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2019, a year punctuated with elections, 
saw a slight fall in the number of vacancies 
advertised on Public Law Jobs compared 
with the previous 12 months (583 compared 
with 636) but still some way above the 
figure of 480 for 2017.

Moreover, the ‘end of austerity’ and 
the more settled political environment 
promised by the general election result may 
unleash some pent up demand for legal 
recruitment in 2020 and the demand for 
local government lawyers is set to remain 
strong in the medium term. 

Local Government Lawyer’s triennial 
research report, the Legal Department of 
the Future (localgovernmentlawyer.co.uk/
ldotf), conducted in mid-2019, found that 
the vast majority (87%) of local authority 
departments expect their workloads to 
increase in the foreseeable future. 

The survey also found that almost all 
Heads of Legal (93%) currently find the 
recruitment of legal staff to be either “fairly” 
or “very” difficult. 

However, this has yet to translate into 
significant pay rises for local government 
lawyers. Overall, average salaries for 
qualified legal staff rose by 3% in 2019, no 
more than the average salary increase for all 
workers in the UK. 

Excluding Principal Lawyers and above, 
the salary for qualified lawyers in 2019 
was advertised at between £38,868 and 
£44,644, compared with £38,031 to 
£42,968 in 2018, a 3% rise while senior local 
government lawyer roles carried salaries of 
between £43,942 - £48,312, a 2% increase 
on 2018.

The proportion of roles advertised with 
a ‘market supplement’ or similar additional 

payment fell quite sharply in 2019, from 
13% of junior qualified roles in 2018 to 8% in 
2019 while the proportion of ‘senior lawyer’ 
roles which included an additional payment 
fell to 4% from 8%.

However, the Legal Department of 
the Future survey found that demand for 
more experienced lawyers is rising due to 
the growing complexity of the legal work 
faced by local authorities, reversing a trend 
towards reducing the senior ranks in favour 
of more junior lawyers and paralegals.

This is reflected in the growth of pay 
packages for Principal Lawyers, which 
rose, on average, by more than 6% in 2019 
and Heads of Legal positions, the average 
remuneration for which rose by 9%.  These 
roles were also significantly more likely 
to attract a supplement in 2019 – 12% 
of Principal Lawyer vacancies offered 
additional payments as did 19% of Head of 
Department positions.

Welcome to the annual salary survey from Local 
Government Lawyer, based on 1669 permanent local 
authority legal jobs published on the Public Law Jobs 
board between 2017 and 2019.

LocalGovernmentLawyer
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Practice 
area

Legal Asst 
or Paralegal Solicitor Senior 

Solicitor Principal

% of roles with 
additional 
financial 

supplement 

Adult Social 
Services

Min £22,392 £39,054 £43,931 £46,694 1%

Max £26,096 £43,586 £49,505 £53,201

Children’s 
Services

Min £22,033 £39,479 £43,768 £51,550 9%

Max £24,821 £43,963 £49,057 £54,887

Education
Min £23,875* £40,955 £38,638* £47,667 7%

Max £27,205* £45,171 £48,286* £51,009

Employment
Min £23,448* £41,199 £43,283* £54,127 0%

Max £25,240* £46,102 £47,806* £62,296

Governance
Min £21,738* £41,133 £44,942 £60,447 8%

Max £25,564* £49,154 £51,949 £66,826

Highways
Min £19,113* £37,869 £46,259 £40,266* 7%

Max £21,725* £45,183 £51,368 £43,176*

Housing/ASB
Min £28,238 £38,045 £42,690* £46,756* 2%

Max £32,900 £42,889 £47,607* £49,261*

Information 
Law

Min £24,216* £39,714 No data No data 0%

Max £27,707* £49,613 No data No data

Licensing
Min £23,049* £37,982 £43,665* £46,138* 3%

Max £26,381* £43,789 £46,272* £49,091*

Litigation/
Prosecution

Min £24,761 £39,395 £44,336 £51,939 3%

Max £29,059 £44,313 £47,977 £58,562

Planning
Min £19,113* £39,421 £45,171 £51,419 8%

Max £21,725* £46,259 £49,088 £58,797

Procurement
Min £25,885 £38,112 £43,059 £50,725 3%

Max £29,897 £44,648 £48,560 £54,900

Property
Min £24,955 £37,722 £44,538 £55,613 4%

Max £27,765 £44,780 £49,740 £61,929

  *small sample size (<5)

By practice area
There remains little difference in base 
salaries between specialisms and so, for 
the most in demand roles, monetary 
supplements are an important means of 
enticing talent. For instance, the rate at 
which market supplements are offered to 
Childcare Lawyers has remained the same 
from 2018 to 2019 at 9%. At 7%, the market 
supplement rate for Education Lawyers also 
stood still and Planning Lawyers only saw a 
reduction from 9% in 2018 to 8% in 2019.

