


Meeting of External Consultative Panel
17th September 2025
Via Zoom Video Conference
Attendance:
Joan Crawford, CEO, Legal Aid Board
Kevin Rogers, Secretary to the Panel, Legal Aid Board
Catherine Fahy, Regional Manager, Legal Aid Board
Fiona McAuslan, Director of Family Mediation, Legal Aid Board
Monique Fennell, HEO, Legal Aid Board
Eleanor Leane, Assistant Director, Legal Aid Board
Noreen Fitzpatrick, Managing Mediator, Legal Aid Board
Peadar Browne. Managing Solicitor, Legal Aid Board
Barbara Egan, Managing Solicitor, Legal Aid Board
Nuala Egan, Chairperson, Statutory Board, Legal Aid Board
Gordon Jeyes, Board Member, Legal Aid Board
Síun Hurley, Law Society/O’Donovan Solicitors
Eavan Ward, Women’s Aid
Geraldine Kelly, Rainbows Ireland
Anna Birbeck, Exchange House Ireland
Ella Woolfson, Community Law and Mediation
Niall Quinn, Council of the Bar of Ireland
Pamela Benson, Tusla
Karen Kiernan, One Family
Kate Mannion, Irish Refugee Council
Joan O’Connor, Citizens Information Board
Donna von Allemann, RCNI
Dr Bláithín O’Shea, Safe Ireland
Karl Heller, Men’s Aid

Apologies: 
Emily Sherlock, Director of Internal Service Delivery (Civil), Legal Aid Board
Michael O’Byrne, Assistant Director, Legal Aid Board
Jane McGowan, Board Member, Legal Aid Board
Tracy O’Keeffe, Board Member, Legal Aid Board
Michael Bourke, Board Member, Legal Aid Board
Monica Hynds, Barnardos
Joanne Condon, National Advocacy Service for People with Disabilities
Fiona Wright, Courts Service
Susan Ryan, Citizens Information Service
Rose Morris, Citizens Information Board
Gayle Smith, Treoir
Gwen Harris, MABS
James Glynn, MABS
Catherine Cosgrove. Immigrant Council of Ireland
Mary Henderson, Immigrant Council of Ireland
Orla O’Connor, National Women's Council of Ireland

	
	Item for discussion
	Person responsible
	Discussions
	Actions/Decisions

	1.
	CEO introduction & Membership update of the External Consultative Panel
	JC/LAB





JC/LAB






JC/LAB
	JC Opened the meeting by thanking all attendees for attending, especially new members of the panel, our Chairperson and Board Members and outlined the importance of this meeting.  All Legal Aid Board (LAB) staff were thanked in advance for providing their updates on their various different areas for this meeting.

JC provided an update on the Civil Legal Aid Review (CLAR) to the panel noting the Minister has made some public comments regarding this, in particular in relation to the thresholds and Private Practitioner (PP) Payments.  The 2026 Budget is due to be announced on the 7th October, and an update will be provided to the panel at the next meeting.

JC discussed some media articles that the panel may be aware of indicating LAB were having some difficulty with resources and work currently on hand due to lack of increase in resources.  It was noted this is consistently discussed with the Department and some small leeway has been given to the LAB regarding this and once the 2026 Budget is known it is hoped the organisation will be in a better position to manage these resources to deal with the particular pinch points which are:

1. The EU Migration Pact and the implementation of this which is due to be in place by June 2026.  We are involved in a lot of work shops and committees regarding this in order to be ready for the change in the process and the extra work this will bring.
2. ADMCA work increase
3. Childcare work increase
4. Section 19(a) applications for victims of sexual violence which is a new piece of work 

JC noted LAB is actively reallocating resources to manage these demands and remains optimistic about securing additional support in the upcoming budget.
	


	2.
	Draft minutes of meeting of 8th May 2025 and matters arising
	JC/LAB 
	It was noted that all members approved the minutes of the meeting of the 8th May 2025 and these will now be published on the LAB website.  It was also noted that an outstanding action from them minutes was for an update to be provided on the District Court work of the Family Mediation Service, and this will be addressed with a presentation when the Family Mediation Service update is provided to the panel.

	Action: Minutes to be published on LAB website once approved.
 

	3.
	Update to the Terms of Reference (ToR)
	CF/LAB 
	The ToRs have been circulated to all panel members, and these were taken as approved.

A question was raised about the format of these meetings, asking whether the panel would have any interest in occasionally holding them in person rather than virtually?

The majority of panel members agreed it could be a good idea to occasionally hold a room-based meeting, and this will be taken on board and discussed. 

	

	4.
	Update on service delivery issues to include:


· International Protection;

















· Abhaile related services;
















· The Assisted Decision Making Act (as amended) 





























· Family mediation services








· Initiative to better support the legal needs of Travellers 

















· General legal services;
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EL/LAB































NF/LAB









PB/LAB



















CF/LAB
	



The panel received an update on the International Protection Unit: demand remains significant with over 9,300 applications in 2024 and 5,000 year-to-date (a 30% decrease), while IPO applications have fallen by 40%, indicating a higher proportion of applicants seeking Legal Aid. Real-time case processing continues, ensuring referrals within one day and enabling early legal advice. The EU Migration Pact was discussed and some of the major challenges where highlighted especially the uncertainty regarding the definition of legal counselling.  The BL panel, established in 2023, allocates approximately 30 cases per month (427 in 2024) with a dedicated solicitor and two caseworkers and provides strong quality oversight.  In-house quality reviews for 2025 are nearly complete, confirming high standards. Staffing remains a concern with around 40 staff in the Smithfield IP/HT Unit. Service expansion for victims of human trafficking is progressing, supported by training initiatives and participation in the Law Society Human Rights Conference.


