy who may miss important notifications. BE noted that the Legal Counselling Service is expected to assist in addressing these challenges.


PB provided a brief overview of the Assisted Decision-Making Capacity Act (ADMCA), outlining the Legal Aid Board's principal areas of support under Part 5 (Decision-Making Representation Orders) and Part 6 (Discharge of Wards of Court from wardship).  Support is also provided in relation to Decision-Making and Co-Decision-Making Agreements, Enduring Powers of Attorney, and Advance Healthcare Directives.

It was noted that 2,241 applications were received in 2025.  This figure was influenced by a significant increase in Part 6 applications, with over 1,000 received following a more proactive approach to progressing wardship discharge cases.  The majority of these applications were referred to the Private Practitioner (PP) panel.  Of the 1,117 certificates issued, 33 were completed in-house, with the remainder assigned to PPs.  It was further noted that the deadline for the discharge of wards has been extended from April 2026 to October 2027.

In relation to Part 5, approximately 900 applications were received in 2025.  Of these, 252 were completed in-house, with the balance undertaken by PPs.  Most ADMCA work is carried out by the Dublin and Cork offices, with approximately 75% of applications processed by the Dublin office and only a small number handled by regional offices.
The average number of Part 5 applications received per month increased from 90 in 2025 to approximately 100 in 2026.  By contrast, average monthly Part 6 applications decreased from 81 in 2025 to 3 in 2026, reflecting the fact that certificates for wardship discharge cases have largely been issued and the discharge process will continue over the next 18 months.

It was noted that there has been significant growth in Part 5 applications with the expectation that approximately 1200 applications will be received in 2026, the majority of which relate to elderly persons with dementia in nursing home or hospital settings.  A very small number of applications have been received in respect of Enduring Powers of Attorney, while virtually none have been received relating to Decision-Making Agreements, Co-Decision-Making Agreements, or Advance Healthcare Directives.

The panel was then provided with an example of a notable Part 5 application in which a judgment delivered in November 2025 permitted two individuals with intellectual disabilities, both residing in assisted living arrangements, to marry.  The case arose following an application to the Circuit Court by the assisted living provider seeking a declaration that one of the parties lacked the capacity to marry.  It was noted that this was the first judgment of its kind in Ireland and that it will be of interest to observe whether similar cases arise in the future.



A brief overview of the Abhaile Scheme was provided to the Panel.  The scheme is designed to assist individuals who are in mortgage arrears on their family home, are generally insolvent, and are unable to meet their debt obligations.  It was noted that the Legal Aid Board (LAB) administers three elements of the wider Abhaile Scheme, which aims to address the impact of mortgage arrears and support insolvent individuals who may be facing possession proceedings in respect of their homes.

The three services operated by the LAB are the Solicitor Consultation Service, the Duty Solicitor Service, and the Personal Insolvency Arrangement Legal Aid Review Scheme.  It was noted that all three services are delivered through Private Practitioner Panels, with no internal service delivery provided by the LAB in relation to Abhaile.

The Panel was then provided with an update on activity and performance across the three schemes. 

In Quarter 1 2026, 141 first consultation vouchers were issued, compared with 122 during the same period in 2025, representing an increase of approximately 16%. However, voucher redemptions decreased from 78 in Quarter 1 2025 to 29 in Quarter 1 2026, representing a decrease of approximately 63%.  The redemption rate for Quarter 1 2026 was 21%, which was noted to be below the target level. It was not considered that this would represent a long-term trend.

Where a second consultation with a solicitor is required, a second voucher may be issued.  During Quarter 1 2026, 6 second consultation vouchers were issued, with none presented for payment. This compares with 10 second consultation vouchers issued during the corresponding period in 2025.

It was also noted that the figures relating to the number of borrowers issued with first and second consultation vouchers are now based on information provided directly by MABS.  Previous reports had recorded the number of applications for legal services received and processed by the Legal Aid Board from applicants who had been issued with a voucher. The figures supplied by MABS are considered more accurate, as MABS is responsible for the issuing of vouchers.

