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Online survey report 2014 

Introduction
In July 2014, Victoria Legal Aid conducted an online survey to gather stakeholder input into the development of our future strategy. The online survey was one part of a comprehensive stakeholder consultation that included 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.

The overall findings of the broader stakeholder consultation are published in the complete External Stakeholder Consultation Report 2014. This report outlines the responses to the Online Survey, which attracted a 9% response rate.

Methodology

The Online Survey was conducted over three weeks in July 2014. The survey was sent  via email to 1,057 recipients, including all panel practitioners, community legal centres (CLCs), the judiciary, some universities, government departments (State and Commonwealth) and key non-legal service providers.  One hundred people completed survey – a response rate of 9%.

The majority (52) of respondents were private practitioners, followed by CLC staff (23). Judicial officers (three) and State (five) and Commonwealth (two) government representatives formed the smallest group of respondents. Although the feedback is valuable, the methodology and response rate reflect a small proportion of views.

Participants were asked questions about our role, service delivery, priority clients and the critical issues emerging in the near future. Responses are de-identified to ensure confidentiality. 

Key findings

While there is noted room for improvement, survey respondents generally viewed Victoria Legal Aid as a valuable and important key player in the legal assistance sector. Some CLC staff particularly expressed their gratitude for our continuous support. 

Respondents acknowledged that we are one of the few organisations well placed to speak on behalf of those adversely affected by crime. Respondents also valued our staff for being professional, hard-working and dedicated. Some also acknowledged our improved efforts in stakeholder engagement and expressed a desire for continued consultations to build trust and provide for a greater level of transparency about the important choices Victoria Legal Aid makes on behalf of the community.

Private practitioners formed the largest part of respondents and many of them were critical about their daily experiences providing legal aid work, particularly regarding  ATLAS and grant application processes, and funding matters. (NB. ATLAS is the online application, submission and payments system implemented in 2011 to streamline processes and engage practitioners in self-certification of applications and claims. The requirements behind  ATLAS were developed in 2007.)

Suggestions for improvement ranged from relationship re-building and collaboration to guideline changes and process improvement and (re)inclusion of services.

The findings are discussed in more detail and within the context of broader stakeholder consultation in the External Stakeholder Consultation Report 2014

Results

Q1: Tell us about your role?
· Private lawyers: 52%

· Judicial officer: 3%

· State government public servant: 5%

· Commonwealth government public servant: 5%

· Community legal centre staff: 23%

· Social/welfare sector worker: 0%

· Other: 15%

Q2: How would you describe your relationship with Victoria Legal Aid?

Most (58%) of respondents describe their relationship with Victoria Legal Aid as mostly positive compared with 27% seeing it as mostly negative and 15% being neutral.

What could improve the relationship?

A number of private practitioners expressed frustration with the usability of ATLAS and asked for a simplification of the grant application process and expressed a desire to re-establish a constructive working relationship. 

Q3: How often are you in contact with Victoria Legal Aid?

Most (49%) respondents (49%) are in weekly contact with Victoria Legal Aid, with only 11% of respondents interacting with us less frequently than once a month.

Q4: Tell us whether you agree/disagree with the following: Knowing more about Victoria Legal Aid, its services and priorities would allow me to …..

· Help my clients by making appropriate referrals to Victoria Legal Aid: 49% agree

· Identify opportunities for collaboration and partnerships with Victoria Legal Aid: 56% agree

· Help the court with judicial case management: 42% agree
· Identify opportunities for systemic improvement for disadvantaged and vulnerable Victorians: 65% agree 

Q5: In thinking about Victoria Legal Aid, please nominate up to three words from the list below that best describe the organisation.

Top five responses:
· 65% of respondents see Victoria Legal Aid as bureaucratic.

· 28% see us as wasteful.

· 25% say we are slow.

· 20% say we are conservative.

· 18% say we are professional.

Q6: To what extent do you agree/disagree with the following statements?

· Victoria Legal Aid has good relationships with its stakeholders: 42% disagreed or strongly disagreed.

· Victoria Legal Aid reports publicly about its performance: 49% strongly agreed or agreed.

· Victoria Legal Aid manages its finances appropriately: 53% disagreed or strongly disagreed.
· Services provided or arranged by Victoria Legal Aid are of high quality: 50% strongly agreed or agreed.

· Victoria Legal Aid explains its decisions in relation to sensitive and high profile cases: 46% disagreed or strongly disagreed.

· Victoria Legal Aid explains its directions and priorities: 29% agreed.

