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4 March 2004
The Secretariat

Senate Legal and Constitutional Committee

Room S1.61, Parliament House

Canberra ACT, 2600

Dear Madam or Sir,

Re: Inquiry into Legal Aid and Access to Justice

Terms of Reference
The capacity of current legal aid and access to justice arrangements to meet the community need for legal assistance, including:

(a)   the performance of current arrangements in achieving national equity and uniform access to justice across Australia, including in outer-metropolitan, regional, rural and remote areas;

(b)   the implications of current arrangements in particular types of matters, including criminal law matters, family law matters and civil law matters; and

(c) the impact of current arrangements on the wider community, including community legal services, pro bono legal services, court and tribunal services and levels of self-representation.

This is a submission from the Northern Rivers Community Legal Centre, in response to the Senate Inquiry into Legal Aid and Access to Justice.

The Northern Rivers Community Legal Centre was established in 1996 under the Commonwealth Government’s Access To Justice Statement, providing both a Generalist Legal Service as well as a specific Rural Women’s Outreach Program, in recognition of the particular difficulties experienced by women in accessing legal services in rural areas. We are funded by the Commonwealth Attorney-General’s Department, Family Law and Legal Aid Division under its Community Legal Services Funding Program. We do not receive funding from the NSW Government.

We employ two solicitors, a part-time coordinator and a part-time administrator. We rely on over thirty volunteers (legal, court support and administrative) to extend the services we provide. Last year we assisted over 4,400 people, provided legal advice to 927 clients, undertook 100 cases and conducted 18 community legal education sessions. 

 
We are located in Lismore, the regional centre of Northern NSW. Our clients are drawn from a population base of some 300,000 people living along the coastal strip from Grafton to Tweed Heads and inland to Tabulam to the Queensland border. It is one of the fastest growing areas in Australia (
4.1%pa population growth) and has a large population of families with young children (
23.1%). Single parent families make up 18.6%, of all families well above the NSW figure of 
15.5%. Ninety-two per cent of our clients are on low incomes. Unemployment is high at 
12.9%. The Vinson Report (1999) into social disadvantage, “Unequal in life” rated our post codes as amongst the most disadvantaged in NSW. 

Our public transport system is virtually non-existent outside the major towns, making access to health, welfare and legal services difficult for the many individuals who do not have access to private transport. 

For the thirteen Indigenous communities of this region, limited access to legal assistance is a serious barrier to social justice. 

Our submission will comment on the three terms of reference, from a rural, regional and remote perspective.

(a) Access to Justice for regional, rural and remote areas

The current arrangements for achieving national equity and uniform access to justice do not meet the legal assistance needs of rural, regional and remote communities. There are significant gaps in the provision of legal aid and pro bono services in rural NSW.

1. Geographic distance to legal services

Our Northern Rivers region is a good example of the need for improved access to legal assistance for rural residents. Our region of some 300,000 people covers the far North Coast of NSW,   with three large towns, (Grafton, Lismore, and Tweed Heads) approximately 100 kms apart. The Regional Legal Aid Commission office, Community Legal Centre and Aboriginal Legal Service are all located in the central town of Lismore. The public transport between these towns is extremely limited; it can take the better part of a day to travel to and from Lismore. Between these towns are small townships and numerous villages. For all village residents, the daily school bus run is the only means of public transport. For the more remote Indigenous communities, the only transport is the community bus and individuals must negotiate for the limited space available. For people living on isolated rural properties, the lack of reliable private transport available to all family members is a major issue in accessing legal services. 

Even for residents with reliable private transport, the local road network is notorious, having some of the most dangerous roads in the state. The topography and climate present real challenges for reliable access to service towns. During the wet season period – November to April, roads can become unsafe within minutes, due to the vast volumes of water in our river systems and the many low lying bridges that cross our roads. Minor flooding occurs frequently during the wet season, often resulting in cancelled and missed appointments. It can also seriously hamper the ability of the Centre’s solicitors to provide Outreach Services. 

Tweed Heads and Grafton –losers in the tyranny of distance 

Tweed Heads is at the northern-most point of our catchment area, with a population of 74,380 and with a 
4.18% growth rate, and one of the most rapidly expanding areas in Australia. The rapid growth rate has not been matched by provision of services. There is no Legal Aid office or Community Legal Centre in the Tweed area. Residents of this border town also experience the added complexity of being resident in area where both NSW and Qld laws may apply to their daily lives. Private solicitors, in order to run a viable practice, must be registered in both states and have knowledge of both jurisdictions.   

