Top Tips for managing accounts

Accounting Systems

Install an accounting system specifically designed for a solicitor’s practice, preferably with capacity to include a case management system. Keep the books of account up to date at all times. Understand the books of account, in particular the significance of a client ledger debit balance and an office ledger credit balance.

Lodgements to the client accounts

Ensure clients’ moneys are lodged to the client account without delay. Moneys other than client moneys, in particular solicitors own moneys should not be lodged to the client account. Ensure mixed moneys received in respect of fees, disbursed outlays and undisbursed outlays are lodged to the client account and then transferred to office account as appropriate. Control the receipt of client moneys from clients by members of staff by the issuance of duplicate pre-numbered receipts. 

Withdrawals from the client accounts

Do not write cheques on the client account without checking the up-to-date client and office ledger accounts of the client concerned, to avoid making an overpayment to or on behalf of a client. Do not draw client account cheques against uncleared third party cheques.

Control the issuance of cheques made payable to banks. Ensure the payee details on the cheque include the name of the payee or other person who is to be credited with such payment.

Ensure bills of costs are issued to clients in advance of drawing down fees from the client account. Ensure moneys to which the solicitor is beneficially entitled are withdrawn from the client account within 3 months of the completion of a matter. Do not discharge personal or office expenditure from the client account. Pay all moneys received in respect of professional fees into client and office account as appropriate.

Balancing exercises

Ensure balancing statements, in particular bank reconciliation statements, client ledger control accounts and listings of client and office ledger balances are prepared and reviewed at regular intervals, preferably on a monthly basis. Investigate listings of client ledger balances regularly for, and deal with, long outstanding balances representing undischarged outlay, stamp duty, registration fees, and undrawn fees.

Cheques signatories

Control the number of cheque signatories on the client, trust and office accounts. Impose limits on the amount a sole signatory can withdraw. Obtain returned paid cheques and where there are multiple cheque signatories in the practice, ensure the detail on the cheque corresponds with the record per the books of account.

Estates

Ensure accounting records are maintained and kept up to date for all estates. Keep a register of all bank accounts, in particular controlled trust accounts relating to estates.

Undertakings

Maintain a formal record of undertakings to ensure that outstanding undertakings can be identified and followed up. Obtain stamp duty and registration fees from clients at the earliest opportunity to avoid problems complying with undertakings.

Documentation

Retain such relevant supporting documentation on the files as will enable client moneys handled and dealt with to be duly recorded and the entries relevant thereto in the books of account to be appropriately vouched. In particular, retain sufficient documentation on file to demonstrate due compliance with Section 68 of the Solicitors Amendment Act 1994.