Regarding the Duty Solicitor Service, In Quarter 1 2026, a total of 118 court dates were scheduled under the Duty Solicitor Service.  The Legal Aid Board was able to provide solicitor representation on 96 of those dates. Consequently, the Board was unable to arrange a solicitor for 22 scheduled court dates. It was noted that measures are currently being implemented to address this issue and improve service coverage.

An overview of the Personal Insolvency Arrangement (PIA) Legal Aid Review Scheme was provided.  It was noted that where a borrower has consulted with a private practitioner regarding a debt management arrangement, and that arrangement has been rejected by creditors, an application may be brought before the court for review.  In such cases, the Legal Aid Board may issue a legal aid certificate to a solicitor on the Private Practitioner Panel to represent the borrower in the court proceedings.

It was reported that 74 legal aid certificates were granted in Quarter 1 2026 for proceedings under Section 115A of the Personal Insolvency Act 2012, including appeals.  This represents a decrease of 13% compared with the 85 certificates granted during the corresponding period in 2025.


The Panel received an update on the paper circulated in advance of the meeting, which outlined a series of workshops being developed jointly by the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration and the Family Mediation Service (FMS).

It was noted that the workshops will use the FMS All-Issues Mediation Model, developed over the past 40 years, as a basis for discussion on the future role of Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR) within the family justice system.

Panel members were encouraged to review the paper and forward any observations or comments to the Secretary. The importance of meaningful engagement with stakeholders was emphasised.

The Panel was also informed that the Family Mediation Service will mark its 40th anniversary on 16 July this year.

It was noted that the Mincéir/Traveller Legal Support Service, based in the Ballymun office, provides a dedicated legal service for the Traveller community.  The service is currently somewhat underutilised, with approximately 50 open cases and a waiting list of 15 cases, the longest waiting time being 47 weeks.  It was noted that 10 of these cases are scheduled for consultation within the next three weeks, which is expected to reduce the waiting list to five cases and lower the average waiting time to approximately 15 weeks.

It was further noted that resourcing challenges have impacted the service; however, the recent appointment of an additional solicitor is assisting in reducing the waiting list.

It was also noted that the Unit has been operational for over three years, but its profile remains relatively low.  It was emphasised that greater stakeholder engagement nationwide is required to increase awareness of the service and encourage applications, with education and outreach identified as key priorities.  The proposal for an official launch of the Unit was also reiterated, as this would significantly enhance its profile.

It was noted that the majority of cases handled by the Unit fall within three main categories: housing, equality and discrimination, and ejectment proceedings.



CF provided a general update on legal aid services and presented a number of key statistics to the panel.  It was noted that a total of 4,536 applications for legal services (excluding International Protection applications) had been received up to the end of April 2026.  This represents a slight decrease compared with the same period in the previous year, when 5,579 applications were received.  It was further noted that 1,367 applications were received in April 2026 alone.

Particular attention was drawn to the significant increase in applications relating to Victim Representation (Section 3 and Section 19(a)).  A total of 180 such applications had been received to date in 2026, of which 120 were Section 19(a) applications.  It was noted that this area of work has expanded considerably over the past year and continues to evolve.  Ongoing engagement is taking place with law centres across the network regarding the management of these cases.  To assist in streamlining procedures, a protocol was developed and circulated with the Office of the Director of Public Prosecutions (DPP), which has had a positive impact.  Engagement with stakeholders in relation to this area of work is continuing.

The panel was also updated on the increasing volume of Civil Restraining Order cases.  It was noted that these matters cannot currently be referred to private practitioners, as no civil scheme is in place for such cases, resulting in this work being managed directly by law centres.  Given the nature of these applications, many have been treated as priority matters; however, feedback from law centres suggests that not all such cases require priority handling.  It was further noted that these cases can involve a number of days of court attendance.

As a result of growth in both of these areas of work, waiting lists at law centres have increased, with the average waiting time now standing at 26 weeks.  It was noted, however, that priority cases continue to be dealt with promptly.