Most other practice areas saw a 
considerable reduction in supplements. 
The procurement roles that included 
supplements fell dramatically from 13% to 
3%, the biggest drop. Positions relating to 
litigation and property also suffered with 
both dropping by 6 percentage points.
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By region
The differential between salaries for lawyers 
in London and the South-East and the rest 
of the country is relatively narrow and 
fell further in 2019, compared to 2018. In 
the highest paid region, London, qualified 
lawyers enjoyed salaries of between 
£40,615 and £46,803 while Qualified 
Lawyers in the South-West, the lowest 
paid region this year, saw average salaries 
at between £34,412 and £41,256, a gap 
of 16%. In 2018, the difference in average 
salaries between London and the East 
Midlands (the lowest paying region in 2018) 
was 20%.

Contrasting this, the regional differences 
in the rate at which market supplements 
were offered for roles presents a less divided 
picture. With 13% of all jobs advertised in 
London including a monetary supplement, 
local government lawyers in the city did 
receive supplements more often than any 
other region in 2019, but the East Midlands 
comes a close second to the capital with 
12% of all roles including a supplement. 

Levelling the playing field further, the 
South-East, which in 2018 saw the highest 
rate of market supplements offered, 
experienced a substantial 13-point drop 
from 19% to 6% last year. While the South-
East suffered a considerable fall and London 
remained the same, the rest of the UK 
received a boost in the number of market 
supplements offered, including Yorkshire (up 
4 points to 8%) and the North-West (up 4 
points to 4%).

Region Legal Asst 
or Paralegal Solicitor Senior 

Solicitor
Principal 
Solicitor

Head of 
Service

East of 
England

Min £23,200 £38,796 £32,021 £40,880* £82,667*

Max £26,207 £44,338 £35,342 £57,316* £82,667*

East 
Midlands

Min £22,589 £39,029 £43,635* No data No data

Max £25,600 £44,026 £49,400* No data No data

London 
(Greater)

Min £29,711 £40,615 £47,341 £58,404 £70,697*

Max £32,912 £46,803 £51,487 £62,855 £70,697*

North-West
Min £20,414* £36,627 £44,405 £53,482* £61,206*

Max £22,821* £41,818 £49,870 £57,975* £66,145*

South-East
Min £23,160* £40,080 £43,748 £53,686 £67,273*

Max £28,487* £46,027 £48,119 £56,598 £71,120*

South-West
Min £21,354 £34,412 £40,336 £54,612* £76,435*

Max £23,528 £41,256 £44,989 £60,581* £76,435*

West 
Midlands

Min £25,100 £35,713 No data £46,564* No data

Max £29,881 £42,380 No data £49,538* No data

Yorkshire
Min £20,633* £38,213 No data £41,361 No data

Max £25,088* £43,480 No data £44,289 No data

  *small sample size (<5)

Council 
type

Legal Asst 
or Paralegal Solicitor Senior 

Solicitor
Principal 
Solicitor

Head of 
Service

County
Min £22,056 £39,948 £41,720 £56,056* No data

Max £24,039 £44,632 £48,896 £60,594* No data

District
Min £20,338 £37,163 £41,358 £51,372 £62,024

Max £26,554 £42,797 £44,916 £53,853 £64,376

Unitary
Min £25,059 £38,518 £45,954 £48,198 £73,735

Max £28,958 £44,696 £50,104 £52,352 £76,223

  *small sample size (<5)



Using this technology, legal documents 
can also be drafted via a simple graphical 
interface or chat bot. A graphical interface 
can ask the user to input the individual 
areas of a specific type of document which 
make the document bespoke (personal 
information, payment agreements etc.) and 
then feed that information into a contract 
template. 

Blockchain
Much like AI, many see blockchain 
technology as capable of fundamentally 
changing the legal profession. But, while 
important to understand, the real-world 
effects of blockchain are still quite far down 
the road. 

For legal applications, the most useful 
aspect of blockchain is its ability to facilitate 
smart contracts. Smart contracts, often 
referred to as “self-enforcing agreements”, 
record a contractual agreement on a public 
database (a “ledger”) where it cannot be 
changed and is automatically monitored 
and enforced (to varying degrees of 
sophistication).

Blockchain has the potential to prompt 
considerable changes in property law, 
specifically in relation to transactions 
and updating the land register. HM Land 
Registry has made advancements with the 
technology which, if implemented, would 
diminish the role of a property lawyer 
considerably. In April 2019, Digital Streets, 

the Land Registry’s blockchain research 
project, successfully ran a test sale and 
purchase of a semi-detached house which 
had in the month prior been sold in the 
real-world. The real-world sale in March 
had taken 22 weeks to complete, but 
Digital Streets’ app processed the sale in 10 
minutes.

What makes the transaction much faster, 
according to Digital Streets, is blockchain’s 
ability to automate parts of the process 
(transaction of funds and updating the Land 
Register) as well as making each stage easily 
accessible to all parties involved via the app.

The Land Registry believe that 
blockchain could enable “speedier property 
transactions, more trust in the transaction, 
higher levels of security and increased 
transparency for participants in the 
transaction.” 

