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	Lexis Nexis report on Legal Aid deserts shows growing gaps in legal aid provision

	
Lexis Nexis has released its up to date Legal Aid Deserts Report 2026, revealing a significant increase in the number of people living in Legal Aid Deserts in England and Wales, from 12.45 million in 2022 to 14.49 million in 2026, representing 23.4% of the population.

The report looks at access in local authority areas to legal aid providers across 5 categories – Housing, Family, Crime, Immigration and Employment. The last two categories were not included in the 2022 report. The bottom 10% of local areas where supply (within 15km) is lowest compared to estimated demand are classed as ‘legal aid deserts’. Ninety-one local authorities are deemed legal aid deserts in at least one category.

Housing is the area in which demand most outstrips supply, with some 6.6 million people living in an area with no accessible provision. The report finds that rural, coastal and semi-rural areas remain the most difficult areas to access legal aid for housing matters, with particular lack of provision in the East of England, Midlands, North West, South East and South West. 

The report also highlights areas where legal aid provision is lacking across multiple areas of law – such as South Norfolk which is a desert for all five categories, and much of the East of England and East Midlands where legal support is largely unavailable across several areas.

The report shows that around half of the legal aid deserts identified were already classified as such in 2022. Although it is not clear whether the changes are as a result of improvements in some areas or loss of provision elsewhere, overall it suggests that little has been done to correct the imbalance, while need is increasing. In the housing sector, this is in part due to a continuing rise in people experiencing or at risk of homelessness. 

It is clear from Law Society research completed in 2024 that many legal aid providers struggle to meet the costs of provision even where they are active, and legal aid services are overwhelmingly a loss-making endeavour. Bar Council research has also shown that a significant number of barristers are moving away from legal aid work as a result of poor working conditions including longer hours and decreasing levels of pay.
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As the report notes, timely advice can help address problems before they become intractable, and access to legal advice and representation is a key factor in reducing costs and delays, avoiding court and resolving disputes appropriately. 

This report highlights the vastly uneven levels of access to justice across England and Wales, and the need for significant changes to the current system to address it.
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This Q&A is provided free of charge for information purposes only. Every reasonable effort is made to ensure the information is accurate and up to date, but no responsibility for its accuracy, or for any consequences of relying on it, is assumed by the writer or by Chambers as a whole. The information and commentary do not, and are not intended to, amount to legal advice to any person. You are strongly advised to obtain case specific advice from a lawyer; please contact the clerking team at 4-5 Gray’s Inn Square (clerks@4-5.co.uk) who will be glad to assist.
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