· When the media mentions Victoria Legal Aid it is generally fair and balanced and contains Victoria Legal Aid’s view on the issue being reported: 33% neither agreed nor disagreed.

· People speak positively about Victoria Legal Aid: 39% disagreed.

· Victoria Legal Aid is open to consultation and feedback: 49% disagreed or strongly disagreed.

· Victoria Legal Aid regularly reviews its services: 30% said they did not know.

· Victoria Legal Aid is prepared to speak publicly on relevant issues: 39% agreed.

· Victoria Legal Aid effectively leads and advocates for reform in the justice system: 21% agreed and 27% were neutral.

· Victoria Legal Aid provides an invaluable service to disadvantaged clients and communities: 66% strongly agreed or agreed.

· Victoria Legal Aid plays an important role in the justice system: 81% strongly agreed or agreed.

Q7: Please select three of the following factors that would be most important in making you feel confident in Victoria Legal Aid?

Top five responses:
· 48% selected ‘Victoria Legal Aid provides an invaluable service to disadvantaged clients and communities’. 

· 38% selected ‘Victoria Legal Aid services are of high quality’ as an important factor

· 37% chose ‘Victoria Legal Aid manages its finances appropriately’

· 35% selected ‘Victoria Legal Aid has good relationships with its stakeholders’. 

· 32% nominated ‘Victoria Legal Aid is open to consultation and feedback’ as important.

Q8:  Do you believe Victoria Legal Aid plays a leading and responsible role in the legal sector?

54% of respondents answered yes. 
Q9: In your opinion, to what extent should the following services be a priority for Victoria Legal Aid?

· Providing legal advice: 88% considered this to be of very high or high priority.

· Advocating to improve laws for disadvantaged and vulnerable people and advising government on changes to the law: 69% considered this of very high or high priority. 

· Representing people in court/tribunals for civil disputes: 69% saw it a very high or high priority.

· Representing people accused of a serious crime in court: 67% saw this as a very high priority.

· Representing people accused of a minor crime in court: 58% considered this of a very high or high priority.

· Representing people in court for family disputes: 56% classified this as a very high priority.

· Preventing legal problems and equipping people with the skills to resolve future problems without legal assistance: 33% saw this as a moderate priority.

· Educating the community so people understand the laws that affect them: 31% saw it as a high priority.

Q10: Are there any other services Victoria Legal Aid does not provide but should consider offering or focusing on in the future?

Suggestions included:

· increasing the number of offices in regional Victoria

· reversing recent eligibility guideline changes

· providing initial advice for people with matters relating to DHS

· self-help guides for all civil issues

· greater representation in family law matters
Q11: Victoria Legal Aid prioritises services for people who are poor, socially excluded and have their access to justice impeded. In your opinion, which groups should be a priority for Victoria Legal Aid in the next two to five years? Please nominate up to three.

Top five responses:
· clients with mental health issues

· clients on low incomes

· women and victims of family violence

· people accused of serious crimes/facing imprisonment/criminal law matters

· clients with family law matters

Q12: What should Victoria Legal Aid do differently or change to remain a relevant and effective organisation?

Consultation and respect were a common theme in the comments. Respondents said greater consultation and collaboration with private practitioners and CLC staff would make Victoria Legal Aid a more relevant and effective organisation. There was also a call for greater transparency about our projects and priorities. 
A few respondents made practical suggestions such as using technology to provide advice and support self-representation. 

Other suggestions included: 

· we build on but not duplicate other legal education efforts

· a wish for Victoria Legal Aid to publicly lobby for more funding, and 

· focus funds on family law applicants to pursue their rights throughout the whole of the court process.

Q13: Who should Victoria Legal Aid be collaborating/working with in the future?

Suggestions included private practitioners, hospitals, doctors, health centres, social services, courts and victims groups

Q14: What critical issues do you feel Victoria Legal Aid will face in the next two to five years? Please rank from 1 to 10 – 1 being highly critical to 10 being not critical at all

Top five responses:
· Increasing demand for our services, level of funding for legal aid. 
· Restrictions on eligibility to legal aid. 
· Changes to sentencing legislation, increased policing.

· Increased complexity of cases concerning substance abuse, mental illness and family violence. 
· Increasing community expectations, changes to welfare.
Q15: Would you recommend Victoria Legal Aid’s services to your clients or people you know?

Most (62%) respondents said yes.
Q16: Would you recommend Victoria Legal Aid as an employer?

Most (53%) respondents said yes . 

Q17: What other comments or thoughts do you have about Victoria Legal Aid?

Respondents reiterated the need for a focus on more transparent reporting and collaborative relationships, including consultations and discussion of issues. 
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