
1 PARTNERSHIPS AND THE COMMUNITY LEGAL SERVICE: A 
SUMMARY  

Introduction  

Community Legal Service Partnerships (CLSPs) may seem to be a new departure to 
those involved in the practice of social welfare law, but they do not represent a new 
idea. Partnerships are at the heart of government approaches. They have not been 
universally endorsed, however, with complaints being made of "partnershipitis" and 
"mad zone disease". Recently we are beginning to see some recognition, in reports 
prepared for the government, that partnerships are not the panacea they had been 
thought to be (Frye & Webb, 2002; DTLR, 2002). This will come as no surprise to the 
academic researchers who have been studying partnerships for many years, and 
whose views have until recently largely been ignored.  

What are Partnerships?  

Academics have wrestled for some time with the problem of how to define 
partnerships. One approach classifies partnerships in terms of different levels of 
connection and commitment between the parties involved. Another approach seeks 
to distinguish "real" partnerships from their lesser brethren by describing certain 
characteristics as essential, such as the sharing of risks, resources and profits. Other 
approaches distinguish between types of partnerships in terms of their processes, 
cultures, roles or forms of organisation.  

One recent attempt to pull together various themes from the academic literature 
suggests the following essential characteristics: 
• Partnerships bring together a coalition of interests drawn from more than one 

sector to generate agreement.  
• Partnerships have common aims and a strategy to achieve them.  
• Partnerships share risks, resources and skills.  
• Partnerships achieve mutual benefit and synergy (Hutchinson & Campbell, 1998, 

p.9).  

Partnerships in practice  

A number of lessons can be drawn from the experience of partnerships in other 
fields. First, there is the importance of the political context. Is the particular 
government policy, which the partnership is supposed to implement, really of the 
highest priority to government? Have those charged with implementing it been given 
the necessary powers and resources to enable them to make major changes in their 
localities? Is central government really helping the partnerships at local level? How 
does this particular partnership compare in importance to the other partnerships and 
pressures to which the partners are subject? How severe is the tension between 
central government direction and local implementation? How democratic, 
accountable and legitimate are the arrangements which are being established?  

A second set of factors to consider are those which inhibit or facilitate partnership 
working. The inhibiting factors include self-interest and various attributes which make 
it more difficult for organisations to collaborate. The factors which may facilitate 
partnership working include: 
• The extent to which self-interest can be mobilised for the common good  
• The size and inclusivity of the partnership  



• The degree of clarity between the partners  
• Their level of commitment and capacity  
• The commitment of the partnership to evaluate its activities  
• The extent to which the right people are and remain involved  
• The levels of interaction between the partners  
• The extent of networking between them  
• The degree of trust between them  
• The extent to which the tasks of the partnership can be broken down into 

manageable chunks which can be seen as "small wins"  
• The degree of flexibility and freedom to experiment available to the partnership  
• The amount of time available to establish the partnership and build trust between 

the partners  

The most important issues however are those of resources and power.  

Resources  

One of the greatest dangers in the recent enthusiasm for partnerships is that of 
thinking that you can get something for nothing, by encouraging people to work 
together more. As one writer comments:  

"The common notion that collaboration is a good way of reducing costs and making 
effective use of resources seems particularly questionable; rather, experience 
suggests that effective collaboration is highly resource intensive." (Huxham, 1996, 
p.241)  

What partnerships can achieve depends largely on the resources available to them. 
Resources are needed to support partnerships. Limited resources can inhibit their 
development. Financial incentives can bring potential partners together and help 
retain their involvement. Competitive bidding schemes may encourage partnership 
working but they also have significant drawbacks.  

Power 

Issues of power are central to any consideration of partnership working. It is a 
recurrent theme of the literature that partnerships will suffer if they fail to 
acknowledge inequality and address issues of power.  