Our Centre does not have the expertise to provide cross-border advice, nor the financial resources to dual-register and train solicitors in Queensland law. We can therefore only provide a limited service to Tweed residents. Our Outreach Program does not reach beyond Murwillumbah (twenty minutes from Tweed Heads) and most of our Tweed clients (1.3 % of all Centre clients) obtain advice by telephone. It is quite obvious from these figures that Tweed residents are underutilising Lismore-based legal services. In recognition of the need for a physical presence in the largest town on the Far North Coast, Lismore Legal Aid is trialling a 12 month outreach service to the Tweed. 

We recommend that given Tweed Head’s large and growing population and the need for a service that can provide both NSW and Qld legal advice, that the Commonwealth fund the establishment of a Tweed-based Legal Aid office or Community Legal Centre.

Grafton is at the southern tip of our catchment area and has a population of 16,704. Only 1.1% of our clients are from the Grafton area, the majority accessing the service via our telephone advice service. The local Lismore Legal Aid office is expected to provide a service to Grafton, but without the resources for either a telephone advice service or an outreach, Grafton clients must travel the 130 kms to the Lismore Legal Aid office for advice. It is extremely likely that most Grafton area residents in need of legal assistance do not know about the services available or are unable to access either our Centre or Lismore Legal Aid. 

Without the physical presence of a legal service, residents of these large towns are often unaware the legal assistance available in Lismore. Both towns also suffer from a paucity of welfare services that are often a key point for referrals to legal services. 


Strategies to overcome geographic barriers: 

The Community Legal Centre, in an attempt to address the problems of physical access to legal assistance, has undertaken two main strategies; physical outreach services to targeted areas within the region and the provision of telephone legal advice. Due to extremely inadequate funding, our Centre struggles to maintain an outreach service to local towns. We are also cautious in the advertising of our 1800 Freecall number, due to budget constraints.

Outreach Services 

The Centre has been providing a Northern Rivers Regional Legal Outreach Program for the last seven years. Both our Generalist and our Rural Women’s Outreach Services operate outreaches to the smaller towns in the region. At present we operate outreaches to: Maclean, Ballina, Byron Bay, Nimbin, Mullumbimby and Murwillumbah. With greater financial assistance we would be able to extend our outreach program to Grafton and Tweed Heads. At present the travel time and costs makes it uneconomic for us to provide such a service.

Solicitors conduct an outreach session one day per week, across the region, providing legal advice, information and referral and on pre-arranged occasions, conducting a community legal education session. We rely on the goodwill of local welfare agencies to provide free accommodation. The solicitor has limited access to office equipment, and does not have access to a landline telephone. Free community space is at a premium, with many welfare services competing for cheap office space. Each year there is a real risk that we will lose our free space as it becomes more difficult for community agencies to find affordable accommodation. We do not have the funds to pay for outreach accommodation.

The Outreach Service has proven to be immensely popular, especially for women and older clients who often rely on public transport and have limited mobility. Unfortunately, we can only afford to visit each town once per month, which is insufficient to meet demand, with most clients having to wait too long to see a solicitor.  The Lismore Legal Aid Office has recently received one-off 12 months funding to provide outreach services to towns in the Ballina, Byron and Tweed Shires in recognition of the need for more outreach services.

We consider that outreach services, operating from regionally-based legal service, are an effective and resource efficient method of providing access to justice for people living in smaller rural population centres. We recommend that additional Commonwealth funding be made available to extend outreach services to all towns in rural NSW.

Regional Telephone Legal Advice Service

Our Community Legal Centre is the only local legal service that provides telephone advice. By client choice, the majority of our advices are given by telephone where no outreach service is available. Once again inadequate funding means that most clients  wait an average of two weeks to obtain telephone advice unless they are successful in obtaining advice during our (no advance bookings taken) Wednesday morning Phone Clinic. Clients receiving telephone advice are then offered (where appropriate) follow-up advice, information, referral, casework and access to the Centre’s community legal education program.

Rural clients are reluctant to use Metropolitan-based Telephone Advice Lines. Many clients complain that they are on ‘call waiting’ for so long that they give up, others advise that a solicitor is not always available, and that in some instances, are given poor or inappropriate referrals due to lack of knowledge of local rural services. In one case, a client experiencing domestic violence was referred to the Country Women’s Association for assistance!  We field numerous ‘out of area’ inquiries due to the poor geographic knowledge of many city-based services. 