But blockchain (specifically, Corda) is 
still only being trialled by the department 
and new ways of updating the land register 
will be researched until 2030. Speaking on 
whether blockchain would be introduced in 
the near future, a spokesman for the Land 
Registry said that the project “was more 
to look at emerging technologies [rather] 
than technology we could currently use. It’s 
making sure we are ready for the property 
market of the future.”
Time to invest?
In a 2016 report, Deloitte proposed that 
“the legal profession will be radically 

different in 10 years” as a result – in part 
– of advancements in legal technology. 
In 2019, however, the uses of AI legal 
technology are impressive but not quite 
paradigm shifting.

Local Government Lawyer’s 2019 survey 
suggests that council legal budgets reflect 
this with 2% of management in council 
legal departments predicting that their 
technology budget will grow “substantially” 
and a further 57% of respondents 
reporting that their budget will not change 
significantly.

Adam Carey is editorial assistant at Local 
Government Lawyer.
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The best 
of times, the 
worst of times
Local government lawyers are in demand like never before, but this 
creates many additional pressures on legal teams. To try to find some 
solutions to the issues identified by the survey, Local Government 
Lawyer convened some of the country’s most experienced local 
government lawyers to a roundtable session, held at the Charles 
Dickens Museum in London. Derek Bedlow reports.

Topics discussed included the pros and cons 
of shared services, alternative business 
structures (ABS), external law firms and 
the potential effect of AI on local authority 
legal practice. But the main talking point of 
the day, was the one that topped the list 
of management concerns in the survey – 
recruitment and retention.

In the survey (see The Productivity 
Puzzle, p4), 70% of heads of legal included 
recruitment and retention within their top 
three challenges, more than any other 
factor. “We are struggling to recruit across 
the board, in all disciplines,” said one 
delegate. 

So what can local authorities do to 
address the problem? The current situation 
has come about through the combination 
of a substantial and ongoing spike in 
legal work, a real-terms pay cut following 
austerity and the low number of training 
contracts offered by local authorities over 
the past 20 years.

“I think that our structures are often 
slightly top-heavy,” Quentin Baker, the Chief 

Legal Officer at Hertfordshire told the 
session. “There are not enough paralegals; 
not enough focus on trainees. It’s not just 
that they’re very good value for money but 
also because we need to do something to 
try and tackle recruitment shortage and 
growing our own is one of the more positive 
things that we can do.”

With the number of law students relative 
to the number of training contracts available 
at record levels (18,850 UK students started 
law degrees in 2018 alone, according to the 
Law Society, compared with 5,719 training 
contracts), those authorities that have 
advertised for trainees report very strong 
responses, both in terms of quality and 
quantity.

Local government does face a couple 
of challenges when looking for the best 
prospects however. Firstly, the larger 
commercial law firms invest large amounts 
of money in marketing themselves to 
students and are generally much more 
visible to prospective candidates. Secondly, 
unlike most law firms, many local authorities 

are not in a position to offer trainees a full-
time position on completion of their training 
contracts.

In the graduate recruitment market, the 
‘trainee retention rate’ (typically 80% -90%) 
is a key metric for prospective trainees and 
one in which local authorities will compare 
unfavourably. Moreover, it can mean that 
local authorities risk taking on trainees that 
do not have a long-term commitment to the 
sector and disappear to the private sector 
once qualification is achieved.

HB Public Law, the shared legal service of 
the London Boroughs of Harrow and Barnet, 
is one legal department that has grasped the 
nettle of trainee recruitment, and now offers 
five training contracts a year. According to 
its head of legal, Jessica Farmer, of the past 
10 that have qualified, eight remained with 
HB Public Law.

“We found that growing our own has 
really helped us with recruitment,” she said. 
“We were thinking to ourselves that we 
should have done this years ago.”

HB does not budget at the start of a 

When Local Government Lawyer first 
conducted a version of the Legal 
Department of the Future survey in 2012, 
problems with recruitment and retention 
barely registered in the list of challenges 
facing local government legal departments 
as they dealt with the effects of the 
cuts to local authority budgets in the 
Comprehensive Spending Review (CSR) of 
2010.

What a difference seven years makes. 
In 2019, recruitment and retention has 
become the biggest single issue facing local 
authority legal departments as the volume 
and complexity of legal work increases. The 

vast majority (87%) of the 76 heads of legal 
who took part in the survey agreed that the 
recruitment of qualified staff is “difficult” 

with 39% describing it as “very difficult”. 
“There is a lack of good lawyers willing to 
enter the public sector,” lamented one head 
of legal (FIG 1).

The situation is unlikely to improve 
in the immediate future. Close to half of 
heads of legal (44%) (FIG 2) expect the 

recruitment of qualified staff to get harder 
still in the foreseeable future while none of 
the respondents to the survey expect it to 
get easier. As outlined in the first article of 
the Legal Department of the Future report, 
escalating volumes of work mean that 
demand for lawyers is to grow further.

