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Chairperson’s declaration

In accordance with section 12N of the Legal Aid Act 1978 (Vic) and provisions of the Financial Management Act 1994 (Vic), I am pleased to present the Victoria Legal Aid Annual Report for the year ending 30 June 2014.
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Understanding this report

The services we provide and our initiatives are guided by the themes and goals we have committed to in our Strategic Plan 2011–14 and the Council of Australian Governments’ National Partnership Agreement on Legal Assistance Services (NPA). 
Our work is underpinned by the Legal Aid Act 1978 (Vic).
National Partnership Agreement 
The NPA is an agreement between the Commonwealth and the states and territories that forms the basis of Commonwealth funding to all legal aid commissions. 
The NPA focuses on providing assistance to disadvantaged people to resolve legal problems before they escalate and, where appropriate, avoid the need for litigation. It also promotes increased collaboration and co-operation with other service providers, and between legal assistance providers themselves, to ensure better targeting of legal assistance services for clients.
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 We have used this icon where we have reported against legal aid services provided under the NPA.
Strategic plan 
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Access and inclusion

Strategic goal: To deliver timely and respectful access to the justice system; to help people resolve legal problems and protect rights.
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Relationships and collaboration
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Strategic goal: To build strong, effective relationships with other organisations for the benefit of our clients.
Organisational responsiveness

Strategic goal: To enhance organisational capability to respond to a changing environment.

We have used these icons where we have reported against legal aid services provided under the themes and goals of our strategic plan.
Our performance outcomes
Summary
	Preventative services 
	2013–14
	2012–13
	% change

	Calls to our Legal Help telephone service 
	94,151
	81,790
	15% up

	Matters dealt with by our Legal Help telephone service [image: image3.jpg]NPA




	109,327
	89,463
	22% up

	Matters referred externally [image: image4.jpg]NPA




	84,603
	71,337 
	19% up

	Publications distributed [image: image5.jpg]NPA




	399,814
	615,568
	35% down

	Community legal education participants [image: image6.jpg]NPA




	16,542
	12,770
	30% up

	Community legal education sessions 
	444
	350
	27% up

	Visits to our website
	1,104,264
	1,061,423
	4% up

	Early intervention services
	
	
	

	Legal advice, minor assistance and advocacy [image: image7.jpg]NPA




	46,178
	51,598
	11% down

	Family dispute resolution services 
(Roundtable Dispute Management)
	
	
	

	Number of conferences
	1,190
	1,217
	2% down

	Duty lawyer services
	
	
	

	In-house duty lawyer services [image: image8.jpg]NPA




	65,727
	58,581
	12% up

	Private practitioner duty lawyer services [image: image9.jpg]NPA




	6,217
	6,722
	8% down

	Casework under grants of legal assistance
	
	
	

	Grants of legal assistance [image: image10.jpg]NPA




	33,463
	39,782
	16% down

	Clients receiving government benefits
	62%
	65%
	3% down

	Clients with no income
	34%
	31%
	3% up

	In-house grants of legal assistance
	9,760
	10,227
	5% down

	Private practitioner grants of legal assistance
	23,270
	29,072
	20% down

	Community legal centre grants of legal assistance
	433
	483
	10% down

	Clients
	
	
	

	Unique clients*
	81,400
	86,861
	6% down
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 Legal aid services provided under the National Partnership Agreement on Legal Assistance Services 
* Unique clients are individual clients who accessed one or more of Victoria Legal Aid’s legal services. This does not include people for whom a client–lawyer relationship was not formed, who received telephone, website or in-person information at court or at public counters, or participated in community legal education – we do not create an individual client record for these people.
	Financial summary
	2013–14
$000
	2012–13
$000
	% change