Rural clients would be best served by a local regional telephone legal advice service that has understanding of its client base, can provide a holistic service and has a thorough knowledge of local geography and services for referral purposes.

Video-Conferencing- Strategy for the future

Many residents in our region now have access to video-conferencing facilities in their local Community Technology Centres. At present we do not have the resources to establish a video-conferencing legal advice service, but this is an obvious strategy for improved access to legal assistance. This is a technology that has become more affordable over the last few years, and has been trialled successfully by Toowoomba Community Legal Centre in a Qld Legal Aid funded pilot program.

Video-Conferencing would significantly improve access to legal assistance for the more remote communities (provided they had access to Community Technology Centres). The Centre would save on travel time and costs, and we would be able to extend our advice service to areas currently beyond our reach.    

2. Inadequate Funding for Regional, Rural and Remote Legal Services

Our Community Legal Centre is under constant financial pressure due to significant under-funding. We receive no recurrent State funding and only $238,480 p.a in Commonwealth funding to operate a large regional service, of which $64,835 is specifically to provide a Rural Women’s Legal Outreach Program. It is self-evident that $64,835 does not cover a solicitor’s salary and on-costs (worker’s compensation, superannuation, leave entitlements) and certainly does not cover the transport costs, administration, office supplies and venue hire required to operate an outreach program. The National Association of Community Legal Centre has estimated that our Community Legal Centre needs an additional $80,000 p.a to operate at an appropriate level of service delivery. 

The current Commonwealth Community Legal Services Funding formula does not provide a rural loading to cover the increased travel costs to outreaches, nor for the operation of a 1800 Freecall number or for the higher expenditure on STD telephone calls. Most of our telephone advice sessions are to clients outside the local call area and solicitors must spend lengthy periods of time advising clients during times of peak STD rates. 

Insufficient outreach funding means that we must rely on the goodwill of local community agencies to make free office space and equipment available for our solicitors to interview clients. Often the solicitor must provide confidential advice in less than ideal conditions, without access to land line phones and without administrative assistance. Due to the part-time nature of many rural services, the solicitor may only have access to office space on days when the host agency is unstaffed. This can lead to serious concerns for the safety of our female solicitor.   

The Centre now has to cope with an additional strain on its finances. The Federal Government has refused to provide additional funding to cover the increased salary costs resulting from the provisions of the new NSW Social and Community Services Award. This has jeopardised the continued existence of Commonwealth funded Community Legal Centres in rural NSW. The NSW Government has provided one-off emergency funding to cover our $20,000 salary budget blow out, but we have no guarantees beyond the 2004 funding year.

As a matter of urgency, we urge the Commonwealth Government to provide a substantial increase in funding to its Community Legal Services Program. Rural legal services should receive an additional loading to cover the extra travel and telecommunication costs incurred in servicing large country areas.   

3. Access to Justice for Special Needs Groups

Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders

On all social and economic indicators, Indigenous Australians living in rural areas experience extreme disadvantage.  In 1998, our Centre conducted a legal needs analysis for Aboriginal women living in the thirteen Indigenous communities in our catchment area. Many of the findings are equally applicable to Indigenous men. The resulting “Mabourah Dubay- Access To Law Report” informs our service delivery to Aboriginal communities. The Report makes familiar but depressing reading. 

The report found that Aboriginal women living in rural areas access legal aid and community legal centre services in low numbers because of: 

· lack of awareness of legal assistance services

· limited access to transport to attend appointments

· lack of a telephone to access phone advice services

· fear of ‘the law’

· lack of knowledge of legal rights

· culturally inappropriate service delivery

· fear of experiencing discrimination and racism 

· community disapproval if seen to be complaining about partners or family members

· lack of  Indigenous staff  

The local Aboriginal Legal Service operates a criminal law practice, but does not have funding to provide civil or family law assistance. Accordingly, mainstream legal services must fill the gap. Lismore Legal Aid provides a half day civil advice outreach at the Lismore Aboriginal Legal Service and is developing an outreach program to Indigenous communities. 

