Appendix 1 - Rural Needs Impact Assessment
(RNIA) Template — Accessible Version

SECTION 1 — Defining the activity subject to Section 1(1) of
the Rural Needs Act (NI) 2016

1A. Name of Public Authority.

Department of Justice

1B. Please provide a short title which describes the activity being undertaken
by the Public Authority that is subject to Section 1(1) of the Rural Needs Act
(NI) 2016.

Enabling Access to Justice Reform Programme — Amendments to Financial
Eligibility for Legal Aid

1C. Please indicate which category the activity specified in Section 1B above
relates to.

Developing a Policy Strategy Plan

Adopting a Policy ~ Strategy  Plan

Implementing a Policy Strategy Plan

Revising a Policy ~ Strategy  Plan

Designing a Public Service

Delivering a Public Service

1D. Please provide the official title (if any) of the Policy, Strategy, Plan or Public
Service document or initiative relating to the category indicated in Section 1C
above.

Enabling Access to Justice Reform Programme

1E. Please provide details of the aims and/or objectives of the Policy, Strategy,
Plan or Public Service.

To enhance access to justice for legal aid applicants by making the financial
eligibility rules for legal aid simpler, fairer and more transparent for all.




1F. What definition of ‘rural’ is the Public Authority using in respect of the
Policy, Strategy, Plan or Public Service?

Population Settlements of less than 5,000 (Default definition).
Other definition (Provide details and the rationale below).

A definition of 'rural is not applicable’

Details of alternative definition of ‘rural’ used.

N/A

Rationale for using alternative definition of ‘rural’.

N/A

Reasons why a definition of ‘rural’ is not applicable.

N/A




SECTION 2 - Understanding the impact of the Policy,
Strategy, Plan or Public Service

2A. Is the Policy, Strategy, Plan or Public Service likely to impact on people in
rural areas?

Yes No

If the response is NO GO TO Section 2E.

2B. Please explain how the Policy, Strategy, Plan or Public Service is likely to
impact on people in rural areas.

Click or tap here to enter text.

2C. If the Policy, Strategy, Plan or Public Service is likely to impact on people
in rural areas differently from people in urban areas, please explain how it is
likely to impact on people in rural areas differently.

Click or tap here to enter text.

2D. Please indicate which of the following rural policy areas the Policy,
Strategy, Plan or Public Service is likely to primarily impact on.

[] Rural Businesses

[] Rural Tourism

[] Rural Housing

D Jobs or Employment in Rural Areas

D Education or Training in Rural Areas

[[] Broadband or Mobile Communications in Rural Areas

D Transport Services or Infrastructure in Rural Areas

[[] Health or Social Care Services in Rural Areas

] Poverty in Rural Areas

|:| Deprivation in Rural Areas




D Rural Crime or Community Safety
D Rural Development
|:| Agri-Environment

L1 other (Please state)

Click or tap here to enter text.

If the response to Section 2A was YES GO TO Section 3A.

2E. Please explain why the Policy, Strategy, Plan or Public Service is NOT
likely to impact on people in rural areas.

Any changes or improvements in accessing justice will be across the population as
a whole and will not impact those in rural areas in any discriminatory way.




SECTION 3 - Identifying the Social and Economic Needs of
Persons in Rural Areas

3A. Has the Public Authority taken steps to identify the social and economic
needs of people in rural areas that are relevant to the Policy, Strategy, Plan or
Public Service?

Yes No

If the response is NO GO TO Section 3E.

3B. Please indicate which of the following methods or information sources
were used by the Public Authority to identify the social and economic needs of
people in rural areas.

Consultation with Rural Stakeholders
Consultation with Other Organisations
Surveys or Questionnaires

Published Statistics

|:| Research Papers

[] other Publications

D Other Methods or Information Sources (include details in Question 3C below).

3C. Please provide details of the methods and information sources used to
identify the social and economic needs of people in rural areas including
relevant dates, names of organisations, titles of publications, website
references, details of surveys or consultations undertaken etc.

The Department conducted a foundational review of civil legal services in 2024
which included a Call for Evidence advertised through the Department of Justice
website and available on the Citizen Space online consultation platform. This was
supplemented by a series of stakeholder engagement meetings, including meetings
with members of the legal profession and representatives of their professional
bodies. Stakeholder engagement meetings included those with: The Law Society of
Northern Ireland; The Bar of Northern Ireland; Limavady Solicitors’ Association;
Equality Commission NI; and the NI Human Rights Commission.

An extensive stakeholder engagement exercise was conducted from February 2026
to June 2026 inviting stakeholders to submit views on potential reforms.




Stakeholders included the National Farmers Union.

