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Today really does feel like a significant occasion and an important marker for the future of our legal services sector not only in England and Wales but also globally. As a Minister who understands legal practice this has been an eagerly anticipated reform. Throughout my years observing, working in, and now influencing, the direction of the British legal sector I have always been keen that we are at the helm of innovation and excellence, a position to be reinforced by reaching this milestone.  

The legal services sector’s contribution to the economy is immense. The calibre of our lawyers is second to none. The challenge – in an ever-more competitive market place - is to retain that position.  

You will have heard me thank many of you here before, but I know this has been an immense challenge. When I and colleagues scrutinised Alternative Business Structures during the passage of the Bill we were acutely aware that what we were putting in motion for the legal profession was a huge challenge. But a challenge you have all risen to, and one which I knew you would. I believe the changes you have made today will help to strengthen the sector.
So I would like to thank the Council for Licensed Conveyancers who have ridden the wave of reform with enthusiasm and courage and marked the beginning of regulation as a Licensing Authority. I would like to thank David, his Board and all the colleagues at the Legal Services Board who have worked and continue to work, tirelessly in steering this ship. And I would like to extend my thanks to the consumer groups, regulators in other sectors, academics, providers and practitioners who have contributed to shaping the process. 
Even in the face of these challenging times for our economy, the legal sector makes a very significant contribution at almost 2% of GDP. This is hugely valuable and I not only want to sustain the value of the sector, but to create an environment in which it can compete more effectively on the global stage and continue to thrive. This process is best led by the profession and by commercial innovators, not by Government. But it has to be enabled  by high-performing regulators in the sector. The LSB, CLC and SRA are showing than they can do the job.  You have all been positive partners in making that a reality. 
You have heard myself today and colleagues in both Houses commend the excellence of our lawyers, and rightly so. This marks the time when Government recognises that excellence and allows you to make choices about your businesses, and the markets for which you oversee. You all know your businesses and markets best. You judge major risks on a daily basis, and where you judge it is right to do so, you take those risks. That’s the way all businesses should operate. Provided the safeguards are maintained ABS will enable you to make that choice. And the same goes for external investment, whether that is used as a revenue stream for development of the business, to spread risk, or simply as a means to secure access to new markets. 

These changes are not intended to put pressure on lawyers to change their working arrangements. They will create no expectations to join an alternative business structure firm.  But what they will do is to open the door to an inclusive, competitive environment, which will see the most efficient structures triumph.  

But as I said earlier – and I apologise for what may be a rather clichéd metaphor but one I think is apt - this is just the first wave. We have all talked at much length about the need for a stepped approach to such radical reform and I have had the privilege to be around to see many of those steps taken. I very much look forward to the next wave that I hope will see the Law Society through the Solicitors Regulation Authority enter a new phase in legal services delivery.

And going forward, I also hope to have the privilege to see those first firms take up the opportunities everyone in the regulatory sphere here today has worked so hard to facilitate. However, whatever the uptake of the new opportunities, however far-reaching the effects, I feel reassured, as I know my Parliamentary and the British public will also feel reassured, that all the partners here today, that have set sail on this voyage, will continue to ensure the long established values of independence and maintenance of the rule of law of our legal profession.  
Thank you.