Our Centre has made Aboriginal women’s access to justice a key priority. We have obtained funding from a variety of sources to run community development programs to improve the Centre’s service delivery to Indigenous clients. Since 1998, we have operated an Aboriginal Women’s Project with the target of improving access to justice for Indigenous women. These projects have included; Aboriginal community outreaches (unsuccessful due to client confidentiality fears), community legal education programs including the production of locally scripted and acted legal education videos, targeted casework including victims compensation and discrimination, family violence awareness programs and employment of Indigenous staff.    

Although 10% of our clients identify as Indigenous (out of an Indigenous population base of 
3.1%), we consider that further improvements can only be made with a recurrently funded Aboriginal Specialist position, through the Commonwealth’s Community Legal Services Funding Program. Without recurrent funding, we cannot adopt a comprehensive strategic service delivery plan, make ongoing commitments to Indigenous communities, or guarantee employment longevity for Indigenous staff working on improving access to justice for Indigenous communities.

Women

In 1995, the Commonwealth Government released its Justice Statement, based on its Parliamentary Inquiry into access to justice.  An important finding was that rural women experience significant barriers in accessing justice. 

Those barriers remain the same eight years later; 

· rural women are more likely than men to be on low incomes or Centrelink payments due to carer obligations and limited employment opportunities in rural industries and therefore more reliant on legal aid services, which are scarce in rural areas

· the low number of private practitioners in rural areas which increases the risk of client conflict of interest in family law matters, often with the woman losing access to the solicitor rather than the full-cost paying man 

· rural women are less mobile, often having limited access to transport to attend legal services in distant towns   

· fewer female lawyers in rural areas

Our Centre was funded as a result of the Justice Statement. Specific funding was granted to establish and operate a Rural Women’s Outreach Program to address the above barriers. 

Our Rural Women’s Outreach Program; 

· provides a women-only advice, information, referral, casework and community legal education service  

· employs only female solicitors  (with Anti-discrimination Board approval) 

· operates as many outreaches in townships throughout the region as is possible with the limited funding available 

· provides a women’s only weekly telephone advice service  

Unfortunately, there is still significant unmet need. Women in Casino, Kyogle, Nimbin, Tweed Heads, Grafton, and Byron Bay (approximately 50,000 women residents) do not have access to Rural Women’s’ Outreach in their town. This is particularly problematic in the smaller towns which have few if any female solicitors and only one or two practices. 

Provision of casework and representation (particularly in the area of family law- the most common reason why women seek legal advice) is another significant area of unmet need. More and more private solicitors are withdrawing from legal aid work, arguing that that it is no longer economically viable to undertake such matters. 

Our Rural Women’s’ Outreach Program can only undertake limited casework due to a severe lack of funding, and so most women are only able to receive an advice service. Even where women are eligible for legal aid, there may be no private practitioner prepared to take on the matter for her. This is especially problematic in the Tweed region, where there is now only one practitioner in one legal firm who is prepared to undertake family law legal aid work. The Lismore Legal Aid office is attempting to remedy this problem by providing two additional solicitors to operate Family Law Outreaches and undertake Duty Solicitor representation in Tweed Heads. Those two additional positions, however, are part of a 12 month pilot, with no guarantee of recurrent funding.

People from Culturally and Linguistically Diverse Backgrounds

Although our region has a lower percentage of people from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds (being 
2.9% of the North Coast population) than metropolitan centres, this in itself creates a major barrier for access to justice for people from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds. Due to the small population, there are no welfare or legal services for people from culturally diverse backgrounds. There is only a two day a week service assisting very recent immigrants to settle in the North Coast region.

Most legal service providers do not have access to cross-cultural training to better understand the requirements of culturally sensitive service delivery. The needs of this group are ‘below the radar’ for most government departments, agencies and community services and legal practitioners in this region. 

Our Centre includes this client group amongst its target ground for special assistance, but we have such limited funds that we are unable to provide extensive assistance. We have only recently been able to afford the costs of translating our service pamphlet into community languages.

The seven thousand residents of the North Coast who identify as culturally and linguistically diverse originate from a wide variety of ethnic backgrounds. Other than the Italian-Australian community which settled over several generations from 1900 onwards, there are no large established ethnic groups in the region. Instead we have numerous small groupings; Indian Sikhs who immigrated to work on the banana plantations, Filipino women marrying into Anglo-Australian families, small influxes of refugees from Africa, South America and South-East Asia, and Northern Europeans travelling on the hippy trail, falling in love with our climate and alternate lifestyle.