	Income from government
	132,408 
	    122,179 
	8%

	Income from the Public Purpose Fund
	25,663
	      25,663 
	0%

	Total income from transactions
	162,222
	    155,990 
	4%

	Total expenses from transactions
	(146,903)
	   (162,473)
	-10%

	Net result from transactions
	15,319
	       (6,483)
	336%

	Net result for the period
	16,109
	       (9,332)
	273%

	Net cash flow from operating activities
	20,493
	       (1,035)
	2080%

	Cash at 30 June
	32,185
	      12,893 
	150%

	Total assets
	67,064
	      50,050
	34%

	Total liabilities
	36,514
	      35,609 
	3%

	Total equity
	30,550
	      14,439 
	112%


Chairperson and Managing Director’s message
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Helping marginalised, vulnerable people with their legal problems lies at the heart of what we do and this year we once again provided services to more than 80,000 Victorians – people who are socially and economically isolated; families in dispute or crisis; people with a disability or mental illness and those who live in remote areas. 
We remain absolutely committed to providing access to justice to as many people as possible while acknowledging the reality that we operate on limited funding, which we must spend responsibly, effectively and appropriately. 
In 2012–13 competing demands on our limited resources forced us to make significant changes to our eligibility guidelines. These changes prioritised our most vulnerable clients, including those in custody, people with a mental illness or disability and applicants for family violence intervention orders. As anticipated, this year we assisted fewer clients, prioritising people with the most complex needs facing the most serious consequences and reserving legal representation – our most intensive and costly form of assistance – for those most vulnerable.
Our high quality duty lawyer and preventative services are now providing assistance to more people. Our duty lawyers resolved more matters in Magistrates’ courts, our staff legal practice took on more complex, time-consuming work, including more in-court advocacy, and there was more continuity of representation for clients and less briefing of external counsel. 

We made modest investments in the expansion of some of our services to meet demand. Additional staff in our Legal Help telephone service enabled us to answer almost 12,500 more calls, providing effective early intervention. A significant expansion of our Mental Health and Disability Advocacy program means we can now offer representation to vulnerable clients facing involuntary psychiatric treatment from our Melbourne, Dandenong, Geelong and Bendigo offices. 

In November 2013 we relaxed our family law trial guideline to enable more people to continue to be represented at their family law trial. We resolved in June 2014 to further relax this guideline, effective from 1 September 2014, representing people where there is existing evidence of family violence.

Our finances

The National Partnership Agreement on Legal Assistance Services was ‘rolled over’ in June 2014 for 12 months to enable negotiations on its replacement to take place. The federal government budget saw us lose an expected $3.5 million in the 2014–15 year, but our core funding was continued, which means our immediate financial future remains stable. 
Following two years of operating deficits, we have this year recorded a surplus. This is due to the changes to eligibility guidelines introduced in 2012–13, unspent one-off Commonwealth funds and other efficiency measures. The surplus has allowed us to stabilise cash reserves at more prudent levels, equivalent to six weeks’ operating costs. Without further funding the surplus is temporary. We anticipate increasing demand on our services resulting from government initiatives to make communities safer and to combat family violence and strengthen child protection. 

Increased consultation and engagement

Consultation and engagement – with government, stakeholders and the community – was a strong focus of our work this year. We consulted closely with justice sector partners as part of our Delivering High Quality Criminal Trials review. Responding to community concerns, we also began a review of our criminal appeals guidelines, including consulting with victims of crime and the families of offenders. We will announce results of both these reviews in late 2014.

We made two submissions and gave oral evidence to a ‘once in a generation’ inquiry into Access to Justice by the Productivity Commission. It was pleasing to note that the Commission’s preliminary report and assessment is that legal aid commissions are an essential service and a worthwhile investment.

Thank you

We would like to express our sincere thanks to the Victoria Legal Aid Board of Directors, our staff and our community and justice sector partners for their tireless commitment to our clients during a period of considerable change. 

We also thank the Attorney-General of Victoria, the Hon. Robert Clark MP, the Attorney-General of the Commonwealth of Australia, the Hon. Senator George Brandis QC, and former Attorney-General of the Commonwealth of Australia, the Hon. Mark Dreyfus QC, for their ongoing commitment to legal aid. 

During the year we farewelled our former Chief Counsel, Saul Holt. We thank Saul for his valuable contribution to Victoria Legal Aid and the Victorian justice system.

