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Petrie Legal Service (PLS) operates under the auspice of the Pine Rivers Neighbourhood Centre  (PRNC) itself a publicly funded body.  Situated in the outer northern edge of Brisbane; its catchment area is the Pine Rivers Shire and surrounding districts, which comprised a population of 262,033 in the 1996 census. The projected population for 2016 is 400,555. Low-income earners (people earning less than $15,600 pa on Census figures) represented 44.2% of the total population.

PLS is a part-time legal service. It operates a daytime appointment only service on Wednesdays 9am – 12.30pm and Thursdays 9am  - 4.00pm. Volunteer solicitors provide a drop-in service on Thursday evenings from 6.30pm – 8.30pm. PLS offers information, referral and face-to-face advice only, it is not in a position to provide telephone advice or to conduct ongoing matters.  A volunteer clerical assistant also helps clients to complete Family Law and other forms on Wednesdays and Thursdays by appointment.  Currently there is a 2-week delay in obtaining a legal appointment.

In the 2002 – 2003 year PLS provided assistance to 1838 clients  (an increase of 165 over the 2001 – 2002, and 586 over the 2000-2001 figure.)  In the 2002 –2003 year 50.3% of all clients sought advice concerning Family Court matters, 7.7% criminal matters and 42% civil matters.  The number of Family Law related matters generally is increasing; in addition, many clients are unable to complete the “Self-Help” kits provided by the court without assistance (we anticipate assisting at least 150 clients with form filling this financial year). It is expect that a change in the law in relation to “Joint Residency” will only serve to increase the number of clients seeking legal assistance.

The need for general advocacy has also become apparent. The requests for assistance concerning a government department (Centrelink for example), a financial institution or other body is increasing as disadvantaged members of the community become more bogged down with administrative paperwork. Although there are specialist CLC’s that deal specifically with these problems, clients prefer a service close to their home or place of employment. We are hoping to satisfy this need with the help of volunteer law students.

PLS receives both Commonwealth and State funding, with the majority of grant funds necessary for the salary of the daytime solicitor. It is difficult to attract solicitors to work 11 hours a week with a CLC, thus PLS must make the salary as attractive as possible within the budget constraints. Some allowance however, 10 hours, is allocated to PRNC for the provision of Managerial and Administrative services. 

Operating a CLC from a Neighbourhood Centre brings with it a unique combination of problems and opportunities. PLS must share space and other office resources. Key staff needed to manage the administration of PLS, are often engaged in matters of equal importance to another PRNC program - eight other major programs operate under the PRNC banner from the premises. The opportunities arise,  where PLS is able to link up with other PRNC programs to provide broader targeted assistance, for particular groups in the community. 

The introduction of the latest Service Agreement between the Commonwealth, the States and the Community Legal Centres placed severe hardship on PLS and by extension on PRNC.  It is acknowledged that the reporting requirements, the introduction of minimum service standards, the requirement for the preparation of Service Standard Manuals, half yearly Audits and Client Surveys and the review of Strategic Plans etc for all CLC’s, represent an appropriate best practice approach, as it ensures a minimum standard of community legal service throughout the country.

 The new arrangements fail however, to take into account the enormous administrative expertise, cost and effort required to ensure that smaller centres achieve and maintain technical compliance with the new requirements. The cost of this increased workload was not factored into the grants when they were made to the CLC’s.  Many part-time centres have operated efficiently and served their clients well for many years according to principles and practices that suited the idiosyncrasies of each particular community. This is not possible under the new arrangement where standardisation is required.

Neither the Coordinator, nor the Administrator of PRNC has the time or the legal knowledge necessary to ensure PLS compliance with the new agreement’s requirements. The solicitor is funded for 11 hours per week and the administrative work cannot be done during this time, as less client service would be provided.

PRNC ensured that PLS has worked towards compliance by appointing me as Administration Manager (part time - 3 hours per week) from its own residual funds. I have in fact been working between 10 and 30 hours a week to satisfy the service agreement’s requirements. Had I not been available, and able to undertake the extra commitment on a voluntary basis, PLS may well have failed to meet its obligations. I am sure that the PLS experience is not unique and that other part time services will have experienced similar difficulties.

Another of the problems for PLS in operating from shared premises is the knowledge and skill level of non-legal volunteers.   All reception staff are volunteers, who while enthusiastic, have differing levels of administrative ability, literacy and public relations skills. These volunteers receive general training in PRNC’s policies for their conduct as a volunteer in general, and as a receptionist in particular, however assimilating the varying and often complex requirements of the various programs PRNC offers is a challenging and demanding task.

These volunteers now have an important role in ensuring that PLS complies with those aspects of the Service Standards relating to information and referral.  As the “front line” of PLS they handle all initial enquiries regarding legal assistance, and have the responsibility of deciding whether the client needs a face-to-face interview, or whether information and or a referral to another service or organization is more appropriate. The training, experience and ability of volunteers that is required to ensure that this service is performed in accordance with the service standards are critical, yet costly and time consuming. Internal crosschecking is also necessary, yet this was not considered when funding for the centre was assessed.

Reliable skilled volunteers are not easy to find, or to keep. The implementation of the new procedures mentioned above has already caused one experienced long serving volunteer to resign from PLS.

The conversion from NIS to CLSIS will only stretch the limited resources further. The cost of consultancy services to ensure the correct configuration of the software into our network is significant.  Even though training is to be provided, the majority of the responsibility for data entry at PLS falls to one volunteer, who has so far been quite overwhelmed by the implementation of the new process.

Despite the difficulties discussed, PLS is proud of its achievement in providing “coal face” legal assistance to many local residents. Ongoing  changes to the law, increased bureaucratic complexity and the projected population increases in the region, lead us to believe that the need for, and expansion of, our service will be essential to the Pine Rivers community.

That being said, the current funding arrangements  impact dramatically on the effectiveness of PLS, which already relies heavily on volunteers (both professional and clerical) and financial contributions from PRNC, to ensure that client’s needs are met. The change in service standards and reporting requirements has merely added to the already heavy load. Part time CLC’s such as PLS provide an invaluable service to the disadvantaged members of their local community, yet they had little or no opportunity for input into the establishment of the policy or funding arrangements. CLC’s like PLS could be said to fall between the cracks in the current system. Unfortunately if something is not done to redress the problem our clients may well fall through cracks with us.
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