BIRMINGHAM LAW SOCIETY

Minutes of Education & Training Committee

12th October 2009 

Held at Martineau
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2) Welcome to Bernard Shepherd, President, and Practice Management and BLS Review/ Discussion

Bernard gave a review of BLS activities. It is expected that the BLS will make a loss this year but that this will improve during the next financial year. Although the BLS has wide ranging support from the larger regional firms in Birmingham it is felt that support is required from large national firms to help stabilise the BLS’ financial situation. Bernard confirmed that since relocating to new offices for administration purposes the BLS has had facilities made available to it by large regional firms. 

There was some discussion about funding the BLS as it was agreed that this is the main difficulty the organisation faces. Bernard confirmed that Bristol Law Society faces similar financial problems and whilst Liverpool & Manchester’s Law Societies were more financially secure they were still dependent on voluntary memberships and did not offer any additional/ different services to the BLS, which remains the largest organisation of its kind. 

The international dimension of the BLS is working well and international lawyers are being incorporated into the society. BLS members will be attending a conference in India alongside No.5 Chambers to promote the BLS. There are also plans for a visit to China and for attendance at the Lyon conference. 

The BLS Committees remain very active on consultation papers, and there was discussion regarding the correct procedure when a committee receives a paper which is not wholly within its remit. Bernard confirmed that whilst support from sub-committees had not always been strong all the papers have been responded to and the policy approach was still for all consultation papers to be sent to the relevant committee. 

The BLS will endeavour to maintain and improve its connections with independent legal bodies such as the BTSS. Norman suggested that a ‘roadshow’ of the various legal organisations in Birmingham may be successful. Interaction with organisations from other professions remains generally limited to social activities but there is potential for professional interaction.

Bernardette mentioned Practice Management Seminars which has been supported by Business Link, and it was agreed that the evening seminars were very well supported by local business which hosted the events. There was discussion about whether any of the professional development courses could be performed outside Birmingham for those practitioners not working within the city. It was agreed that whilst this would be possible it would require additional staff and resources from the BLS, which may be problematic as the majority of BLS staff are volunteers. 

Norman suggested a ‘webinar’ may combat logistical and resource issues for these courses and it was felt that this may be a successful mode of operation, although the main issue would be IT support and whether the cost of this could be recovered through the membership fee. It was also suggested that members from outside Birmingham could meet at external venues within their local area to participate in the webinar.

Mentoring is already being dealt with by Birmingham Forward and Birmingham Future in addition to the BTSS so there is no real need for the BLS to run a similar scheme despite the fact that mentoring is not widespread within the Birmingham legal community.

3) Minutes of last meeting / matters arising

The minutes were accepted without amendment.

4) Careers Website Update

There was discussion about the content of the ‘student’ section of the BLS website as the information is now out of date. Andrew and the BTSS have looked at this and confirmed the ‘day in the life’ section and the costs information will need to be updated. New information is available for this but Bernard said that the BLS are currently unable to undertake in-house website administration but this should be resolved soon. 

5) Learning and Development

Glenda was absent from the meeting and no further update was provided

6) 10P – Paralegals

Information was handed to the Committee about a new organisation for the representation of Paralegals. There was discussion about the need for increased regulation of Paralegals now that this is a role which is increasingly being occupied by students who have completed their LPC but are unable to find a training contract or those solicitors who have completed their training contracts but have not been able to obtain a Newly Qualified role.

It was agreed that this had always been a problematic area in terms of regulation as ‘paralegal’ is a very wide term. 

Bernard suggested it may be advisable to write to the SRA regarding possible regulation. 

Paralegals who were law degree/CPE holders  or LPC  qualified would be eligible for BLS membership as part of Birmingham’s legal community but it is unknown whether paralegals in other areas would be eligible for membership of their local Law Societies. 

Protection of the public is a key area for concern when considering paralegals as a discrete profession, although this is not relevant to those paralegals working for regulated firms that issue a client care letter and have sufficient indemnity insurance, however this remains a pertinent issue for those paralegals who may be working independently. 

7) Any Other Business 

The Committee thanked Bernard for attending and providing information about BLS and its future as well as answering members questions.

There was no other business and the meeting closed.

8) Date and time of next meeting

The next meeting with be held on 20th November 2009, at Martineau at 1pm.