A brief update was provided to the panel on figures relating to Abhaile services.  Under the Solicitor Consultation Service, 363 first vouchers have been issued to date, reflecting a 15% increase compared to 316 issued during the same period in 2024.  Redeemed vouchers rose significantly from 136 in 2024 to 232 year-to-date, an increase of 71%. Additionally, 16 second vouchers have been issued and 5 redeemed. It was noted that figures are now based on data provided directly by MABS, offering greater accuracy than previous reporting based on processed applications. Regarding the Duty Solicitor Service, there have been 219 court sittings year-to-date compared to 230 in the same period of 2024. Furthermore, 226 legal aid certificates have been granted for proceedings under Section 115A of the Personal Insolvency Act 2012, representing a 5% decrease from the 239 issued in 2024.




It was noted that the Legal Aid Board (LAB) has experienced a significant increase in work under the Assisted Decision-Making Capacity Act (ADMCA) since the last meeting. Up to the end of August 2025, 2,309 applications were received, nearly double the 1,185 received during the same period in 2024, with the main growth in Part 6 Discharge from Wardship applications, totalling 1,546 year-to-date. LAB staff, alongside the Decision Support Service, Wards of Court Office, National Advocacy Service, and National Disability Authority, participated in several in-person awareness events to assist Wards and Committees with the discharge process and legal service applications. A key development allows the Wards of Court Office registrar to apply for legal services on behalf of wards without a lodged notice of motion, noting a three-year deadline of 25 April 2026, with cases to be listed six months in advance. Civil Operations, Decision Making and External Services and law centre staff processed 1,280 applications over the past three months, issuing legal aid certificates. The availability of medical visitors to complete the required functional capacity assessment was raised as a concern.  The investment of the Wards funds was also raised as a concern for committees who will likely become a decision-making representative.  For Part 5 Capacity applications, 800 legal aid certificates have been granted year-to-date, exceeding 2024 demand, supported by dedicated ADM services in Ballymun and Cork, with urgent cases relying heavily on the PP Panel. Extensive outreach continues with stakeholders, including the HSE, DSS, Courts Service, and advocacy groups. Other ADMCA areas remain low in applications, and a media campaign on Enduring Powers of Attorney is planned for October to raise awareness.


The panel members were taken through a presentation on the Family Mediation Service outlining the Collaborative Model Between the Court Services and the Legal Aid Board to Promote Mediation which included the Staff Journey, Dolphin House, Smithfield Fourth Floor Mediation Service, Positive Outcomes, Monitoring, Feedback and Continuous Improvement, Challenges, Success Stories and Next Steps.  It was agreed that this presentation will be circulated to all panel members.



The Panel were brought through some of the current cases in the Traveller Legal Support Services.  It was noted in May the unit had 59 cases predominantly broken down between housing (24) and equality matters (31) with a mix of other cases including civil restraining orders.  Currently the unit has 62 open cases made up of housing (20), equality/discrimination (32), ejectment (7) civil restraining orders (1) others (2).  An explanation for all these case types was given to the panel.  It was noted that the figures are similar to those in May due to the closure of a similar number of files that have been opened.  It was noted that both Assisted Decision-Making matters and Traveller Legal Support Services are dealt with in the Ballymun Law Centre and resourcing remains an issue, and it’s hoped this will be remedied in the near future which will enable more outreach.  It was noted that the Terms of Reference for the unit are still a work in progress and will be circulated to the panel once completed.  A survey will also be completed in relation to the users of the service in the near future and the official launch of the unit is still under consideration.  


The panel was informed of several key developments since the last meeting. At the end of May, LAB hosted a historic two-day Staff Marquee Event featuring networking and CPD seminars, attended by the Chief Justice, Minister for Justice, and Attorney General, coinciding with the launch of LAB’s refreshed, client-focused website. The Minister subsequently visited the Smithfield and Tralee law centres. In June, LAB received recognition at the Irish Law Awards, with Geraldine Carey named Munster Lawyer of the Year and the International Protection Unit awarded Public Sector/In-House Legal Team of the Year. The Galway law centre relocated to Wood Quay, with an official opening planned for the new year, while Waterford law centre temporarily closed due to smoke damage, with staff continuing services remotely and a temporary premises being secured. Demand for general legal services rose 5% in August compared to last year, with 17,422 applications year-to-date. The network remains under pressure from ADMCA, IP, and civil restraining order cases, with high demand and a backlog of S19a cases increasing waiting times from 20 to 24 weeks, though priority cases remain unaffected. The shortage of private practitioners persists. LAB attended a victims’ forum to contribute to a new victims’ charter and will join the Central Criminal Courts Users’ Group next month.

SH/LS: Enquiry regarding the family law private practitioner scheme and if there are any statistics or numbers of the actual solicitors who are actually taking cases? 

CF/LAB: We don’t have these numbers to hand, but this is an area, especially in certain parts of the country, we are very much aware of, and we can send these figures to you once received. 
	








































































Action: Presentation to be circulated to all panel members.

	8.
	AOB
	
	

	

	9.
	Date of next meeting.
	
	Date of next meeting to be circulated to the panel members once agreed.
	CEO/Secretary






