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By Catherine Baksi

QualitySolicitors has signed a
deal with WHSmith enabling it
to place a QS member of staff
in 150 branches of the high
street books and stationery
giant, the Gazette can reveal.

The deal will see QS open a
‘legal access point’ staffed by a
local QS firm in WHSmith
branches across the country.
The partnership will begin with
a QS presence in 150 branches
this summer, to be rolled out 
to 500.

QS employees staffing the
access points will use iPad apps
to book appointments for cus-
tomers, provide conveyancing
quotes, sell wills packages 
and fixed-fee advice sessions, 
and sign clients up to QS’s new

loyalty card scheme. 
QS will also place free legal

guides and advertising in
WHSmith travel stores. 

The deal will be promoted
through a QS television adver-
tising campaign, which will also
highlight QS Saturday openings

and new fixed-fee services.
QS chief executive Craig Holt

said: ‘This move represents the
future of legal services. It is a
game changer, providing both
the key elements required for
market dominance – accessibili-
ty and visibility.’

He said the partnership pro-
vides the more accessible, con-
sumer-friendly legal advice
envisaged by the Legal Servic-
es Act 2007, without the per-
ceived negative consequences
of reduced service, since legal
work will still be done by expert

law firms and not unqualified
staff in remote call centres. 

Holt said: ‘The level of aware-
ness and recognition this will
create for the QS brand is
incomparable, and will fast for-
ward us to “household name”
status years ahead of target.’ 

Holt added that the move
would mean that ‘the first port
of call for a majority of people
needing legal services will be to
visit QS in their local WHSmith’.

He declined to give details of
the commercial arrangement
with the retailer.

WHSmith commercial devel-
opment director Ian Sanders
said: ‘We’re delighted to be able
to offer our customers easy
access to legal services through
QS, and look forward to a long
and successful partnership.’

By Catherine Baksi

The Law Society’s Conveyancing
Quality Scheme (CQS) is expect-
ed to become a ‘prerequisite’ for
membership of lenders’ panels
once it becomes established,
the Council of Mortgage Lenders
(CML) said this week.

More than 700 firms have
applied to join the quality assur-
ance scheme since it launched
in January.

The CML said CQS represent-
ed a credible means of driving
up standards among con-
veyancers, and improving lender
and consumer confidence.

It said that once the scheme
achieves the Law Society’s goal
of providing a ‘confidence boost’

for the lender market, it expects
CQS to become a ‘prerequisite’
for membership of lenders’ con-
veyancing panels.

CML director general Michael
Coogan said the lenders’ body
had worked closely with the
Law Society as it developed the
scheme, to ensure conveyanc-
ing standards are improved for
consumers and lenders alike.

He said: ‘We are encouraged
by the initial interest from solici-
tor firms that have already
applied to the scheme. We urge
conveyancing firms to join the
scheme, and to do so quickly so
that their business is not
adversely affected.

‘Any conveyancing firm that
wants to continue to act on

behalf of lenders should expect
the CQS to become an impor-
tant new criterion for panel
management, and expect to be
asked by their clients whether
their firm has been accredited.’

Law Society president Linda
Lee said: ‘In our ongoing talks on
the wider issue of membership
of mortgage lender panels with
the CML and major lenders, it is
clear that there is support for
the CQS. The scheme provides
a beacon of quality for home
buyers.’

The Society will launch a con-
sumer advertising and press
campaign to promote CQS at
the end of April, informing
home-buyers about the bene-
fits of the scheme.

By Rachel Rothwell

The Legal Ombudsman was last
week accused by a consumer
watchdog of capitulating to
‘spurious objections from 
the legal profession’, after
announcing plans for a ‘staged
approach’ to publishing informa-
tion about complaints against
law firms.

In the first part of a three-
stage approach, LeO 
has begun publishing some
anonymous case studies of
complaints against law firms
on its website. The second
stage, which will begin this
summer, will see the ombuds-
man publish anonymous sum-
maries of all cases that are

resolved formally by an
ombudsman decision.

