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Return to the office - practical framework; staying cyber-aware; Practising Fee consultation; Brexit & more
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Dear Member,
 
The London & South East Relationship Management team are keen to ensure that key updates and information of relevance are communicated to you, and your local law society, periodically. 
 
Please feel free to share the information below more widely with your committees and your membership.
 
 
Coronavirus (COVID-19) pages
 
We know members will have questions about the implications of coronavirus (COVID-19) for their clients, their businesses, their professional obligations, their own wellbeing and that of their employees.

In response to questions from our members, our latest advice for firms is listed on our designated Covid-19 page. This information will be updated regularly to reflect the most recent guidance.
As well as updates and advice, we're influencing government, regulators and other stakeholders on behalf of our members.

To stay up to date on the impact on the sector and our latest support, please keep checking our website, subscribe to our Gazette Daily News Update, check the latest coronavirus news from the Gazette, follow us on Twitter, subscribe to our weekly Professional Update email newsletter. Firms should also  sign up to receive government email alerts to ensure they are acting on the latest information. Please also consider following The Law Society on LinkedIn, if you aren't already, as all updates are communicated via that account in real time.
 
HMCTS also offer a daily operational update: Read more and sign up here
 
Please get in touch to share any concerns you have relating to coronavirus and your business and the practice of law. Your feedback is essential in order for us to keep our guidance as up-to-date and relevant as possible. Contact beth.quinn@lawsociety.org.uk 
 

 
Practical framework for law firms and sole practitioners on return to the office
 
We recently released a framework for legal services following the guidance released by the UK government regarding offices in England, which covered law firms and sole practitioners. In our guidance, we outline the most relevant points for legal services and the practical steps that firms need to take in terms of returning to the office.
 
We also released employment law guidance for returning to the office which is applicable to offices and other workspaces more widely, looks at the employment law and health and safety considerations employers will need to be aware of as employees return to the office, or continue to work from home.
 
This was part of our safe return to the office: Toolkit for firms. There are a number of steps that firms need to take to reopen safely, and our toolkit provides practical resources to help members get ready for this return safely. These include: a Risk assessment template; Covid-19 posters to display in offices (handwashing; 2m distance for common areas; one person per lift; one person in the toilet); staffing decisions flowchart and an article on what to consider when returning to office working.
 
If you run a small firm and would like printed, laminated, copies of our Covid-19 posters for office display please contact coronavirus@lawsociety.org.uk
 
 
Guidance on how to consider the best work systems for your organisation
 
What do law firms need to consider when creating the best work systems in our Covid-19 world? Our new guidance helps you to consider the issues raised by coronavirus for law firm management. The guidance includes:
 
· Can we be liable if an employee contracts coronavirus at work?
· The legal framework
· The impact of coronavirus on working practices
· What policies should be looked at?
· Reopening offices
· Carrying out a risk assessment and sharing it with your employees
· Choosing who can return to work
· Can staff demand to come into the office?
And much more. Read the guidance in full here
 
 
Brexit
 
As you know, last week the UK and EU agreed that they will not extend the transition period. With six months to go until the end of this transition period, we continue to urge for a deal to be reached and with time for businesses to prepare for the new arrangements. You can read what the solicitor profession needs from the negotiations and what the Law Society will doing to support members ahead of the 31 December 2020 deadline.
 
We have published more on this in ‘six months to go: Brexit and legal services’ on our website.
 
 
Practising Fee 2020-21
 
We are now consulting members about a £3 million reduction in our part of the practising fee for 2020-21 (this is a 10% decrease).
 
The Law Society receives less than 30% of the practising fee; the largest portion, over 70%, covers the total costs of the SRA, part of the costs of the Legal Services Board and the Legal Ombudsman, the full cost of the Solicitors Disciplinary Tribunal, and certain levies under the Legal Services Act. Although we propose to reduce our portion by £3m, proposed increases elsewhere will result in a flat practising certificate fee overall.
 
