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QUALITY OF LEGAL AID SERVICES

I. WHY

1. Why legal aid?

2. Why UNODC?

3. Why quality?

II. WHAT

1. what is quality?

2. what does it entail?

III. HOW

1. How to establish? 

2. How to ensure? 

3. How to measure/evaluate? 



1. Why legal aid?
The global challenge



2. The role of UNODC



Development of the UN Principles and 
Guidelines on Access to Legal Aid in Criminal 

Justice Systems (2012)



The UN Principles and Guidelines

• Benchmarks of legal, administrative and 
financial basis for an effective and efficient 
legal aid system 

• Ideal and comprehensive system, 
something to aspire to implement 

“a useful framework to guide Member States on the 

principles on which a legal aid system in criminal 

justice should be based” (GA resolution)



KEY DEVELOPMENTS



Expanding the definition of legal aid

• Legal advice

• Legal assistance

• Legal
representation

For Persons 
• Detained, arrested or 

imprisoned;
• Suspected,
• Accused of, or
• Charged with a criminal 

offence;
• Victims and
• Witnesses in the 

criminal justice process.

• Legal education
• Access to legal 

information
• Other services



Expanding the criteria of eligibility 
for legal aid

Legal Aid should be ”provided at no cost for those 
without sufficient means or when the interests of 
justice so require”

Compared with ICCPR:

“in any case where the interests of justice so
require, and without payment by him in any such
case if he does not have sufficient means to pay for
it”



Ensuring Equal Access to legal aid and 
Recognising the needs of certain groups

• Victims – P4, G7

• Witnesses – P5, G8

• Children – Defining child-friendly legal aid and 
establishing special measures, P11, G10

• Women – ensuring EQUAL access (G9)

• Groups with special needs (P10)

• Foreign prisoners – information on transfer (G6)



Recognising the importance of 
partnerships In particular : the 
important contribution of 
paralegals (P14, G14)



One of the main findings:

Globally across all development levels, people’s lack of
confidence in the quality of legal aid services is one of the
most significant challenges poor and vulnerable groups are
facing in accessing legal aid.

3. WHY QUALITY?
UNDP/UNODC Global Study on Legal Aid (2016) 



3. WHY QUALITY?
While progress can be observed in establishing legal and 
policy frameworks in many countries, challenges remain 
across all regions: 

– implementing plans and enhancing the scope and 
quality of services, embedded in wider justice reform 
programmes is difficult

– the quality of services provided mostly depends on the 
specifics of the national system

– 2/3 of countries had never conducted legal aid needs
assessments

– Most countries used complaints mechanisms for
quality control

SOURCE: UNDP/UNODC Global Study on Legal Aid (2016)



➢ To respond to the technical 
assistance need, as a first step 
UNODC with 50 experts from all 
regions developed a new 
Handbook to provide an overview 
and guide on measures to 
constantly improve and monitor 
the quality of criminal legal aid 
services



CHALLENGES IN DEVELOPING A GLOBAL 
TOOL



II. WHAT - DEFINITION OF Quality?

➢ Difficult to conceptualize

• Abstract concept, with varying levels

• Difficult to decide which aspects to approach first

• Limited dedicated funding

• Cost-value considerations

• May include state and non-state actors

➢ At the same time

 Essential to ensure optimal use of resources, and just
outcomes

 If quality is low, or perceived as low, it creates an
additional barrier/obstacle for people’s access to justice



II. WHAT? UN Principles and Guidelines

• Made it an obligation for Member States to put in place 
accessible, effective, sustainable and credible legal aid 
systems – and to ensure the quality of services provided.

• Focus: the individual provider (lawyers and paralegals)

Principle 13 – Competence

➢Possess education, training, skills and experience 
that are commensurate with the nature of their 
work including the gravity of the offences dealt 
with

➢Rights and needs of women, children and groups 
with specific needs



WHAT: Measures suggested (GLs 14-17)

• Criteria for accreditation (GL 15)

• National quality standards for non-state legal aid 
and paralegals (GLs 16 and 14)

• Adequate training, and supervision by qualified lawyers 
(GL 14 – mentioned in context of paralegals only, may be 
appropriate for lawyers)

• Monitoring and evaluation mechanisms to assess and 
continuously enhance quality (GLs 16 and 14)

• Mechanisms to track, monitor and evaluate legal aid are 
established and should continually strive to improve the 
provision of legal aid (GL 17)



II. WHAT? - THE CONTEXT FOR QUALITY

✓ The right to legal aid 
- International and regional standards

- The role of human rights bodies

- Specific standards on legal aid 

- Effective defence,  responsibilities

✓ The criminal justice system
– The legal system

– The institutions

– Other actors

prioritizing, awareness

quality

Human 

Rights

obligations

The 

Criminal 

Justice 

System

DEVELOPMENT



III. HOW - Approaches to Establishing and 
Enhancing Quality

✓ The legal aid system

– The concept of quality

– National body

– Measures to establish quality

– Specialized services

– Data collection and analysis to create and use an evidence base

✓ The legal aid providers

– Competence and skills

– Evaluating quality: measures and tools

– Outcomes of evaluation

✓ Developing strategies and designing programmes

Based on examples from all regions and legal systems



III. HOW – how to ensure quality?
In addition to the measures identified in the UN  Principles 
and Guidelines (based on human rights obligations)

Research for development of Handbook shows the most commonly used 
measures across the world are:

» Accreditation and training

» Adequate time and facilities to prepare
(including case load limits

» Continuity of representation

» Supervision and mentoring

» Conditions of service

» Employing experts

» Choice of counsel

» Specialized services

» Case management and data collection tools

» Participation in legislation and reform



III. HOW – how to measure and evaluate 
quality?

Taking into account that systems differ across the world, the 
UN P&G do not favour any specific model for evaluation! 

The Global study and additional research show the most commonly used 
tools cross the world are:

» Checklists

» Surveys and focus groups

» Client interviews and satisfaction surveys

» Complaints mechanisms

» Model clients

» Lawyers’ self-assessment

» Supervisor’s assessment

» Judicial assessment

» Case-file/peer review



How to develop a national action plan? Summary 

and Recommendations for Member States

• Define a national vision of quality as well as
the purposes of quality assurance & evaluation

• Identify a body/bodies responsible for quality
assurance/monitoring (or appoint one)

• Adopt criteria for accreditation of legal aid
providers

• Adopt ethical codes, practice standards,
performance standards and checklists

• Develop training programmes for providers



How to develop a national action plan? Summary 

and Recommendations for Member States

• Develop specialized services for children and for
persons with specific needs, as well as specific criteria
and training

• Develop structures and institutions to support
effective legal aid delivery at all stages of the criminal
justice system, as well as equal access for women

• Develop monitoring and evaluation mechanisms

• Assess, evaluate, collect data and regularly publish
reports on the quality of legal aid with
recommendations for improvement.



For more information on legal aid:

Contact Information:

Justice Section
justice@unodc.org

Tel: +43-1-26060 4154 or 5017

Legalaid@unodc.org

Anika Holterhof

Anika.holterhof@unodc.org

mailto:justice@unodc.org
mailto:Legalaid@unodc.org
mailto:Anika.holterhof@unodc.org