Partnerships can of course exist and function notwithstanding power imbalances. 
The weaker partners may still some bargaining power. Nevertheless a number of 
consequences of power imbalances may arise:  
• Paid officers from the larger partners may come to play an important role  
• Smaller organisations and those representing poor and marginalised 

communities are likely to be underrepresented or not involved at all  
• Conflict avoidance may become prevalent within the partnership  
• Dominant partners may choose to ignore the partnership and act unilaterally  
• Weaker partners are in danger of being co-opted into the decision-making 

processes of the stronger partners, while receiving little or nothing in return.  
• The position of voluntary organisations is likely to be particularly difficult, 

especially if they are in a funding relationship with one of the dominant partners.  



Tensions within partnerships  

The effect of these various factors is that partnerships are "sites of continuing 
political and economic renegotiation" (Mackintosh, 1992, pp.210-11). They have to 
continually find and maintain a balance: 
• between central direction and local implementation  
• between following guidelines and exercising discretion  
• between being flexible and being publicly accountable  
• between being inclusive and being effective  
• between the need for leadership and expertise and the need for wide 

participation  
• between seeking to achieve consensus and acknowledging and welcoming 

diversity  
• between the interests of individual member organisations and the interest of the 

partnership as a whole  
• between the interests of those members with more resources and power and 

those with less  
• between the need to find simple tasks to perform and the need to manage the 

complex roles assigned to the partnership  
• between the goals set for them and the resources available to them  
• between the need to take time to develop effective partnership working and build 

trust and the need to obtain results  
• between the desirability of pursuing small wins and the demands of other 

stakeholders.  

Challenges  

It has been suggested that partnerships go through several stages, and that a 
watershed is reached at certain points. The first is when a partnership is accepted as 
the lead body in developing an appropriate strategy for an area. A second occurs 
when the partnership takes responsibility for specific programmes or functions. If a 
partnership does not reach these watersheds it may become little more than a 
"talking shop", or a hands-off monitoring agency (Coopers and Lybrand, 1994, cited 
by Hutchinson and Campbell, 1998, p.60).  

Assuming these watersheds are successfully negotiated, it is still necessary for 
partnerships to consider the long-term sustainability of the partnership and its work. 
Recent research suggests that this issue is highly problematic (DTLR, 2002, p.30).  

Community Legal Service Partnerships (CLSPs) 

CLSPs were introduced with little consideration being given to these issues. The 
LCD's original consultation paper on the CLS (LCD, 1999) expressed very modest 
aims for CLSPs. It was also silent as to what the position would be if a CLSP 
discovered any significant amount of priority need which was not being met. Jane 
Steele's research paper, issued at the same time (Steele, 1999), highlighted many of 
the problems which CLSPs would face. Richard Moorhead's account of the pioneers 
described many of the practical difficulties and outlined various possible solutions 
(Moorhead, 2000). The Guidance subsequently issued by the LSC (LSC, 2000) 
outlined the principles and best practice identified to date but was almost silent about 
the problems which had been identified by Steele and Moorhead, or those which had 
been experienced by partnerships in other contexts. In particular, it failed to address 
the problem of conflicts of interest within CLSPs.  

 



CLSPs in practice  

It is difficult to assess how successful CLSPs have been, due in particular to a lack of 
hard evidence provided by CLSPs themselves. There have undoubtedly been 
significant achievements, although little is known about the projects funded through 
the Partnership Innovation Budget (PIB). What is clear is that many of the problems 
experienced by other partnerships have also affected CLSPs.  

The political context does appear to have been crucial. The lack of any new money, 
save through the PIB, has had a telling effect, as has the lack of any obligations on 
local authorities to participate, or fund services. The link between Best Value reviews 
and CLSPs has caused problems (Moorhead, 2001a, p.8). The proliferation of other 
partnerships (and especially Local Strategic Partnerships) has made things more 
difficult. The central - local dynamic has been particularly problematic, involving a 
clear tension between centralisation (in the LCD and LSC) and the local focus 
represented by CLSPs (LSC, 2002). This has been further complicated by the role of 
the region, as represented by Regional Legal Services Committees. The 
impingement of CLSP decisions on existing systems of democratic accountability 
has also been highlighted (ibid).  