Future outlook

Prudent financial management will continue to be a focus for the Board to ensure we balance financial sustainability with responding to demand for our services. We do, however, plan to improve the way we provide family violence legal services and focus on effective preventative interventions. We will also investigate whether we can afford to offer legal aid to more people who currently miss out because of our stringent means test.

Our performance audit by the Victorian Auditor-General validated many aspects of our work while calling for better reporting on our statutory objectives. We will continue to improve our efforts on this front.   

Finally, our strategic plan is due to expire at the end of 2014 and we are taking this opportunity to ask important foundational questions about our contribution and role in the community, the values that inform our decisions and how we can best meet the objectives of the Legal Aid Act 1978 (Vic). Our future direction will be informed by comprehensive research and consultation with our staff, stakeholders and the broader community.
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Andrew Guy
Bevan Warner

Chairperson
Managing Director

Financial year overview

We finished the year with a surplus on transactions, our day-to-day business, of $15.3 million, a positive result when compared to last year’s $6.5 million deficit. The comprehensive surplus was $16.1 million, compared to a $9.3 million deficit last year.

The improvement in the operating result is due to increased Commonwealth and state income and lower case-related professional payments.

During 2012–13 we implemented strategies to reduce our deficit and as a result the number of grants of legal assistance decreased last year. There is a lag between when a grant of legal assistance is approved and when the work is done and the payment made, so this year we saw the impact of the reduction.
The year end cash balance was $32.2 million, which is above the targeted $12.0 million minimum cash balance we hold to ensure we meet fluctuations in annual payments. 
In line with financial sustainability ratios recommended by the Victorian Auditor-General’s Office, the Board will target a $20.0 million cash buffer for the next financial year to ensure we can meet fluctuations in annual payments in light of future demand and cost pressures.
The 2013–14 financial statements record:

· Victorian Government income of $83.0 million

· Commonwealth Government income of $49.4 million

· Public Purpose Fund income of $25.7 million

· $61.9 million spent on case-related private practitioner payments

· $22.9 million funding provided to community legal centres (this includes $9.0 million in Commonwealth funds passed directly to community legal centres and not recognised as income or expenditure in our financial statements)

· an operating surplus of $15.3 million

· a comprehensive surplus of $16.1 million.

See ‘Our finances’ (p. 99) for the financial year in review and financial statements, including the Auditor-General's report.
Our clients
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Figures are based on the total number of unique clients (81,400). Unique clients are individual clients who accessed one or more of Victoria Legal Aid’s legal services. This does not include people for whom a client–lawyer relationship was not formed, who received telephone, website or in-person information at court or at public counters, or participated in community legal education – we do not create an individual client record for these people.
* Examples include children and young people, people experiencing homelessness, people in custody and immigration detention, and psychiatric patients.
** This is based on the Australian Bureau of Statistics definition of people from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds. It includes people who speak a language other than English at home and people who were born in a non-English-speaking country.
Client profile

The complexity of our clients' needs calls for us to respond to more than just their legal problems.

Of those receiving some form of government benefit or pension:

· 31% disclosed having a disability or mental illness

· 4% required the assistance of an interpreter.

Of those living in regional or rural Victoria*:

· 6% were from Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander backgrounds

· 1% required the assistance of an interpreter.

Of those requiring the assistance of an interpreter:

· 5% were experiencing homelessness.

Of those in custody, detention or psychiatric care:

· 6% were younger than 19 years of age

· 7% were from Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander backgrounds.

Of those younger than 19 years of age:

· 5% were from Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander backgrounds

· 3% were experiencing homelessness.

Of those with a disability or mental illness:

· 8% were in custody, detention or psychiatric care

· 5% were younger than 19 years of age.

Of those experiencing homelessness:

· 26% disclosed having a disability or mental illness.

Of those from Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander backgrounds:

· 26% disclosed having a disability or mental illness.

In helping address our clients' complex needs, we sometimes refer them to another service when we are unable to provide the help they need, or if they would benefit from other help. This year we referred 84,603 matters to external agencies.
* Clients with no nominated home address are not included.
Our clients across Victoria

Our clients are among the most disadvantaged people in Victoria. 

The following maps indicate the number of unique clients we helped in each local government area in 2013–14. They are represented as a proportion of the total 81,400 clients we helped across Victoria.

