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External stakeholder consultation report 2014

Introduction

Listening to our stakeholders ensures we have the best possible input to inform the future delivery of legal aid. Consultation also helps us build respect, trust and understanding with individuals and organisations on whom we rely upon to help us achieve our objectives. 

This report contains findings from our external stakeholder consultations conducted as part of the Strategy Project. 

Methodology

Between July to September 2014, Victoria Legal Aid embarked on a comprehensive stakeholder consultation in order to gather the views of representatives spanning Commonwealth and state governments, the judiciary, members of the Bar, lawyers in private practice and other justice sector partners as well as community and welfare sector stakeholders. Consultations took the form of individual meetings, roundtable discussions and an online survey. 

We met with more than 30 leaders in the government, legal and community sectors for structured and confidential discussions. The purpose of these meetings was to build or strengthen relationships and seek views on our future directions, although inevitably operational aspects formed part of the conversation.  
Two roundtable discussions were also held, which attracted 48 participants from Community Legal Centres, private practitioners, community services and academia. The purpose of these discussions was to explore the long term shape and role of the publicly funded legal assistance sector in Victoria. 

There were 100 responses to the online survey, from 1057 invitations, a response rate of 9.5%. The majority (52) of respondents were lawyers in private practice (private practitioners), followed by Community Legal Centre (CLC) staff (23). Judicial officers (3) and State (5) and Commonwealth (2) government representatives formed the smallest group of respondents. Participants were asked questions about our role, service delivery, priority clients and the critical issues emerging in the near future. A summary of the survey results are outlined in the Online Survey Report 2014.
Findings in context 

The purpose of this report is to summarise the stakeholder feedback that has influenced our future strategy. The consultation methods, objectives and number of participants for each type of engagement varied. Data was largely qualitative in nature and it must be borne in mind that some views may be indicative, rather than representative in their nature. Common themes have been extracted from the results of all three consultation methods. 

Perspectives varied depending on the stakeholder and the consultation method. Face to face consultations encouraged more dialogue and tended to elicit more positive and constructive feedback compared to anonymous survey responses. Those in leadership roles expressed greater understanding of the system challenges facing Victoria Legal Aid. Our sector roundtables identified a high level of goodwill and a preparedness to work together to address a number of common challenges. Regardless of seniority and consultation method, perspectives reflected interests and experiences. 

Some of the feedback is critical and we are committed to considering it seriously and responding to it genuinely. 

Many people welcomed the consultation and the opportunity to forge stronger relationships. However, it is clear that we must demonstrate that our partnerships are important to us. 

It is not the purpose of this report to respond to all feedback. Our response is contained in our new strategy which will be publicly released in April 2015. This will identify future directions along with new ways to work together better.  

We are committed to improving our external engagement for accountability and transparency. Openness in the way we engage with our partners in the justice sector, consulting them as part of our decision making process and explaining the reasons for change will enable us to deliver our goal of increasing access to justice and high quality legal services.

What we have learnt

Some of the key points emerging from the feedback include:
· Perspectives are different – they strongly depend on individual circumstance
· People care – through our consultative engagement effort we could reach out directly to our stakeholders and begin constructive conversations
· People are interested in legal aid – the more information we provided about our context, constraints and priorities, the more our stakeholders understood our challenges 
· Trust and belief need repair – we recognise that we can learn from the past and that our partnerships are important.

Themes

Relationships and collaboration

Prior to commencing the Strategy Project, Victoria Legal Aid was aware that some of our relationships needed repair. Indeed, one of the key objectives of the Strategy Project is to build engagement and trust. 

We understand that more needs to be done to increase stakeholder collaboration. This includes learning from, and building on, the success of recent engagements and consultations about major reviews and other operational activities (for example, Delivering High Quality Criminal Trials, Family Law Services Review, Review of Criminal Appeals), as well as collaborative projects and new initiatives such as engaging with Community Legal Centres in the 2013 forums with Committee of Management and managers/staff. 

During our consultations, stakeholders made a strong call for closer, more respectful and mutually beneficial relationships and increased consultation and collaboration, which would give them a greater sense of being valued as sector partners. This reflected their strong beliefs in the value of legal aid as a public good. Sector leaders clearly value the relationship we have established with them and roundtable participants pointed to opportunities for sector-wide collaboration in advocating for systemic and policy changes.

A theme from the online survey was a sense among private practitioners and Community Legal Centre lawyers of feeling undervalued. Respondents identified guideline changes as a source of dissatisfaction and frustration  – which they said is exacerbated by a perception that Victoria Legal Aid does not value the critical role of private practitioners. Community Legal Centre lawyers  indicated that although they feel they have strong relationships with us, there was still a sense amongst some that we did not always value their contribution.    