A number of the factors which can inhibit or facilitate partnership working have 
affected the work of CLSPs, notably: 
• The varied agendas and interests of the partners  
• Structural and cultural differences between the partners  
• Tensions between partners  
• Conflicts of interest, particularly concerning local authorities  
• Varying degrees of ability and willingness to commit to the partnership  
• The difficulty of balancing inclusivity against size and effectiveness  
• The role of key individuals  
• The importance of trust between the partners  
• The difficulty of demonstrating tangible benefits and achieving "small wins"  
• The lack of time to develop CLSPs in the light of what are seen as arbitrary time 

limits imposed from above.  

The evidence suggests also that resources and power have been key issues for 
CLSPs.  

Moorhead points out that CLSPs have considerable resource implications, with the 
consequent risk that participants will seek to participate at only a superficial level 
(Moorhead, 2001b, p.558). He points out that no extra resources have been made 
available to local authorities to resource partnerships, although the LSC has 
developed Regional Planning and Partnership teams and has a Partnership Support 
Fund. His most recent study suggests that, whilst there is considerable goodwill 
towards the concept of CLSPs, resource costs and the perception amongst all 
partners that they have no spare capacity to devote to partnership working are 
inhibitors of success (Moorhead, 2001a, p.4).  

In her "Post - Implementation Review" of the CLS Naylor observes that CLSPs felt 
that they were facing a tight timetable, which meant that they required significant 
input from the LSC in terms of resources and that partnerships were, as a result, 
over-dependent on the input of LSC resources. One consequence of CLSPs being 
very LSC-led is that, without a significant increase in resources, the LSC will soon be 
unable to service them all (LSC, 2002, pp.26-27).  



Power relations have clearly been an important issue in many CLSPs. Naylor notes 
that "many providers feel that they do not have real influence in the partnerships and 
that local government and the LSC hold all the cards" (ibid, p.25). Naylor is most 
concerned, however, at the extent to which CLSPs were dominated by the LSC. She 
highlights  

"the problematic role of the LSC in partnerships - partnership requires equality of 
members, but the LSC dominates many partnerships by being the only organization 
to commit significant resources." (ibid, p.43)  

Moorhead comments that partnerships need to manage relationships between lead 
and non-lead partners carefully to ensure that the latter do not feel marginalised 
(Moorhead, 2000, para 10.31). He points out also the need to ensure that the 
steering group is not dominated by local authority and LSC staff [ibid, para 3.98], and 
the risk that CLSPs could be captured by one or other of the participants, particularly 
the LSC (Moorhead, 2001b, p.560).  

Moorhead argues that partnership requires that the governmental bodies and 
especially the funders recognise and concede to other voices in the partnership at 
least some of the time: 

"The extent to which funders actually will respond to the work of partnerships is an 
area which will need to be monitored closely. Ultimately, this will determine the 
extent to which partnerships remain viable. If funders do not cede genuine influence 
partnerships will fail. " (Moorhead, 2001b, p.560)  

Conclusion  

Many of the problems experienced by CLSPs can be understood better in the light of 
the experiences of other kinds of partnership and the attempts by academic writers 
to draw conclusions from those experiences.  

CLSPs are clearly not fully fledged partnerships when considered against some of 
the academic theorising of partnerships.  

If one considers the essential characteristics of partnerships formulated by 
Hutchinson and Campbell, it could be said that CLSPs  
• do bring together a coalition of interests drawn from more than one sector to 

generate agreement  
• strive to formulate common aims and a strategy to achieve them  
• share skills, but do not share resources, budgets or risks to any significant extent  
• strive to achieve mutual benefit and synergy, but with results which may be 

limited.  