The planned reduction is part of a package of support which equates to approximately £4m. This is made up of a reduction in the practising certificate fee by the Society, driving down its operating costs by £3m, along with free training programmes and additional free to access webinars and support to help members deal with the challenges they and their firms will be facing. It also includes targeted direct support with accreditation discounts for conveyancing and criminal members particularly suffering at the moment.
 
This joint consultation asks for your views on the Practising Fee overall and the split of spending between the various bodies listed above. You can read the consultation document here and give your views (deadline is midnight on 10 July 2020).
 
 
Cybersecurity for solicitors
 
Since March 2020 there has been a 400% increase in online fraud and law firms are an attractive target because of the amount of data and personal information they store.
 
Cybercrime is getting more sophisticated so it's important to protect your firm's information and systems. Our guide looks at the security you should have in place to protect your critical assets from cybercrime. These assets will include:
 
· Data
· Networks
· Computers
· Mobiles and smart devices
Read our practice note on scams and find out more on how to stay cyber aware.
 
 
 
Consultation summary
 
Revisions to the Attorney General's Guidance on disclosure and the CPIA Code of Practice - closing date extended to 22 July 2020
Link to consultation
Policy Lead: Janet.Arkinstall@lawsociety.org.uk  
 
The Attorney General's Office is consulting on changes to the guidelines and Code of Practice for disclosure.
 
Tax Treatment of Asset Holding Companies in Alternative Funding Structures- closing date 19 August 2020
Link to consultation
Policy Lead: James.Reynolds@lawsociety.org.uk
 
This consultation seeks views on whether changes to the tax treatment of companies used by funds to hold assets could make the UK a more attractive location for these companies. It also considers the VAT treatment of fund management fees and other aspects of the UK’s funds regime.
 
SRA Consultation: SRA Business Plan and Budget 2020-2021 - closing date 26 August 2020
Link to consultation
Policy Lead: Marzena.Lipman@lawsociety.org.uk
 
This consultation takes place, in part, alongside the Law Society Group consultation on the level of the practising certificate fees for 2020/21, which runs until 10 July 2020. The SRA has therefore encouraged responses on the budget component of the business plan prior to 10 July.  

As part of this consultation, the SRA is also be asking for views its proposed principles for managing its Compensation Fund, which is a key part of consumer protection and supports public confidence in solicitor firms and the reputation of the profession. Every year the SRA Board decides on the level of the profession's contributions to the fund, based on information about trends, past and prospective claims and interventions.
 
Notification of uncertain tax treatment by large businesses - closing date 27 August 2020
Link to Consultation
Policy Lead: James.Reynolds@lawsociety.org.uk
 
From April 2021 large businesses will be required to notify HMRC when they take a tax position which HMRC is likely to challenge. This policy will draw on international accounting standards which many large businesses already follow. This consultation seeks views on the method and detail of the notification and particular areas of uncertain tax treatment.
 
Call for evidence: raising standards in the market for tax abuse - closing date 28 August 2020
Link to consultation
Policy Lead: James.Reynolds@lawsociety.org.uk
 
The government has published a call for evidence on raising standards in the market for tax advice. HMRC is seeking evidence about providers of tax advice, current standards upheld by tax advisers, and the effectiveness of the government’s efforts to support those standards, in order to give taxpayers more assurance that the advice they are receiving is reliable.
 
Consultation on Corporate Tax Rules that apply to Hybrid Mismatch Arrangements- closing date 29 August 2020
Link to consultation
Policy Lead: James.Reynolds@lawsociety.org.uk
 
The government is consulting on arrangements that exploit the differences in tax treatments between the two jurisdictions. This consultation seeks to ensure that the hybrid mismatch rules work proportionately and as intended.
 
 
If you have any questions in relation to any of the above, please do not hesitate to contact us at London&SouthEastTeam@lawsociety.org.uk          
 
Best wishes,
 
Bhavni, Beth and Stuart.
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