Moreover, and in contrast to earlier 
surveys of legal department management, 
many legal departments now want to have 
more experienced senior lawyers in their 

ranks. In the last Legal Department of the 
Future survey in 2015, the majority of 
respondents predicted that the number 
of principal and senior level solicitors 
would fall, while the proportion of less 
experienced and, particularly, paralegals 
would expand. In this year’s survey, heads 
of legal forecast that they will need more 
(FIG 3) senior lawyers as well as more junior 
ones. “New work is tending to be complex, 

The recruitment market for qualified local government lawyers is the 
tightest that it has been for years. At a time when council legal teams 
are busier than ever it is putting a severe strain on legal department 
management
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Fig 1: In general, how easy or difficult is it to 
hire good lawyers in the present market?
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Fig 2: How is this likely to change In the 
foreseeable future?
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requiring senior practitioners,” said one 
respondent.

Recruitment problems apply to most 
practice areas but are especially acute in 
the fields of child protection, adult social 
care, procurement, planning, regeneration 
and property as well as litigation and 
governance, according to Heads of Legal. 
Lawyers are one of the few occupational 
groups in local government to have survived 
with their numbers relatively intact since the 
Comprehensive Spending Review cut local 
authority funding in 2010. According to the 

Law Society’s Annual Statistics Report 2018, 
published in August, the number of solicitors 
in local government was 4409 compared 
with 4631 in 2010, a fall of 4.7%. In the 
same period, the number of employees 
in local government (including police and 
education) as a whole fell by 27%, according 

to the Office for National Statistics.
The reasons for the spike in demand 

for local government lawyers are well 
documented (see LocalGovernmentLawyer.
co.uk/ldotf, p4) but the reasons for the lack 
of supply more numerous.

Pay is perhaps the most obvious problem 
for local authorities when it comes to 
attracting and keeping lawyers. Since the 
CSR in 2010, local authority staff have 
had an effective pay freeze which has left 
average local authority lawyers’ pay well 
behind their peers in private practice and 
other parts of the public sector. Lawyers 
in areas such as procurement or planning 
can earn £80-£100K in a commercial law 
firm, compared with £35-50K in local 
government. 

Even after the lifting of the public sector 
pay cap, salary rises for local government 
lawyers have remained subdued. Average 
salary figures for 2019, as measured by an 
analysis of the listings on Local Government 
Lawyer’s jobs board Public Law Jobs, show 
that when compared with 2018, average 

Fig 3: Of your lawyers at the following career levels, which do you expect to increase or 
decrease in numbers in the foreseeable future?

What do local authority lawyers look for 
in an employer?

The careers survey asked 420 practising 
local authority lawyers what they looked 
for in a potential employer and by some 
distance, work-life balance and flexibility 
are the biggest factors in lawyers’ choice of 
employer than either pay or quality of work.

This represents a marked change from 
the last time this survey was taken in 2015 
when pay/pension was the biggest single 
factor, a recognition of the lack of control 
that many local authorities have to raise 
pay and the lack of significant differential 
between the pay and pension packages 
offered by different local authorities.

Fortunately, two of the three most 
important categories – work-life balance 
and quality of work – are those that local 
authorities score quite highly on when it 
comes to employee satisfaction levels. But, 
as with pay, the question for recruiting local 
authorities is how to demonstrate they can 
deliver on these factors better than their 
rivals (FIG 4).
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base salaries for in-house local government 
lawyers increased by 3%, leaving them at 
an average for qualified lawyers of between 
£38,868  - £44,644. 

This is despite a rise in the number 
of vacancies and a tightening job market 
in both public sector legal and in the 
profession generally.

Pension provision for local authorities 
has also become less generous than it was 
although local authority defined benefit 
pensions are still more attractive than 
most schemes found in the private sector, 
where defined benefit schemes are almost 
impossible to find. Estimations of the 
compatible value of public sector pensions 
vary, but research by the National Institute 
for Economic and Social Research in 2016 
(Workplace Pensions and Remuneration in 
the Public and Private Sectors in the UK by 
Jonathan Cribb and Carl Emmerson) found 
that the immediate monetary value of a 
public sector pension equated to 14% of 
salary, compared with less than 3% in the 
private sector.

This suggests that, for comparison 
purposes, an additional 11% should be 
added to public sector salaries to reflect the 
enhanced pension provision offered by local 
authorities although the additional value of 
the certainty provided by ‘defined benefit’ 
public sector pensions over the ‘defined 
contribution’ schemes almost universally 
offered by the private sector is more difficult 
to calculate.

The use of ‘market supplements’ and 
similarly-worded additional payments rose 

significantly, from 4% of all roles advertised 
on the Public Law Jobs website in 2017 
to 12% in 2018, but fell back last year to 
7%. They are most prevalent amongst 
councils in London, where 13% of vacancies 
advertised included an additional payment 
of some description. However, these do 
not appear to be a panacea for councils 
with recruitment problems – these are 
often not guaranteed indefinitely for 
successful candidates and, as was pointed 
out by a number of respondents to the 
careers section of the survey, can lead to 
resentment amongst existing staff.

