Law Centre (NI) Legal Support Project

Background
Law Centre NI has secured three years’ funding from Atlantic Philanthropies to set up a new Legal Support Project. 
The Legal Support Project is a free representation unit that will undertake pro bono work concentrating on representation at social security appeals and industrial tribunals in particular. 
In both industrial tribunals and social security tribunals, the majority of applicants currently go unrepresented. 
The initiative has come about because of a significant increase in demand for representation which is currently not being met.  The project will provide support to clients who cannot afford to pay for a lawyer and who do not have access to alternative representation. 
The service proposed is similar to the Free Representation Unit (FRU) in London. FRU has been operating for many years and has enjoyed wide support from both sides of the legal profession.
 Volunteers
The representation will be undertaken by volunteers who have some previous knowledge of social security or employment law or who are willing to undertake training in these areas.

The project will be of particular interest to law students, those undertaking their professional training and newly qualified lawyers. 
The Legal Support Project has a full time coordinator (Head of the Legal Support Project) and a part time Project Worker.  They will provide ongoing training and support to the volunteers to undertake the representation work. 
We would also welcome support from more experienced legal practitioners and those who may wish to refresh their skills after a period away from legal practice.  This could involve doing some representation, delivering some specialist training or alternatively providing mentoring support to less experienced volunteers.
Once a period of training and induction has been satisfactorily completed, volunteers will be allocated a small number of cases for which they will have primary responsibility. It is therefore important that volunteers are in a position to make a regular time commitment to the project as we will normally expect them to complete their cases on behalf of individuals going to tribunals. 

The project is based at Law Centre NI, 124 Donegall Street Belfast BT1 4GY. We hope to formally launch it in March 2012, with training and induction for the first group of volunteers having taken place in advance of the launch.