The issue of private practitioner capacity was also discussed.  It was noted that the Legal Aid Board relies significantly on private practitioners to undertake District Court work; however, the number of practitioners on the panel has declined from 421 in 2019 to 261 in 2025.  It was further noted that these figures do not reflect the number of practitioners actively accepting work, which presents a significant challenge for service delivery.

Recruitment challenges were also highlighted, particularly in relation to the assignment of clerical staff through the Public Appointments Service (PAS).  It was noted that derogations have been sought to allow direct recruitment in certain areas.  Recruitment efforts remain ongoing, with continued engagement taking place between management and HR.

The panel was advised that the Legal Aid Board had been invited to attend two meetings of the Oireachtas Joint Committee on Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, with some panel members also in attendance.  On 17th February, the CEO and the Director of Internal Service Delivery attended and made submissions at a hearing on Civil Legal Aid Reform.  On 24th March, the CEO and Regional Manager attended and made submissions at a hearing on the Civil Reform Bill.

It was also noted that the official opening of the Board’s new premises in Wood Quay, Galway, took place on 27th February.  A further significant organisational move took place in March, when a number of Head Office functions relocated from Smithfield to the Eight Building in Newmarket Square, Dublin 8.  Civil Operations, Communications, Learning and Development, various IT functions, and Criminal Legal Aid have now successfully established operations in the new location.  It was noted that plans are in place for an official opening, and panel members may be invited to visit the new premises in the coming months.

	

	4.
	AOB
	
	Civil Restraining Orders: A query was raised regarding the number of applications received by the Legal Aid Board (LAB) and the number granted.  It was noted that 146 applications for Civil Restraining Orders had been received.  While grant figures were not immediately available, it was considered likely that the majority of applications had been granted.

Stalking Legislation: In response to a query on application numbers under the stalking legislation, it was noted that there have been relatively few applications to date, with the majority relating to neighbour disputes.

Section 19(a) Applications: It was noted that there has been a significant increase in Section 19(a) applications. Additional resources have been allocated to the Smithfield unit to manage this work on a dedicated basis.

Private Practitioner Capacity: Dr. BO'S of Safe Ireland noted that domestic violence services are experiencing a significant decline in private practitioner availability and sought guidance for survivors who hold Legal Aid Certificates but cannot secure representation locally.  It was confirmed that, where a private practitioner cannot be engaged, applicants should revert to the relevant law centre, and the case will be assigned in-house as soon as possible.

Civil Legal Aid Review: It was noted that the LAB welcomes the ongoing review and has actively advocated for increased financial eligibility thresholds and enhanced fees for private practitioners and barristers. Constructive engagement with the CEO of the Bar Council was also acknowledged.

Civil Restraining Orders Update: NQ/BOI provided the Panel with an update on Civil Restraining Orders, including practical insights on their application and potential use in other legal matters.

It was noted that the Immigrant Council of Ireland is hosting a roundtable discussion on best practices for ensuring that the perspectives of migrant survivors of domestic, sexual and gender-based violence, including human trafficking, are reflected in the development of supports and related policy initiatives. An invitation to attend will be circulated to Panel members by the Secretary.

An update was also provided by Community Law & Mediation on the work of its Community and Education Department, including the training programmes available. It was noted that further information on these initiatives can be circulated to Panel members through the Secretary.

It was noted by the National Women’s Council of Ireland that engagement has taken place with Women’s Aid Federation Northern Ireland, particularly in relation to the recognition and enforceability of cross-border civil protection orders and awareness of these arrangements in the post-Brexit context.  A query was raised regarding the availability of legal aid for women experiencing domestic violence across the border, both where children are involved and where they are not, and whether legal aid has been provided in such cases previously.

It was noted that the Legal Aid Board is aware of these issues, particularly in the context of child abduction proceedings.  It was agreed that clarification would be sought from the Law Centres most likely to have experience of dealing with such matters.
	

	5.
	Date of next meeting.
	
	Date of next meeting to be circulated to the panel members once agreed.
	