The role of our staff practice 

Resentment about Victoria Legal Aid’s size was evident amongst some private practitioners who view growth in staff with suspicion. Accusations of empire building and ‘taking money away’ from private practice were identified in the survey. Some respondents suggested our role should be limited to funding private practitioners to deliver legal services. A contrasting view offered by some Community Legal Centres was that they were increasingly asked to take on work no longer provided by Victoria Legal Aid.   

Competition was also an issue identified by Community Legal Centres with a call for a greater sharing of resources, secondment opportunities and  training as steps towards collaboration and building better relationships. The roundtables also made a number of suggestions for collaboration, calling for working groups to be established to share resources, knowledge and develop improvements, particularly around referrals between legal agencies, that would benefit clients. 

Non-legal sector collaboration

A prevalent theme is the need to forge better links with the non-legal not-for-profit sector. One recommendation was that we explore existing not-for-profit sector forums to increase our level of engagement and collaboration and roundtable participants suggested connecting to community/social services as a way of providing better, more holistic support to our clients. 

Service delivery and engagement

Support for holistic lawyering

Holistic lawyering was a key theme to emerge from the roundtable discussions, with an acknowledgement that there was much we could learn from health and social welfare sectors. The roundtable discussions recognised that legal casework was not the best or only way to deal with legal problems and participants expressed an openness to working creatively to deliver what the client needs, not just a single legal response. 
Co-operation the key to better referral pathways

The issue of inconsistent referral pathways was a theme in the roundtable discussions – especially for people who were geographically or socially isolated, had a disability or were from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds. 
Close working relationships between legal assistance sector agencies and engaging more meaningfully with the non-legal sector were seen as the key to ensuring that multiple entry points were effective in getting people appropriate, timely legal help. Roundtable participants cited doctors and childcare workers as useful points of early contact and pointed to a need for earlier engagement with the child protection system as part of an early intervention strategy. 

A greater focus on prevention, education and early intervention was highlighted by roundtable participants as a key future direction. This is in contrast to the view expressed by at least one sector leader and a number of survey respondents who saw the funding of legal representation as the only legitimate core function of Victoria Legal Aid. 
Interactions – grants, guidelines and ATLAS
Some respondents highlighted administrative and procedural concerns about the grants process. The issues identified included the usability of our grants management tool ATLAS, the complexity of the grant process and experiences dealing with our staff.
Difficulties with ATLAS were raised with respondents describing the system as onerous and unclear. The difficulty associated with securing a grant of aid and the perceived inflexibility of our guidelines were cited by some private practitioners. Those respondents experienced us as bureaucratic and unresponsive and described our grant approval processes as overly stringent, slow and counter-productive to the aim of helping people with their legal problems.  

Some of this feedback relates to frustration around grants being refused while others asked for  more help understanding our guidelines and suggested regular information sessions and more helpful advice from staff as improvements. 

A few respondents also highlighted concerns about their interpersonal interactions with staff who were described as unhelpful or uninterested in dealing with issues.  

Some of the survey respondents describe the aspects of our work that contain a regulatory focus as burdensome and disrespectful of their professionalism. This is most evident in reaction to our compliance function. 
We recognise that our guidelines are complex and that working with ATLAS can be challenging. More needs to be done to simplify our processes. Feedback we received demonstrated that some updates intended to assist practitioners by streamlining processes may be counterproductive for infrequent ATLAS users. 

We are committed to exploring ways to make this experience better. A review of our financial means test is planned with a view to simplifying the test and increasing understanding and useability. 
Transparency and accountability

The need for greater transparency and accountability was raised by all stakeholders. One sector leader encouraged greater transparency as a key to public confidence including more frequent and more detailed reporting around case volume and expenditure. Most survey respondents (46%) disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement that Victoria Legal Aid  explains its decisions in relation to sensitive and high profile cases.  
Roundtable participants also called for greater ongoing transparency within the legal assistance sector, particularly around the use of grants, rationale for guideline changes and the challenges in delivering legal services and legal education.

The majority of survey respondents agreed that knowing more about Victoria Legal Aid, our services and priorities would allow them to: 

· Identify opportunities for systemic improvement for disadvantaged and vulnerable Victorians (65 agreed)

· Identify opportunities for collaboration and partnership with us (56 agreed)

· Help their clients by making appropriate referrals to us (49 agreed)  

· Help the court with judicial case management (42 agreed).
How we spend our funding 

A number of sector leaders expressed a strong interest in more publicly available information on how we spend our funds. Online survey respondents called for transparency around our finances and were critical of wastage and bureaucracy. 
Advocating to government

Our ability and willingness to advocate to government was brought up in roundtable discussions and by survey respondents. Roundtable participants encouraged us to adopt a proactive stance and advocate for greater engagement between government and the legal assistance sector around a shared vision.
Some survey respondents were critical about our unwillingness to publicly lobby for greater funding. Others expressed concern that Victoria Legal Aid had become politicised and marked by an unwillingness to publicly criticise government policies or robustly advocate for our client base. This feedback says we can improve communication about our advocacy priorities, efforts and results.  
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