Even with market supplements and 
the pension advantages, public sector pay 
freezes have left local authority lawyer 
salary packages some distance behind 
those offered to those with similar post-
qualification experience in private practice. 
Moreover, the lack of significant differential 
between pay and other benefits offered by 
individual local authorities means that there 
is little incentive to move jobs for financial 
reasons.

The structure of most legal departments 
means that promotion – and higher pay – is 
often only open to those prepared to take 
on management responsibility. There is little 
financial reward for developing technical 
expertise. Consequently, in the more in-
demand disciplines, experienced lawyers 
can also earn significantly more by working 
as a locum than permanent staff, despite the 
effect of the IR35 changes to the tax status 
of locum lawyers which deemed many to 
be ‘employees’ for taxation purposes rather 

Fig 4: What are the THREE most important factors in deciding where you work? (Please 
rank in order)

% of answers in top three % of first choice answers % of second choice answers % of third choice answers
Work-life balance 68% 33% 18% 17%
Quality and type of work available 53% 22% 15% 16%
Pay/pension 50% 14% 20% 16%
Loca�on 41% 16% 14% 11%
Culture and collegiality 22% 5% 6% 11%
Job security 18% 2% 8% 8%
Career prospects 14% 2% 9% 3%
Reputa�on of the authority as a whole 10% 2% 3% 5%
Leadership of the department 6% 1% 2% 3%
Affinity to area/community 6% 1% 3% 2%
Reputa�on of the legal department 5% 1% 1% 3%
Commitment to innova�ve prac�ce (e.g. trading services) 3% 0% 1% 2%
Size of department 1% 0% 1% 1%
Structure of department (e.g. whether a shared service or not) 1% 0% 0% 1%
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than contactors. According to respondents 
to the heads of legal survey, the imposition 
of IR35 has not dented the use of locum 
lawyers by local authorities, only made it 
more expensive (FIG 7).

The lack of supply has been exacerbated 
by local authorities cutting back on training 
contracts in recent years. The current pool 
of in-house solicitors in local government 
is around 4500, yet there were only an 
average of 83 new training contracts per 
year over the three years to 2017, according 
to the Law Society. 

As the age profile of solicitors in local 

government is quite high compared to the 
legal profession as a whole, this in-flow of 
trainees is inadequate to compensate for 
those leaving or retiring.

This gap has always existed to some 
extent but in the past, it was made up by 
hiring junior lawyers from private practice 
– a source which is less fertile than it once 
was and not just for financial reasons, as 
one head of legal told the survey: “The key 
perception that I've had to overcome [with 
lawyers from private practice] is that to 
move into local government is to prevent a 

move elsewhere in the future.”
Additionally, as another respondent 

pointed out, while local government still 
offers better flexible working opportunities 
than private practice firms, many of the 
latter have made significant strides in 
improving the work-life balance of their 
staff, reducing the clear advantage that local 
government once enjoyed. Consequently, 
81% of heads of legal said that they found it 
difficult to recruit from private practice (FIG 
8). “You need to find someone who wants 
a different lifestyle and/or better pension 
in exchange for reduced salary and status,” 
commented one.

Fighting back in the war for talent
There is widespread acceptance that the 
number of training contracts in the local 
authority legal departments – which rose 
to 96 in 2017/18 – needs to increase 
significantly and, to this end, the Lawyers 
in Local Government Group (LLG) is 
formulating a new national campaign aimed 
at encouraging graduates to apply for 
training contracts.

There is also some recognition that a 
career path needs to be available once 
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Fig 7: What difference has the imposition of IR35 on locum solicitors made to your use of 
locums?
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Fig 8: In general, how easy or difficult is it 
to hire lawyers from private practice in the 
present market?
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that contract is completed. In contrast to 
most law firms, it remains common for 
local authority trainees to have to find a 
role elsewhere at the end of their training 
period. This puts local authorities at a 
distinct disadvantage with private practice 
where the trainee retention rate is a key 
metric when trying to attract law students.

Legal apprenticeships, in which A-level 
students or graduates join an employer 
without going to law school and work 
towards their qualification through the legal 
executive route are also growing in number 
but neither address the more immediate 

problem of finding experienced staff.
In the meantime, unless the funds can 

be found to bring qualified salaries closer 
to their private practice counterparts, the 
recruitment crisis faced by local authorities 
shows little sign of abating.

Derek Bedlow is the publisher of Local 
Government Lawyer. He can be reached at 
derek.bedlow@localgovernmentlawyer.
co.uk.

Ask not what your staff can do for you…

One of the questions in the last year’s 
Survey asked what steps could your 
employer take to improve the working 
environment for you? Offhand comments 
ranged from the light-hearted (“Move the 
busker on from outside our office”) to the 
angry (“Listen !!”) but in reading the more 
considered responses a clear set of requests 
begin to emerge. 