However, LeO said it will
then ‘track its data’ over nine
months before deciding 
in February 2012 whether to
adopt the more controversial
policy of publishing informa-
tion that identifies firms or
lawyers.

Dr Dianne Hayter, chair of the
Legal Services Consumer
Panel,  said: ‘This excessively
cautious, and consumer-
unfriendly, decision will be 
a huge let down for present and
future clients… In its first big
policy test, the Legal Ombuds-
man has fallen for spurious
objections from the legal 
profession.’
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By James Dean

The American Bar Association
(ABA) has taken a first step
towards introducing alternative
business structures in response
to rule changes on this side of
the Atlantic.

A New York law firm’s deci-
sion to bring English barristers
into its partnership via its City
office has prompted the ABA to
consult on relaxing law firm
ownership rules.

It launched a consultation
last week on non-lawyer owner-
ship of US firms, saying the
competitive environment in
which US firms operate has
changed since it last examined
the issue in 2000.

The ABA cited the move by
New York litigation firm Kobre &
Kim to convert its London office

to a legal disciplinary practice
(LDP) last year. Kobre & Kim’s
move allowed its UK lawyers,
including two barristers and a
solicitor, to practise English law
as partners in the firm.

The ABA has already said that,
while it will consider non-lawyer

ownership of law firms, it will
not allow passive external
investment by non-lawyers,
such as private-equity invest-
ment.

‘The competitive environ-
ment in which US firms of all
sizes now operate has changed,’

the ABA said in its consultation
paper. ‘The economic chal-
lenges of the intervening period
invite reconsideration of
whether alternative business
structures might serve to
enhance access to legal servic-
es for those otherwise unable to
afford them, and to provide new
and varied opportunities for
lawyers and firms, domestically,
to better serve clients.

‘While the regulatory environ-
ment elsewhere may not direct-
ly map the regulatory structures
in place in the United States, US
firms and lawyers are already
participating in ABSs abroad.
The discussion is no longer sim-
ply theoretical.’

Under the UK’s Legal Services
Act, firms can already convert to
LDPs, which allow non-lawyers
to comprise 25% of a legal busi-

ness. In the US, non-lawyer
ownership of law firms is only
permitted in the District of
Columbia, where there is no cap
on the percentage of the firm
that can be owned by non-
lawyers. The firm in question
cannot provide non-legal servic-
es. North Carolina is currently
introducing legislation along
similar lines.

The ABA is considering three
changes to its code of conduct:
to allow capped non-lawyer
ownership, such as in UK LDPs;
to allow a regime as flexible as
that in Columbia; or to go fur-
ther by permitting firms to offer
non-legal services as well as
purely legal services.

ABA rules are usually adopted
by state governing bars and
judiciaries, without the need for
legislative change.

By Rachel Rothwell

A Gazette survey has highlight-
ed the extent to which women
solicitors feel unable to
progress within the profession.

The research also shows that
a significant percentage of
women believe they have per-
sonally been discriminated
against during their legal career.

The survey, completed by
244 lawyers, including 192
women, showed that 64% of
women felt their gender had put
them at a disadvantage during
their career, compared to just
19% of men. Some 70% of
female partners in private prac-
tice and 71% of women lawyers

in commerce and industry
believed being a woman had
disadvantaged them.

Asked whether they had ever
been discriminated against per-
sonally, 34% of women said yes,
rising to 43% for women part-
ners and 42% for female asso-
ciates and assistants. Only 17%
of male lawyers said they had
experienced discrimination.

Women lawyers gave exam-
ples of ‘blatant’ discrimination –
earning a lower salary than less
experienced male colleagues;
being made redundant while on
maternity leave; being told in an
appraisal that women at the
firm were expected to work
harder than men to succeed –

and also more subtle forms. 
One female solicitor said a

male colleague with equivalent
experience was routinely allocat-
ed ‘the larger and more complex
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