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The Secretariat

Senate Legal and Constitutional Committee

Room S1.6, Parliament House

Canberra  ACT  2600

Sent by Email: 
legcon.sen@aph.gov.au 

Also by Facsimile:
02 6277 5794

22 September 2003

Dear Committee

Inquiry into Legal Aid and Access to Justice

I refer to the above and wish to make the following brief submission in relation to this inquiry.  We would like to acknowledge the submissions of the National Association of Community Legal Centres, the NSW Combined Community Legal Services Group and other community legal centres across the country.  

Darwin Community Legal Service endorses those submissions.

Darwin Community Legal Centre (DCLS)

DCLS is a Community Legal Centre based in Darwin, in the Top End of the Northern Territory.  We provided a range of services including:

· Legal information and referrals

· Legal advice at three clinics weekly in Darwin and at outreach clinics in six location in Darwin and around the Top End region

· Casework 

· Litigation

· Advocacy services for disabled people 

· Advocacy services for people in aged care facilities

· Community legal education

· Participation in law reform and policy development activities.

DCLS provides generalist legal services (primarily advice around civil law matters, but also some family and criminal matters) and specialist legal services in Welfare Rights and Disability Discrimination.  We also provide advocacy services for aged and/or disabled people in the Top End.

We employ full time 2 solicitors, 6 part time advocates and 4(mostly part time) administration staff.  We rely on the services of up to 70 volunteer lawyers each year who assist up to 20 clients a week at legal advice clinics.  Volunteers also provide assistance by way of research and administration work.  

We are funded to provide services in Darwin and the Top End of the Northern Territory, however we have assisted clients as far away as Alice Springs (1,500 km south of Darwin) on employment, discrimination and other matters.  We do this because there is no alternative for these people as the Alice Springs office of the NTLAC does not, for example, provide assistance on employment or welfare rights matters.  We endeavour to assist people in rural and remote communities, but due to our meagre resources we can provide only very limited services.

Last year DCLS assisted 1,740 clients.

Community Legal Services work with Legal Aid and the private legal profession to deliver quality, appropriate legal services to the communities we serve.  DCLS has a positive and productive relationship with the NT Legal Aid Commission:  we make referrals to each other;  we keep each other informed about advice clinics, we have worked together on policy issues and community education projects (including publication of the 3rd edition of the NT Law Handbook) and so on.

However, we are not able to provide legal services to the extent required by members of the local community, and we believe that Legal Aid plays a crucial role in providing legal serves to disadvantaged and marginalised people.  Like other community legal centres, we provide advice on a broad range of matters to a large number of clients.  This advice is delivered at both urban and remote centres.  We are not able to provide much in the way of casework services except in the areas we are specifically funded for (ie welfare rights, disability discrimination, disability advocacy and aged care advocacy).  

Legal Aid therefore plays an essential role in ensuring all Australians have access to justice.  In order for legal aid to be able to fulfil this role, it must be:

· nationally consistent – providing assistance to people in similar circumstances, regardless of where they live

· comprehensive in scope – covering the full spectrum of legal matters

· adequately funded – giving the requisite degree of assistance to ensure cases can be mounted properly; and

· efficiently administered – so that public funds are spent wisely and well.

Legal Aid currently does not appear to meet any of these benchmarks.  Commonwealth changes to Legal Aid arrangements since the mid 1990’s have effectively reduced access to justice by substantially reducing access to Legal Aid.  Legal Aid funding has been both reduced and restricted.  All such inadequacies are magnified in remote and/or rural areas.

Reduced and restricted access to Legal Aid means increased demand on community legal services and other community services.  Such services are not necessarily funded for nor have the expertise to provide the range of legal services required.  

Until legal aid is adequately funded and restrictions are removed, access to justice in Australia will be severely limited.

Yours sincerely

Darwin Community Legal Service Inc

Caitlin Perry

Co-ordinator










residential aged care rights • disability rights • welfare rights • domestic violence legal help (darwin)

domestic violence legal service (alice springs) • free legal advice and information • human rights and public interest law

The Darwin Community Legal Service Inc.