Accordingly, it is very hard to assess the barriers to justice for this disparate range of clients. The legal problems presented to our Centre by such clients include; discrimination, domestic violence, family law and employment issues. We know that for many migrant groups there is a reluctance to seek out assistance in relation to domestic violence and family law issues. Many clients are unaware that exploitation and harassment in employment, under-Award payments and discrimination in obtaining employment are legally actionable.   

Access to interpreters is one of the most obvious barriers for this group of rural residents. We encounter instances where solicitors do not use qualified interpreters, relying on friends and family to communicate complex legal information. Most practitioners are unaware of telephone interpreter services, or may be reluctant to use them. 

Where an interpreter is required for a face to face interview, it can take several weeks before an interpreter becomes available. Most interpreters must be flown in from Sydney, as there are virtually no accredited legal interpreters in our region.

There are many examples of interpreters failing to be booked for, or attending court hearings, or police interviews. It is often difficult to discover whether it is due to a lack of organisation skill or care by the court staff or police, or whether city-based interpreting services place a low priority on rural service delivery.

We recommend that a legal needs analysis be conducted for rural people from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds in order to determine their access to justice requirements.

(b) the implications of current arrangements in particular types of matters, including criminal law matters, family law matters and civil law matters; and

(b) Rural Residents and Particular types of matters

The implications of the current legal aid and access to justice arrangements are:

Family law

As noted above, there are significant problems for rural client in accessing legal assistance in family law matters. They are as follows:

· Withdrawal of many rural private solicitors from providing family law legal aid assistance. Solicitors complain that the legal aid grants received do not provide sufficient remuneration for the legal work undertaken.

· In the Tweed region, only one private solicitor in one practice is prepared to undertake family law legal aid work. Legal Aid has attempted to redress this problem by employing two additional solicitors to undertake Family Law Outreaches and Duty Solicitor work in the Tweed region. This is only for a twelve month pilot project.

· Lismore Legal Aid covers the Grafton region, but its Family Law Outreaches do not extend below Ballina, leaving clients no alternative other than to travel for over 100kms to obtain assistance from Lismore or Coffs Harbour Legal Aid. 

· The Lismore Legal Aid office does not provide telephone advice. 

· In Lismore, the legal hub of the region, with the only Family Court Registry north of Newcastle, (other than a sub-registry at Coffs Harbour) many private practitioners have ceased family law legal aid work. 

· Of the few practices that continue to undertake legal aid work, it is generally the most junior and inexperienced solicitor who takes on legal aid clients. Legal aid family law caseloads can be as high as 220 active matters. As a consequence, legally aided clients regularly seek advice from our Centre complaining about poor service. Clients often complain that they have little confidence that their matter is receiving the appropriate level of professional care, limited time spent with the solicitor to discuss their matter, errors in documents, poor preparation for court and being pressured to accept unsuitable outcomes.

· The Aboriginal Legal Service does not provide family law assistance.

Like most Community Legal Centres since the significant reduction in the Commonwealth Legal Aid budget in 1996, we have found that the majority of our clients seek advice on family law matters. Community Legal Centres cannot continue to try and meet the gap in family law legal aid services. We do not have the resources (legal. paralegal, secretarial and administrative) to provide more than an advice service for most clients. We cannot undertake the resource-intensive area of family law litigation. Accordingly, most clients are given advice and then referred on to Legal Aid or private solicitors who undertake legal aid family law casework.  This is an inefficient service and results in client dissatisfaction. From August 2003, we have decided to withdraw from providing family law assistance and instead refer clients directly to legal aid for assistance.

There is an urgent need to reassess the level of family law legal aid payments to rural practitioners to encourage more solicitors to return to legal aid work. Regional Legal Aid offices must also be funded to employ more family law solicitors to undertake outreach, casework and duty solicitor services, so that rural clients can obtain assistance in towns where there are no private practitioners willing to undertake legal aid work. 

Civil law

In our region there is limited access to legal aid assistance for civil law matters. The Lismore Legal Aid office provides one civil advice session per fortnight, as well as a civil law outreach once per week to the Aboriginal Legal Service. The Aboriginal Legal Service does not provide civil law assistance.  

We provide on average, twenty civil law appointments per week, but this is still insufficient for a large region of some three hundred thousand people. We do not have the resources to undertake the volume of civil casework that is identified in client advice sessions. Many of our clients present with debt, consumer, victim’s compensation and discrimination matters, most of which are unlikely to attract legal aid or interest private practitioners.  