Legal Aid Annual Statistics to March 2024, Legal Services Agency Northern Ireland,
https://www.justice-ni.gov.uk/publications/legal-aid-northern-ireland-annual-
statistics-march-2024.

DodJ Call for Evidence for Legal Practitioners, April-dJune 2024, Call for Evidence for
Legal Practitioners (Judiciary, Solicitors (in private or public practice), Barristers) -
NI Direct - Citizen Space

DodJ Call for Evidence for Civil Society, April-dJune 2024, Call for Evidence for Civil
Society - Foundational Review of Civil Legal Services - NI Direct - Citizen Space

Diversity, Equality and Inclusion Strategy 2024-28, The Law Society of Northern
Ireland, https://www.lawsoc-

ni.org/DatabaseDocs/med_9139209 diversity _equality_inclusion_strategy300524.
pdf

Access to Justice Under Threat, A joint submission on the draft Northern Ireland
Executive Budget 2022-25, nav_3030773__Isni_and_bar_joint_submission_-
_draft_budget 2022-25.pdf

AgendaNI, November 2024: Northern Ireland is sleepwalking into a justice crisis -
agendaNi

Legal Futures, Shortage of solicitors a “real risk” to Northern Ireland; Poverty and
Income Inequality Report: Urban-Rural Statistics, 2021/22, Poverty and Income
Inequality Report: Urban-Rural Statistics | Department of Agriculture, Environment
and Rural Affairs

Northern Ireland Poverty and Inequality Report, Department for Communities,
Northern Ireland Poverty and Income Inequality Report, 2022/23

3D. Please provide details of the social and economic needs of people in rural
areas which have been identified by the Public Authority?

The Department of Justice has heard representations about barriers faced by
applicants and legal practices in rural and urban areas. The Department notes the
Annual Legal Aid Statistics to March 2024 which details the number of registered
firms in rural and urban areas.

This policy will apply equally to applicants for legal aid and those legal practitioners
in both rural and urban areas. The Department does not consider that this policy
would have any significant adverse or differential impact on applicants or solicitors
working in rural areas compared to those working in urban settings.

If the response to Section 3A was YES GO TO Section 4A.




3E. Please explain why no steps were taken by the Public Authority to identify
the social and economic needs of people in rural areas?

Click or tap here to enter text.




SECTION 4 - Considering the Social and Economic Needs
of Persons in Rural Areas

4A. Please provide details of the issues considered in relation to the social and
economic needs of people in rural areas.

The Department considered issues in relation to:

. the number of registered solicitors in urban and rural areas;

. alternative methods of obtaining legal advice to meetings in person;

. the numbers of people living in deprivation in rural areas;

. the level of movement in legal aid in Northern Ireland and the ability of
assisted persons to access legal aid from solicitor firms local to them; and

. foundational review of civil legal services.

The greatest distance to the nearest solicitor’s firm to be in Fermanagh and Omagh
(3.8). The shortest distance to the nearest solicitor’s firm is in Belfast (0.5). Lisburn
and Castlereagh have the lowest number of firms per 100k population (8), with
Belfast having the highest number of firms per 100k population (44.5). The Bar of
Northern Ireland is based in Belfast.




SECTION 5 - Influencing the Policy, Strategy, Plan or Public
Service

5A. Has the development, adoption, implementation or revising of the Policy,
Strategy or Plan, or the design or delivery of the Public Service, been
influenced by the rural needs identified?

Yes No

If the response is NO GO TO Section 5C.

5B. Please explain how the development, adoption, implementation or revising
of the Policy, Strategy or Plan, or the design or delivery of the Public Service,
has been influenced by the rural needs identified.

Click or tap here to enter text.

If the response to Section 5A was YES GO TO Section 6A.

5C. Please explain why the development, adoption, implementation or revising
of the Policy, Strategy or Plan, or the design or the delivery of the Public
Service, has NOT been influenced by the rural needs identified.

The impact of the proposals contained in the Financial Eligibility review will impact all
citizens equally and not be detrimental to people in rural areas specifically.




SECTION 6 - Documenting and Recording

6A. Please tick below to confirm that the RNIA Template will be retained by the
Public Authority and relevant information on the Section 1 activity compiled in
accordance with paragraph 6.7 of the guidance.

| confirm that the RNIA Template will be retained and relevant information
compiled.

Rural Needs Impact Assessment undertaken by:

Peter Gibson

Position/Grade:

Staff Officer

Division/Branch:

Enabling Access to Justice Division

Signature:

Peter Gibson

Date:

17/08/26

Rural Needs Impact Assessment approved by:

Steven Allison

Position/Grade:

Director Enabling Access to Justice Division/Grade 5

Division/Branch:




Enabling Access to Justice Division

Signature:

Steven Allison

Date:

23/10/2026
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