INTERVIEW WITH CLINICAL NEGLIGENCE PARTNER,
OLIVER THORNE
South West Consultant Cathryn Holmes interviews a partner she has known
for 16 years on why you should consider joining his ambitious and
innovative firm in North Devon/Somerset. Oliver outlines why Slee Blackwell
come up against some of the largest firms in the UK and hold their own.

"We are a team with huge
aspirations and haven’t
set ourselves any
boundaries...we can take
on cases regardless of
complexity and value."
You moved from Michelmores to Slee Blackwell.
What would you say to someone considering a
move to smaller firm?
It’s understandable to be nervous – for me I was
losing the support of 10-15 colleagues and having
only 2-3 people to call on however, in reality, I had
just as much support. Also I was taking a pay cut
however, in my opinion, you sometimes need to
look past the flashy offices, salary & benefits
packages and consider the career opportunities
that may be available to you within a smaller firm.
What makes Slee Blackwell and your Clinical
Negligence team different from other teams
specialising in this work?
We are a team with huge aspirations and haven’t
set ourselves any boundaries. In building the team
I have tried to ensure that we can take on cases
regardless of complexity and value ensuring we
can service the firms local and national client base
both new and existing. As a team and a firm, we try
not to compare ourselves against firms of a similar
size - we deal with highly complex matters and
often come up against some of the largest firms in
the country and we certainly hold our own. Our
interests lie in what’s going on inside our firm not
what others are doing.

How is the team structured and how would you
describe your management style?
We have 3 senior lawyers totalling almost 60 years
of experience, junior lawyers, trainees and support
staff. We’re not conventional in that we rely heavily
upon support staff, we’ve invested in technology to
ensure cases can progress smoothly and at a good
pace which is in the best interest of our clients. As
to my management style, I am very focussed on
achieving the goals I’ve set myself and the team
and will provide the help and support to ensure
my team hit their goals. My team would say I’m
very approachable and am always here for them.
You qualified via the ILEX route, is this
something you would recommend to others?
Absolutely, the knowledge and experience you gain
from learning on the job is invaluable and it’s a
way of specialising from an early stage in a
particular area of law- it makes you a better
lawyer, quicker! As a firm we are currently funding
a number of lawyers through their CILEx studies
and I have 3 trainee legal executives on my team.
Unlike other firms, we are interested in whether
you can do the job well, not your job title.

During the difficult last two years, what work would you say your
team have been particularly proud of?
Adapting to a change in the way we work. We’ve invested heavily in
software so we’ve all been learning at the same time as trying to progress
our cases.
Did the pandemic affect your work /market and how did Slee
Blackwell respond to the challenges it brought?
In the clinical negligence team we had a lull in new enquires during the
lockdown however, experienced a huge bounce back effect when
restrictions were lifted. The lull allowed us to adapt to a new way of
working and concentrate on our existing cases and technological
infrastructure. We’ve not seen the number of covid related enquiries we
were expecting but I think those cases would be difficult anyway. We have
taken on a number of high value and high profile cases in the last 12
months. One of our biggest issues has been recruiting staff to deal with
the volume of work we are undertaking as a firm.

The effect of fixed
costs in clinical
negligence claims will
have a huge impact…
We’ve seen it coming…
so have set up our
team, case
management system
and software to deal.

What do you see happening in the future for lawyers specialising in
clinical negligence?
The effect of fixed costs in clinical negligence claims will have a huge
impact on some firms. We’ve seen it coming for years now so have set up
our team, case management system and software to deal with it. When the
inevitable does happen, we will be ready and will adapt. If anything, I think
as a team we will see an increase in work from firms that no longer want
to deal with lower value cases.
And finally, what would you like to see change/more of in the legal
profession?
Selfishly, what’s important to me is what’s happening inside Slee Blackwell
and that staff are happy and enjoy the work they do. In the wider
profession, a shift by some in accepting that a career in the legal industry
is open to anyone regardless of your background.
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