Nobody is demanding trendy offices with 
bars, ping pong tables and bean bags dotted 
about the work floor. Local government 
lawyers responding to our survey have their 
eyes set on more conservative changes to 
the office environment. In particular, many 
suggested that the adoption of open-plan 
offices has led to “crowded” and “noisy” 
spaces which hinder the focus needed for 
legal work. Break out spaces that would 
offer quiet areas for working are suggested 
here but still, the chorus of lawyers wishing 
to get rid of “horrid” open-plan offices 
overpowers the compromising voices.

Hot desking appears to be causing 
issues in the office environment too. One 
respondent noted that “tensions rise over 
territorial claims” with staff claiming certain 
desks for themselves. Many would prefer 
their own desk but where hot-desking is 
not likely to go away, some respondents 
suggested that a solution could lie in 
increasing the number of desks available. 

If increasing desk space is not possible, 
one commenter said that an “increase [in] 

working from home flexibility” was essential. 
For most councils short on desk space, 

the viability of hot desking is dependent 
on a successful flexible working scheme.  
But flexible working is not only seen as a 
solution to the lack of workspace in council 
offices; where flexible working is being 
implemented, our respondents hailed their 
ability to work from home and choose their 
hours as an important counter to the pay 
sacrifices necessary for working in local 
government:

“My employer offers good flexible 
working to make up for the fact pay 
increases are unlikely and we do not get 
bonuses. They need to maintain this flexible 
working arrangement.”

The ability to work from home and 
choose your hours is slowly becoming 
commonplace in local government, but 
still, three-quarters of those referencing 
flexible work are still waiting for it to be 
implemented at their councils with a lack of 
IT often cited as the primary barrier.

Finally, the number of comments calling 
for better administrative support have 
shot up since the last time this survey was 
conducted in 2015 and gripes over the lack 
of support staff and facilities were amongst 
the most prevalent in this year’s survey.  
In return, many suggest, the productivity 
benefits would outweigh the cost. 
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The benefits of 
being busy
Most local authority lawyers enjoy their 
jobs. Eight-five per cent of the 420 local 
government lawyers that took part in The 
Legal Department of the Future survey in 
2019 (www.localgovernmentlawyer.co.uk/
ldotf) would recommend a career in local 
government law (FIG 1) and 83% would 
recommend their own department as a 
place to work.

These figures represent a significant 
improvement on the scores from the 
previous Legal Department of the Future 
survey in 2015, when the average ratings 
for recommending your career and 
recommending your employer were 70% 
and 72% respectively: still reasonably 
healthy but some way off 2019’s figures.

They also compare very favourably 
with other professions. According to the 
2019 version of the Chartered Institute 
of Personnel and Development’s (CIPD) 
Employee Outlook, just 69% of all workers 
were satisfied with their jobs. Local 
government lawyers also express higher 
levels of job satisfaction than teachers 
(69%, according to the OECD Teaching and 
Learning International Survey), doctors 
(83%, Medscape.com UK Doctors’ Salary 
and Satisfaction Report 2019), management 

accountants (76% of AAT members) while 
59% of social workers are planning to leave 
their jobs in the next 18 months, according 
to research by Bath Spa University (UK Social 
Workers: Working Conditions and Wellbeing) 
published in August last year.

They also do well compared to lawyers in 
other parts of the profession, according to 
research conducted last year by recruitment 
site CV-Library, which found that 50% of 
lawyers were unhappy with their current 
jobs with the biggest gripes being “feeling 
undervalued”(61%), “not being in the role 
they want” (60%), “being bored” (41%) and 
“poor company culture” (40%).

So why are local government lawyers 
apparently noticeably happier than they 
were four years ago? One answer is that 
many are less concerned about redundancy 
than they were.

Looking at the ratings for satisfaction with 
specific aspects of their work (FIG 2), the 
respondents this year scored, on average, 
their happiness with work 0.5 higher (out 
of 10) than they did in 2015. However, 
satisfaction with job security jumped from 
an average rating of 5.4 in 2015 to 6.7 
this year, the biggest rise of any of the 12 
categories in the question.

The next biggest risers are career 
prospects, up by 0.7 (albeit from a low 
base), the ‘ability to influence how I do my 
job’ (up from 6.2 to 6.8), work-life balance 
(up from 6.7 to 7.2) and quality of work 
up (up 0.4 to 7.5). The only key aspect of 
lawyers’ working lives that has not shown 
much improvement is pay/pension, up just 
0.1 to 6.4.

However, four key categories remain 
below a ‘satisfactory’ score of 6 out of 

Fig 1: Would you recommend local 
government law as a career?

30%

15%

70%

85%
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2019
Yes
No
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5.4

5.8

5.8

6.1

6.2

6.4

6.6

6.7

6.8

7.2

7.5

Career prospects

Office and other support facili�es

Professional development opportuni�es

IT and research facili�es

Manageability of workload

Quality of leadership

Pay/pension

Culture and collegiality

Job security

Ability to influence how I do my job

Work-life balance

Quality of work

Fig 2: On a scale of 1-10 (with 10 being most satisfied), how satisfied are you with the 
following aspects of your employment?
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10 – IT and research facilities, professional 
development opportunities, office and 
support facilities and, last of all, career 
prospects.