Client locations are based on the primary address they nominate. This may include prisons, hospitals, remand centres and temporary accommodation facilities.

The maps also show the relative socio-economic disadvantage of each area, using the Australian Bureau of Statistics’ 2011 Index of Relative Socio-Economic Disadvantage. The Australian Bureau of Statistics broadly defines relative socio-economic advantage and disadvantage in terms of 
‘people's access to material and social resources, and their ability to participate in society’.

See p. 168 for a list of our office locations.

Regional and rural Victoria
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Metropolitan Melbourne
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How we help our clients

Every day our lawyers work with clients from a multitude of backgrounds, many of whom have faced significant challenges in their lives, which have often contributed to their legal problems.
Find out about the positive impact different forms of legal assistance had on some of our priority clients this year.
Diverting a teenage boy from the system
‘He was a young boy dealing with very personal trauma who made a series of bad decisions. Without diversion, he could have ended up with a criminal record impacting significantly on the rest of his life.’  Lawyer, Youth Crime
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About our client

Vince* had suffered physical abuse by his father and was angry with his mother whom he felt had not done enough to protect him.

The Department of Human Services became involved and removed Vince from his family home.  

While living in foster care, he got himself into trouble with the law.

Vince was 13, hostile and defiant in his attitude when he was picked up for shoplifting and found to be in possession of aerosol cans commonly used for graffiti.

Three months after being charged, he faced the Criminal Division of the Children’s Court of Victoria, feeling scared and apprehensive about what was in store for him. 

The legal case

Our lawyer was concerned about the negative impact entering the criminal justice system at such a young age would have on Vince.  

She convinced the police that Vince should attend a diversion program known as ROPES – a one-day climbing course where trust is built between young offenders and police and discussion about the consequences of offending is integral.

The police were persuaded by our lawyer’s account of the compelling circumstances that led to Vince offending. They took into consideration that he had no prior convictions and recommended the ROPES program for him.

Since attending, Vince’s attitude towards life improved and his prospects along with it. He enrolled at a new school and when we last spoke to him he felt much more settled at home and at school.

What this case shows

Research shows that children like Vince, who have entered the child protection system following family violence, are at risk of experiencing legal problems for many years. For this reason, early intervention and prevention is a key focus of our work.  

Vince’s response to the ROPES program shows that diversion can be a positive alternative in helping young offenders avoid a criminal record that could impact on their future endeavours, such as getting a job. 

Because the ROPES program operates in only a handful of places in Victoria, Vince benefited not only from the representations of his lawyer and the attitude of the police involved, but also from where he was residing at the time of his arrest. 

This case highlights an inequity that exists in Victoria as the only state without a formal approach to diversionary programs for children.

We have called for a statewide scheme that allows young offenders to access support early on to avoid the stigma of a criminal record. We have put our views forward in a submission to a Department of Justice discussion paper on improving diversion for young people in Victoria.

* We have changed our client’s name to protect his privacy and the image used is of a model.
Helping a victim of crime overcome her trauma
‘By representing Margaret* at the Victims of Crime Assistance Tribunal, we were able to help her have her trauma recognised, which was very significant for her emotionally.’
Lawyer, Social Inclusion
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About our client

Margaret suffered from insomnia, nightmares, distress and suicidal feelings. Her ability to deal with the cause of her anxiety was exacerbated by an intellectual disability, bi-polar disorder and a history of self-harming.
One thing she thought might make a real difference was a new bed. It would allow her to get rid of the one in which she alleged she had been raped, and relieve her of her restless nights on the couch.

The legal case

When Margaret came to us, the person she alleged raped her had been acquitted and the case was behind her, but Margaret’s trauma was far from over.

It was clear that at the trial Margaret had difficulty understanding the questions asked of her by defence counsel, despite the judge making every effort to assist her.

According to the jury, there was still reasonable doubt about whether Margaret had agreed to sex and whether the alleged offender should have known she was not consenting at the time.
Margaret wanted help from us to make a claim to the Victims of Crime Assistance Tribunal for financial help in getting over the trauma – assistance that would, among other things, help her buy a new bed.