In terms of the long-term prospects of success, the two key factors would indeed 
seem to be the issues of resources and power. It is hard to see how CLSPs can 
make significant improvements without obtaining additional resources. How able and 
willing will the more powerful partners be to concede some element of their power? 
To what extent do the more powerful partners - the local authorities and the LSC - 
have interests which they are prepared to downgrade for the greater good of the 
partnership?  

A number of other issues also need to be resolved:  

What areas of law are CLSPs expected to cover?  

 



What place, if any, does alternative dispute resolution have in the CLS, and the remit 
of CLSPs?  

To what extent do the tasks given to CLSPs make sense?  

How useful are the tools which they have been given?  

How much can they achieve?  

What is the most appropriate relationship between the local focus of CLSPs and 
wider, or regional issues?  

Are CLSPs sustainable in any realistic sense?  

Does the LSC have the resources to support over 200 CLSPs, or will it need to ration 
its resources? If so, on what basis should it do so?  

How will CLSPs maintain any significant momentum once they have completed their 
initial tasks?  

Does the present structure make sense? Should there be fewer CLSPs covering 
larger areas? How can they best relate to the work of RLSCs?  

There is no doubt that CLSPs can bring about some improvements. The question is 
whether, as presently structured, they represent the best way to do this, given  
• their cost (Goriely, 2001)  
• the time and effort involved for everyone concerned  
• the risk of diminishing returns setting in once they have completed their initial 

tasks  
• the limited amount of "new money" which is, or is likely to be, available  
• the importance of achieving a national service with certain minimum standards, 

as compared to a service that is good only in certain areas.  

Beyond these questions lie three separate, though related, issues about the 
relationship between the centre (represented by the LCD and the LSC) and the 
localities (as represented by CLSPs). The first is essentially a political issue, about 
power and devolution and where decisions are made. The second is a wider political 
issue about who is responsible for the development of the CLS. The third is a matter 
of principle: To what extent should the CLS be a national service, with only minor 
local variations or initiatives, as compared to essentially a local service?  

In relation to the first point, the "centre" is in effect telling the "locals" what to do, and 
to a lesser extent how to do it, but without giving them resources to get started or 
money to spend when they have decided what is needed. The only available funds 
are provided through the PIB, but this is determined centrally and is aimed more at 
encouraging innovation and access rather than plugging "ordinary" gaps in services.  

The second issue concerns the extent to which responsibility for CLS services is 
being devolved to local actors. There is a sense in which the government is fixing the 
budget for the CLS nationally and then urging local stakeholders to get together to 
decide how best to manage with the resources available, leaving it to them to try to 
bring in additional resources to plug the most serious gaps which they discover. 
Such a process arguably represents a decentralisation of responsibility, without any 
significant decentralisation of power, resources or control. One of the dangers of 
decentralising responsibility in such ways is that professional service providers and 
local representatives become engaged in rationing processes effectively.  



 

The third issue concerns the extent to which the CLS is to be a national service, 
following nationally agreed principles, priorities and levels of service, as compared to 
a service provided locally and subject to considerable variations in terms of the level 
and extent of services provided. At the moment there is a serious danger of uneven 
development within the CLS, and that this may be increased by the activities of 
CLSPs, and further increased by the impact of the PIB.  

Naylor's report contained a number of recommendations, which we understand have 
been accepted. In particular, she recommended that a thorough evaluation of the 
CLS should take place after three years' live running (LSC, 2002, p.8). April 2003 is 
not that far ahead. Consultation needs to take place soon, and publicly, so that all 
parties interested in the future of the CLS can discuss the form which that review 
should take, the information which needs to be collected in order to inform that 
review, and how (and by whom) that review should be conducted.  

Answers to the questions raised above (and no doubt many others) are necessary if 
the CLS is to become a reality, and also to avoid the danger that CLSPs end up 
devoting their energies to considering only how to prioritise and ration existing 
resources. As Naylor points out, outputs and outcomes are not the same. The true 
value of the CLS to its client base does not lie in whether CLSPs exist, but whether 
they "actively change the landscape of legal and advice services in order to improve 
access" (ibid, p.40).  
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