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Covid 19 & The Clerks Room 

The current pandemic has brought many challenges to the clerking team in the same 

manner that it has to members. It has been a difficult and worrying period for us all.  

We are grateful that the IT in place within Chambers enabled us to move to working 

from home easily and efficiently and to do so with minimal expenditure for Chambers. 

Expenditure was primarily limited to the purchase of several Laptops.  Because the 

Chambers phone system works via VOIP we have used either our office phones or 

softphones on our laptops from home using our home internet. Many Chambers were 

and, in some cases, still are, reliant upon diverting calls to mobiles. However, whilst 

we can work from home efficiently everything takes longer, and we look forward to the 

day we can all return to the office. We have a good camaraderie in the clerk’s room 

but we rely greatly on instant communication within the room, and this has presented 

challenges and made life more difficult.   

Prior to lockdown in March a plan had already been put in place by CRT to ensure 

that, in the event of a lockdown, staff time would be utilized to the best of our ability 

and roles had been drawn up. The plan however, was created prior to the 

Government’s Furlough scheme and its introduction allowed us to rotate staff using it 

and in doing so make a considerable saving on costs. At different stages the following 

staff were furloughed: Chris, Theresa, David, Ellie, Oliver, and Crystal.  The remaining 

staff have worked throughout. With hindsight, I recognise that I should have gone 

further and had Lee on furlough for a short period as well, to relieve pressure on him.  

It is important to appreciate that whilst the Staff who were furloughed were 

understanding of the position, they were equally disappointed to be selected and 

carried with them concerns as to the future viability of their roles.  It should also be 

noted that we decided at an early stage that where members of staff had holidays 

booked during their furlough periods that the leave should be taken and we adjusted 

our claims accordingly. In doing this we are not now facing multiple requests for annual 

leave.  

To assist with the logistics of the reduced staffing a decision was made to route all 

calls whether to Chelmsford or London to one number and group. This decision 

enabled us to ensure that we could service and answer calls more efficiently by doing 

so centrally.  This has had a positive effect and has greatly helped in communication 
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between the London and Chelmsford clerking teams and ensured that we have been 

able to make the best use of the staff resource available.   

We recognise the difficulties that have been faced by our members, particularly those 

with advocacy-based practices whose work dried up overnight when the courts 

stopped sitting. We were however fortunate in that many members (circa 60%) had 

some hourly rate work to do when lockdown started.  To assist in generating income 

for members in the absence of courts sitting, we endeavored to find hourly rate work 

for our members where it was possible to do so.  We spoke with several firms who we 

heard may have the potential to engage counsel. We have had some success with 

this and secured some opportunities suitable for junior members. Other opportunities 

that we thought were in the bag have been put on hold for varying reasons, but we 

expect some further opportunities soon.  Members will however appreciate there was 

no magic wand and we are not alone in seeking this type of work.  We additionally 

tried to maintain a line of communication with a large number of our core clients both 

on a case specific and non-case related basis to ensure we keep a communication 

avenue open, offered our services to assist with issues they are facing even if it’s just 

to do a favor in giving a listing or help with a billing query.  

It is fair to say that there has been a great deal of communication between members 

and the clerking team during the past few months. We are fully aware that with new 

case work still coming into members’ diaries alongside existing cases loads waiting 

for hearing, this has created an added burden / pressure for members to keep on top 

of them all. Some have already indicated to us that they are inundated and are at 

melting point:  if this applies to you please let us know.  

Currently our work levels in terms of the number of cases being listed are fairly like the 

same period last year, albeit with fewer trials at present. Of course, we must factor in 

the fact at this time last year a lot of courts were not sitting for other reasons.  Perhaps 

surprisingly the level of emails and telephone calls to Chambers have remained fairly 

near normal levels throughout the past few months and we are now seeing consistent 

levels of new instructions across all call bands. From what we are hearing the signs 

are promising that there will be a glut of cases charged and briefed in the coming 

months.   
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Day to day clerking is complicated and we are having to take each week / month as it 

comes. It is currently impossible to know exactly which cases in members’ diaries will 

go ahead at present and the courts are of little assistance. The next few months will 

undoubtedly bring more challenges with the threats of further local lockdowns to come. 

It is however fair to say that with the increasing number of trial courts coming back 

online, the future is currently looking more optimistic.  

The fees team Martin and Rachel have been similarly busy. They have encountered 

numerous issues where many solicitors have furloughed staff who would normally deal 

with fee payments. That said all members’ aged debts have been systematically 

chased and they have however managed to reduce our overall aged debt. Our fee 

billing levels have remained strong despite the challenging period. 

There has also been a need to learn new skills. Crystal and Theresa have both been 

trained on updating the website, which has proved invaluable in enabling us to cut 

down on the use of freelance staff. Theresa, alongside her clerking role has also spent 

time learning how the new Lex Marketing system we have subscribed to works. Joe 

Barret is now also working on this to enable us to support the Webinar and lecture 

series going forward.  

Some have suggested that there has been little to do for clerks over the past few 

months. The opposite is in fact true and I would like to acknowledge the fact that I am 

fully aware that there has been a great deal of pressure on the staff during this period. 

Those members of staff working whilst others were furloughed have gone over and 

above what could have been asked of them to keep the day to day administration of 

Chambers running. They have routinely worked through lunch and into the evening to 

ensure that all jobs were covered, and problems did not occur.  I am grateful to them.  

They did this willingly and it enabled us to avoid having to have a higher level of staff 

available.  

At the same time, I would like to publicly acknowledge on behalf of the staff our 

gratitude to Chambers for the way in which this pandemic has been handled. The 

Covid committee has provided us with a line of communication where problems have 

been able to be dealt with instantly. We have, I believe, all learnt a lot.  

Mark Bennett 


