
BASIC TERMS  
 

1) barrister   lawyer who presents a case to a higher court 

   

       2)  solicitor   lawyer who advises clients 

 

3) court    an official body that has authority to try criminals,  

resolve disputes, or make other legal decisions 

 

      4) pupillage   ‘apprenticeship’ served by trainee barristers 

 

5) defendant person against whom a civil case is brought 

 

6) plaintiff   person who initiates a civil lawsuit (i.e. makes a claim in  

a civil case) 

 

7) lawsuit    a civil action brought in court in which a plaintiff seeks a  

remedy provided by the law (e.g. damages)  

 

     8) Common Law   legal system which evolved from the tribal and local  

laws in England and is the foundation of the legal 

systems of most of the English-speaking countries of the 

world, based on customs, usage and court decisions 

 

9) Roman Law   system of laws which evolved in the 8
th

 BC 

 

  10) the Judiciary   a country’s body of judges 

 

11) notice a document providing notification of a fact, claim or 

proceeding 

 

12) pleading a formal written statement setting forth the cause of 

action or the defence in a case 

 

13) trial the hearing of a case before a court 

 

14) witness a person who gives evidence in court 
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Magic circle lawyers lose their power as fees get slashed

Lead-in
Discuss these questions with a partner.
1	 In	the	world	of	law	firms,	what	is	the	magic circle?
2	 Is	there	a	magic	circle	in	your	country?	Does	it	contain	the	same	firms?
3	 In	the	UK,	how	much	do	you	think	magic	circle	partners	charge	for	an	hour’s	work?
4	 Do	you	think	this	hourly	fee	has	risen	or	fallen	recently?	Why	has	it	changed?
5	 How	much	can	lawyers	from	outside	the	magic	circle	charge	per	hour?
6	 What	has	happened	to	fees	charged	by	lawyers	from	outside	the	magic	circle?
7	 What	type	of	lawyer	can	charge	the	highest	hourly	fee?

Reading
Read the following article adapted from Management Today:
http://www.managementtoday.co.uk/channel/MarketingSales/news/940064/magic-circle-lawyers-lose-power-
fees-slashed/

Read the text quickly to find the answers to the lead-in questions. 

Magic circle lawyers lose their power as fees get slashed
You know times are hard when even the legal eagles have to start offering discounts.
Never mind the burgeoning national debt or spiralling unemployment; when lawyers are forced to start 
cutting their rates to attract custom, it’s a fairly concrete indicator that the economy is in bad shape.
And according to Jim Diamond, an independent legal costs consultant, that’s just how things are shaping 
up. Partners at London’s top five law firms – or the so-called ‘magic circle’ – are now charging an average 
of ‘only’ £450 an hour, down by a third from £675 a year ago, in order to drum up business. And you can bet 
your bottom dollar that if lawyers are feeling the crunch, fellow professional service types – accountants and 
consultants - will be too…
Before the economic crisis, magic circle legal fees had been steadily rising, and were criticised by (no doubt 
less well-paid) in-house lawyers who said that such gargantuan fees were unsustainable. And it seems 
they were right. A partner from any of the top five  - Allen & Overy, Clifford Chance, Slaughter and May, 
Freshfields Bruckhaus Deringer or Linklaters - can now be instructed for the ‘bargain’ price of £400 per hour.  
It’s just a pity no-one told the Government – it paid a whopping £22m to Slaughter & May for advice during 
the credit crunch.
Outside the magic circle, meanwhile, price cuts have been less pronounced. Partner rates for London firms 
fell by 15% during the last year to £375, while the average hourly charge for a partner outside the capital 
is now £325 – just £75 less than at a magic circle firm. Diamond told The Lawyer that the magic circle’s 
reduction in prices has an overall impact on the market. ‘Gone are the days when a mid-rank firm can justify 
its rates on the basis that the magic circle’s are 50% more.’ So now you can have the legal equivalent of a 
Ferrari for a Ford Mondeo price.
Before you go feeling too sorry for our lawyer friends - don’t bother. In spite of heavy discounts for many 
types of work, there is plenty of counter-cyclical business to keep some of their number in clover: it is 
reckoned that the top insolvency partners can earn up to £900 an hour. Bankruptcy isn’t bad news for 
everyone, it seems.
But despite the opprobrium heaped onto bankers recently, it seems we do have something to thank them 
for - they’re partly responsible for driving down legal fees. Apparently, banks are driving the hardest bargains 
because they are big magic circle customers with plenty of clout - and they could do with saving a few 
pennies themselves.

Aims
Provide	reading	practice	(to	develop	skills	of	•	
predicting	and	working	out	meaning	from	context)

Tasks
Read	an	authentic	text	about	lawyers•	
Learn	some	new	vocabulary	and	role-play	a	•	
negotiation	to	practise	the	vocabulary
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Magic circle lawyers lose their power as fees get slashed
Analysis
Read the text again to answer these questions.
1	 In	paragraph	one,	who	do	you	think	legal eagles  are?
2	 In	paragraph	two,	what	three	indicators	does	the	writer	give	of	the	weakness	of	the	economy?	Which	is	the	

best	indicator?
3	 In	paragraph	three,	why	is	the	word	only		written	in	inverted	commas	(‘	‘)?	
4	 What	point	does	the	writer	make	in	the	third	paragraph	about	accountants	and	consultants?
5	 In	paragraph	4,	the	writer	says	“It	seems	they	were	right”.	Who	was	right?	What	were	they	right	about?
6	 What	point	is	the	writer	making	in	paragraph	five?
7	 What	do	the	following	figures	in	paragraph	six	refer	to?	15,	375,	325,	75,	50.
8	 Why	does	the	writer	refer	to	Ferraris  and Ford Mondeos ? 
9	 In	paragraph	seven,	what	do	you	think	the	writer	means	by	counter-cyclical work ?
10	 In	paragraph	eight,	try	to	work	out	the	meaning	of	the	following	words.	Circle	the	best	synonym.
	 opprobrium	=	praise	/	awards	/	criticism
	 to	drive	a	hard	bargain	=	to	negotiate	effectively	/	with	difficulty	/	weakly
	 clout	=	problems	/	power	/	experience

Vocabulary
The following words and phrases from the text can all refer to amounts of money. Decide which of the 
five categories they each belong to.
a	bargain	price	 a	reduction	in	prices	 burgeoning	national	debt	 gargantuan
heavy	discounts	 spiralling	 steadily	rising	 the	average	hourly	charge
to	charge	an	average	of	…	 to	cut	rates	 to	drive	down	fees	 to	keep	somebody	in	clover	
to	offer	discounts	 to	save	a	few	pennies	 to	slash	fees	 whopping

Shrinking	
££

Small
£

Neutral
£

Large
£

Growing
££

Speaking 
Discuss these questions with a partner.
1	 Why	are	banks	such	good	customers	for	lawyers?	What	sort	of	jobs	do	they	need	top	legal	advice	on?
2	 Do	you	think	magic	circle	lawyers	deserve	such	high	fees?
3	 Why	do	you	think	customers	prefer	to	pay	for	magic	circle	partners	rather	than	lawyers	from	mid-sized	
firms?

4	 Do	you	agree	that	magic	circle	lawyers	are	significantly	better	than	other	lawyers?

Role-play
Student A
You are a banker with a lot of clout and you want to hire a magic circle lawyer. 

Student	B
You are a magic circle lawyer. Negotiate your hourly fee. Try to use as many words and phrases from the 
text as you can. 
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