We have had to prioritise the civil law casework undertaken, due to our limited resources. We have focused over the last few years on complex victim’s compensation matters, especially in the areas of sexual and domestic assault. These matters often take considerable preparation time, clients are often deeply traumatised and evidentiary requirements can be difficult to meet without extensive gathering of documentary materials from police, counsellors etc. Most private solicitors would not undertake this work for the $840 maximum fee.

We also undertake discrimination matters where there is likely to be little or no financial return for the client or the solicitor. In most instances, the matter is pursued because of the nature or the circumstances of the discrimination, and an apology or a change of policy or practice is the resolution.  

Case studies include:

Several Aboriginal women attending a services club bingo night, referred to by the bingo caller as “gorillas in the mist”. After we pursued the matter, a small sum of money was given in compensation, the caller was disciplined and the club apologised and agreed to include anti-discrimination training to all employees. 

A deaf candidate for a position in a disability service was not provided, as requested, with an Auslan interpreter for the interview. He was unable to lip read very well and could not fully understand the questions. He did not get the job. We took the matter on the client received several thousand dollars compensation and an apology.

There is an urgent need to extend the provision of civil law legal assistance. Legal Aid must receive additional funding in order to undertake civil matters in-house in situations where there is little or no financial incentive for private practitioners to act. 

(c) the impact of current arrangements on the wider community, including community legal services, pro bono legal services, court and tribunal services and levels of self-representation.

Impact on community legal services

We have addressed the impact on community legal services whilst discussing issues in the previous terms of reference. 

Pro bono services

Rural law practices are often struggling to survive financially and many are unable to provide pro bono services. Most rural firms are small, with only two or three staff and do not have resources to provide pro bono assistance. In the Lismore district, local private practitioners participate in our Thursday Evening volunteer legal advice sessions, as well as a weekly legal advice session at the Lismore Neighbourhood Centre. One practice provides free legal advice to the residents of the local Women’s Refuge. 

Given that the larger city firms have established and well resourced pro bono sections, we recommend that those firms be encouraged to extend their pro bono programs to country areas. An example of this is the pro bono work undertaken by the Sydney law firm, Gilbert and Tobin, in the NSW North –Western town of Walgett. 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………                 

Recommendations

1. We recommend that funding be granted for the establishment of a Tweed-based Legal Aid office or Community Legal Centre, given the Tweed’s s large and growing population and the need for a service that can provide both NSW and Qld legal advice. 

2. We consider that outreach services, operating from regionally-based legal services, are an effective and resource efficient method of providing access to justice for people living in smaller rural population centres. We recommend that additional Commonwealth funding be made available to extend outreach services to all towns in rural NSW.

3. Rural clients would be best served by a local regional telephone legal advice service that has an understanding of its client base, can provide a holistic service and has a thorough understanding of local geography and services for referral purposes.

4. Video-Conferencing would significantly improve access to legal assistance for the more remote communities (provided they had access to Community Technology Centres). Legal Services would save on travel time and costs, and would be able to extend their advice services to areas currently beyond reach.

5. As a matter of urgency, we urge the Commonwealth Government to provide a substantial increase in funding to its Community Legal Services Program. Rural legal services should be receive an additional loading to cover the extra travel and telecommunication costs incurred in servicing large country areas.   

6. We recommend that rural Legal Services receive funding to create an Indigenous Specialist position, through the Commonwealth’s Community Legal Services Funding Program. This position would focus on the access to justice needs for rural Indigenous communities.

7. We recommend that a legal needs analysis be conducted for rural people from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds in order to determine their access to justice requirements.

8. There is an urgent need to reassess the level of legal aid payments to rural practitioners to encourage more solicitors to return to family law legal aid work. Regional Legal Aid offices must be funded to employ more family law solicitors to undertake outreach, casework and duty solicitor services, so that rural clients can obtain advice and assistance in towns where there are no private practitioners willing to undertake legal aid work. 

9. There is an urgent need to extend the provision of civil law legal assistance. Legal Aid must receive additional funding in order to undertake civil matters in-house in situations where there is little or no incentive for private practitioners to act. 

10. Given that the larger city firms have established and well resourced pro bono sections, we recommend that those firms be encouraged to extend their pro bono programs to country areas. 

Yours faithfully,

Angela Pollard

Centre Coordinator

On behalf of the Northern Rivers Community Legal Centre 
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