The survey also asked lawyers what 
they thought the best and worst aspects 
of working for local government were. 
Although this was asked as an open question 
rather than multiple choice, by grouping 
similar comments together we have created 
the statistical charts on these pages (FIG 2 
and FIG 3).

When it comes to the best aspects of 
working in local government, two factors 
stand out – flexibility/work-life balance and 
the quality and variety of work provided, 
which were mentioned by a little over 
(54%) and a little under (44%) one-half of 
respondents respectively.

“The work/life balance is generally better 
than any other legal sector,” one lawyer told 
the survey. “The quality of work, particularly 
for junior lawyers, is far beyond what any 
other sector can offer.”

Strong secondary reasons for working 
in local government are the public service 
aspect of the role and the culture and 
collegiality of their teams, mentioned by 
approximately one-fifth of lawyers who took 
part in the survey.

“I like knowing that I am working for the 
public,” said one respondent. “We work on 
a huge range of projects that serve many 
different people, and it is great to know that 
I have a small part in it. I used to work in the 
private sector and the change from working 
for profit only, to working for the good of 
everyone, is one of the best parts of my 
work.”

By contrast, the list of pet hates about 
working in local government is more diverse, 
although the lack of funding experienced 
by local government in recent years is a 
common theme.

Given the pay freeze over the past 
decade, pay is unsurprisingly an issue 
(mentioned by 26%), but the biggest single 
complaint relates to a lack of resources and 
support to enable lawyers to do their jobs to 
the best of their ability.

“Support staff are now extremely thin on 
the ground which makes life very stressful 
and work inefficient and everything that 

hasn’t already actually fallen apart feels as 
though it is just about to,” said one lawyer.

Other factors to gain significant mentions 
include a lack of career prospects and poor 
leadership, although a number of comments 
suggested that there was relatively little that 
legal department management could do to 
alleviate some of the problems that they 
face.

Up or out?
Despite the gripes and ongoing resource 
issues in local government, it is clear 
that morale in general has improved. 
One effect of this, compared to the last 
Legal Department of the Future survey in 
2015, is that a greater proportion of local 
government lawyers want to stay in local 
government and a greater proportion of 
them want to move up the career ladder 
too. In 2015, when asked what their 
main career ambition was, 32% of local 
government lawyers said that their future 
careers lay outside local government.

This time around (FIG 4), this proportion 
has dropped to 23% and of those that 
intend to remain in the sector, the majority 
say that they would like to move into (or 
further up) the management ranks rather 
than remain in their present pay grades.

Meeting these career demands will 
not be any easier for legal department 
management. The growth of shared services 
has reduced the number of more senior 
roles available as has the relegation of the 
monitoring officer role down the corporate 
hierarchy at many councils. As a result, while 

improved from earlier surveys, local 
government lawyers’ satisfaction with their 
career prospects remain pretty low at just 
5 out of 10. The phrase “dead man’s shoes” 
crops up frequently in the open-ended 
comments.

Meeting lawyers’ career ambitions is 
perhaps a different management headache 
to those faced in the past few years, but one 
that is probably preferable to managing a 
demotivated workforce.

1%

2%

4%

5%

11%

33%

44%

To move into a legal role in the charitable sector

To move into a non-legal role within the public sector

To move into private prac�ce

To change career completely

Other

To remain broadly at my exis�ng level within a local authority or
other public sector legal department

To move into (or up) the management chain within a local
authority or other public sector legal department

Fig 3: What would you describe as your main career ambition?
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January 28, 2020

Justice Minister resists calls for
separate jurisdiction for Wales
Justice Minister Chris Philp poured cold
water on calls for a separate Welsh
jurisdiction in a Westminster Hall debate
last week (22 January) on the report from
The Commission on Justice in Wales.

January 28, 2020

Birketts strengthens public sector
team with Senior Associate hire
Regional law firm Birketts has bolstered its
public sector team with the appointment of
Claire Jones as a Senior Associate.

January 28, 2020

Midlands university to set up £4m
legal services framework
Birmingham City University is to establish a
multi-provider framework agreement for the
provision of legal services worth an
estimated £4m.

January 27, 2020

City council passes motion
supporting pilot of citizens
assemblies
Bristol City Council will introduce two
‘citizens’ assemblies’ pilot schemes within
the year in an effort to increase the
involvement of citizens in the council’s
decision-making process.

