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Cuts in legal aid ‘could lead to
Jeremy Kyle justice’ in courts
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ROPOSED changes to how
family law will be funded will
result in “Jeremy Kyle style
justice” in Northern Ireland’s
courtrooms, a leading lawyer has
warned.
The Department of Justice is
proposing changes that would
only permit one fixed legal aid fee
of around £500 for parents to fight
cases through the family courts.
The current system allows multiple
applications if needed.
Family law solicitor Sinead Larkin
said David Ford’s proposals do not
take into consideration the complexities involved and the impact on children and wider society if families are
left unrepresented.
She also warned the system could
grind to halt with “petrified” women forced to represent themselves
against abusive ex partners with the
judiciary acting as “Jeremy Kyle” in
the middle.
“Using the term ‘cost effective
analysis’ as the department are doing when talking about children and
women suffering domestic violence
is beyond offensive,” said Ms Larkin.
“I couldn’t devote two years of my
time, as some cases require, when
the two options on offer are either
chronically underfunded or not
funded at all.
“We are dealing with children exposed to heinous acts of domestic
violence
“Our job is to set children and families in a better position than when
we started with them. We are a front
line service.
“I’m dealing with police, Women’s
Aid, social workers I never want to
look at a family in distress as a unit
of business.
“The DOJ in cutting funding for
cases relating to children and cases relating to domestic abuse – for
the two are inextricably linked –
are occasioning a further assault
on such victims by depriving them
when at their absolute most vulnerable the right to good quality legal
representation from an experienced
family lawyer.
“It therefore follows that that the
experience in England and Wales for
such victims is that they are now
facing their assailant in family law
courts themselves being cross ex-
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The experience in England and Wales
for such victims is that they are now
facing their assailant in family law courts
themselves being cross examined by
their abuser
– Sinead Larkin

amined by their abuser. .
“If the DOJ took the time to actually engage with the family law solicitors they would gain a greater
understanding of the system”, Ms
Larkin said.
The north Belfast-based solicitor,
who is a partner in Larkin, O’Connor and Cassidy, said using the
same system currently operating in
England and Wales is unworkable in
Northern Ireland because of conflict
legacy issues.
“We are a community in transition I
have spoke to other solicitors about
this and we are all still dealing with

paramilitary issues in family courts
and that’s on both sides,” she said.
“Either threats to the mother directly because of the partner’s affiliations or the mother saying I can’t
facilitate contact when the father is
under threat from paramilitaries.
“There is just a total lack of understanding for these issues which are
unfortunately not that unusual.
“We’re going to have a system that
grinds to a halt and abused women
paralysed with fear trying to represent themselves with the judiciary
trying to mediate in the middle”, Ms
Larkin added.
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‘I wouldn’t be alive today without legal aid’

ONE woman who has battled
through the family courts for the
past two years to keep her abusive
ex-husband from her life, has told
how she fears she would be dead
if legal aid had not been made
available.
The woman, who is represented
by Sinead Larkin, said without the
support of legal representations
she wouldn’t have had the strength
to leave her abusive partner who
she believes would have eventually
killed her.
Over the past two years the
Newtownabbey mother-of-three has
been physically and mentally abused
by her ex-husband, who also tracked
her down and stabbed her and who
continues to pursue her through the

family courts despite having been
jailed for the brutal attack.
“I suppose like most people I tried
to hide the abuse, it was drink
related he’d go on benders for days
on end and then show up in the
morning when I was trying to get
the kids ready for school banging
on the door demanding to be let in”,
she said.
“It came to a head on my birthday
when we went for dinner and he just
drank the entire night. He didn’t
eat anything and was nasty and
aggressive. When I got home I let
the babysitter go and then I said the
wrong thing.
“I said ‘you’d have thought it was
your birthday rather than mine’ and
he started wrecking the kitchen.
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Is money more
important than
three wee
children’s lives?

He left the room and I phoned the
police, they’d already been out five
or six times prior to that.
“When I told him I’d rang the police
he headbutted me”.
The police removed her abusive
partner from the house and the
following day she contacted Ms
Larkin who got her case to court
successfully applied for a non
molestation order.

After changing the locks of her
home she heard nothing for two
weeks.
However, he had been monitoring
her social media site and one
morning when he knew she would
be returning from church lay in wait
near the house.
He pulled out a knife and stabbed
her multiple times in front of two of
their children. The woman managed
to make her way out into the street
before collapsing.
Her ex-husband was jailed for the
attack but while in prison continued
to harass her with sexually explicit
letters and phone calls.
He then made an application to
the family court for access to the
children. The stress resulted in the

woman being admitted to hospital.
“He rang 104 times in 48 hours
when I was in hospital because he
didn’t know where I was.
“The things I’ve had to cope with,
what my children have witnessed is
horrific,” she said.
“I couldn’t have done it without
Sinead. I’d have let him back again
and he’d have killed me I’m sure.
“I’ve lost all confidence. I couldn’t
stand in a court with him. I need
legal representation and I can’t
afford a solicitor. He could keep this
up until my youngest child is 16.
“I wouldn’t be here today without
the help I received. Is money more
important than three wee children’s
lives?”
Allison Morris