Jan 27, 2020
Trowers links up with Project Advisory
Group to offer service organisations
undertaking digital infrastructure
projects

Jan 27, 2020
Lambeth reaches “first of its kind”
memorandum of understanding with
all housing associations in borough

Jan 27, 2020
Government to set up new regulator
for oversight of high-risk buildings

Jan 24, 2020
Abbreviated age assessment of
Afghan national carried out by council
was unlawful, High Court rules

Jan 24, 2020
District launches judicial review
challenge against housing scheme
over lack of contribution to extra
school places

Jan 23, 2020
Council wins Upper Tribunal appeal
over valuation of museum for
business rates purposes

Jan 23, 2020
Not-for-profit company to procure
legal counsel for Anglesey tidal
energy public inquiry

Jan 23, 2020
Spending watchdog publishes final
draft of new Code of Audit Practice
ahead of expected implementation in
April

Jan 23, 2020

  FEATURES AND ANALYSIS

January 24, 2020

The Monitoring
Officer -
changing
approaches for a
new decade?
Agility and speed of
movement are
qualities that both

Monitoring Officers and their organisation
will need to cultivate, writes Miranda
Carruthers-Watt.

January 24, 2020

Unincorporated
associations and
public law claims
A High Court judge
has found that
unincorporated
associations have
capacity to bring

public law claims. The ruling is potentially of
wide application in public law cases, writes
Jenny Wigley.

January 24, 2020

Complying with
the MCA
A Court of Protection
judge recently
criticised a council for
"chilling" failures to
comply with the
Mental Capacity Act.

Sophy Miles explains why.

January 24, 2020

Section 73
changes – don’t
let the Gremlins
in
Roy Pinnock
considers recent
cases on Section 73
permsisions and

examines the power to make non-material
changes to planning permissions under
section 96A of the Town and Country
Planning Act 1990.

January 24, 2020

Climate
emergency #6:
have you thought
about
Procurement?
Phil Roberts and
Matthew Mo set out
how public

procurement can play a role in tackling
climate change.

January 24, 2020

Schools please
note - annual
reviews
Good preparation is
key to the successful
delivery of annual
reviews of EHC

Complaints about repairs still
biggest category of complaint as
Housing Ombudsman publishes
insight report on data
The Housing Ombudsman has published the first in a new
series of reports aimed at providing insight into its complaints
data and individual complaints. Read more FEATURED JOBSOn Wed, 29 January
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  MORE NEWS

Jan 23, 2020
Largest town council in England to be
established ahead of move to
unitaries in county

Jan 22, 2020
Ombudsman criticises council for
reducing care package of autistic man
because of financial pressures

Jan 22, 2020
Law Society warns of “catastrophic
legal aid deserts” for community care
work

Jan 22, 2020
Super-regulator in call for evidence
around ongoing competence of
lawyers

Jan 22, 2020
Hempsons bolsters Regulatory, Crime
and Professional Discipline team with
Eastwoods merger

Jan 22, 2020
North East council to procure legal
services for insurance claims

Jan 22, 2020
Wellbeing charity reports rise in
lawyers seeking support for
depression, stress and bullying

Jan 22, 2020
Kings Chambers bolsters planning,
personal injury teams with new
tenants

Jan 21, 2020
Court of Appeal rejects council bid for
borough-wide injunction, issues
guidance on tackling unauthorised
encampments

Jan 21, 2020
Ofsted investigating unregistered
schools “with one hand tied behind
our backs”, warns Chief Inspector

Jan 21, 2020
Professional services and insurance
group acquires defendant law firm
Keoghs
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Public
procurement
challenges
require strict and
swift approach
Gwendoline Davies
and Lynsey Oakdene
offer practical advice

arising from a High Court decision in a
recent public procurement challenge.

January 24, 2020

Legal privilege
and the EIRs
A local authority was
recently ordered to
disclose legally
privileged material
under the
Environmental

Information Regulations 2004. Natasha
Stay considers the ruling.

January 17, 2020

A tale of a
whistleblower
and two hats….
The Court of Appeal
has recently
considered for the
first time whether
alleged detriments

against whistleblowers have to be suffered
in their capacity as employees (or workers)
rather than in any other personal capacity,
and concluded that they do. Sarah Hooton
reports.

January 17, 2020

Adult
safeguarding and
the Anti-social
behaviour, Crime
and Policing Act
2014

Ombudsman hits out at council for
making “serious and unsubstantiated
allegations” about asylum seeker

Jan 23, 2020
High Court rejects challenge to
decision by planning inspector despite
errors

Jan 23, 2020
Court of Appeal sets aside adoption
order after judge prematurely ruled
out birth family placement

Jan 23, 2020
Resident wins permission for judicial
review challenge over HS2 tunnel
design near Euston station
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Plans, writes Hayley Mason.

January 24, 2020

Agent of change
planning appeals
The crossover
between the licensing
and planning regimes
is growing and it is
becoming less and
less viable to

administer either in a watertight
compartment, writes Sarah Clover, after
she successfully resisted an agent of
change planning appeal.
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High Court enforcement for Local Authorities
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The Great Bundle Takeaway Debacle

On 4 April 2019 new rules came into effect for the removal of court bundles in what’s now earned the
name of “The Great Bundle Takeaway Debacle.” The debate itself is notable for how little of it is
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