The tribunal wanted to know why it should find Margaret had not consented ‘on the balance of probabilities’, given the court finding and acquittal.

Our lawyer asked the tribunal to consider Margaret’s allegations, the way her disability and mental illness would have affected the ‘appropriateness’ of her responses and her declining mental health following the alleged offence.

The tribunal was also asked to consider the largely therapeutic purpose of the Victims of Crime Assistance Act 1996 (Vic) in making its decision.

The tribunal did so, and gave Margaret the highest available award for special financial assistance involving a serious offence under the Act. Margaret was relieved and felt that this decision acknowledged her trauma. 

What this case shows

Helping vulnerable people with a disability or mental illness to have a voice in the legal system is a strong focus of our work.

This case shows the challenges that people living with disabilities and mental health problems can have in dealing with courts.

It also shows the difficulties that victims of crime can face in seeking compensation when courts have acquitted alleged offenders. In this case, a jury had not been able to determine that the victim did not consent, in part because of her disability.

However, by pursuing an award from the Victims of Crime Assistance Tribunal, Margaret was able to receive practical assistance in dealing with her anxiety. 

* We have changed our client’s name to protect her privacy and the image used is of a model.

Helping a vulnerable teenager take charge of her life

‘Without an advocate who was able to explain the law and the options to her, she may not have had the confidence to express what she wanted for herself and regain control of her life.’
Lawyer, Mental Health and Disability Advocacy
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About our client

As a child, Tricia* lived with a parent with a chronic mental illness. Growing older, the suicide of that parent never really left her thoughts. 

When she was a teenager she moved out of home to live with John*. Although John told her he loved her, she was soon overwhelmed by his drug dependence and the violence she suffered at his hands. 
Tricia avoided using drugs, but became depressed and tried to self-harm. She received some counselling but it did not prevent her from being found wandering the streets dehydrated and confused. She was admitted to a psychiatric unit. 

Being diagnosed with a mental illness was particularly frightening for Tricia who was anxious about her future because of her family history of mental health issues. 

The legal case

Tricia came to us for information and advice about involuntary mental health treatment, in particular in relation to a hearing before the Mental Health Review Board.

Our lawyer argued that Tricia would accept voluntary treatment, but the Board was concerned that she may not follow through with it because she didn’t accept that she had a mental illness.
Involuntary treatment is only supported if certain conditions are met. Under the Mental Health Act 1986 (Vic) these included a patient being a risk to themselves or others and that the person could not receive treatment in a less restrictive way. 
Our lawyer worked with Tricia to give her the confidence to express her thoughts.

She was able to show the Board that she desperately wanted to get her life back on track, that she  had fears of becoming itinerant and wanted to re-engage with education and pursue work. She valued the support of the treating team in helping her take the first step, but she wanted to work with them rather than be treated involuntarily.

The Board listened to Tricia and her lawyer, and decided Tricia could receive treatment voluntarily. 

Tricia has now returned to study and feels positive about finding work in the future.

What this case shows

People suffering a mental illness can become further distressed by the need to accept involuntary treatment.  

This case shows that therapeutic advocacy, where a lawyer approaches the issues holistically, can achieve positive results.

In this case, Tricia was meaningfully involved in determining whether she could accept treatment voluntarily. Through the process she developed a new confidence. She noted after the hearing that she would not have been able to express her views without the support of her lawyer.

* We have changed some elements of this story including our client’s name to protect her privacy, and the image used is of a model.

Helping a separated couple agree on the best parenting plan for their son
'At Roundtable Dispute Management we help parents to make good decisions for their children, including using Kids Talk where needed. Kids Talk gives children a say and helps parents make arrangements that will then work for their children.’
Case manager, Roundtable Dispute Management
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About our clients

After Abdul* and Sara* separated, their 11-year-old son David* remained living with Sara and saw Abdul irregularly. As Abdul and Sara could not agree on the amount of time David should spend with Abdul, Abdul saw a lawyer who applied for family dispute resolution at our Roundtable Dispute Management (RDM) service.  

A case manager at RDM interviewed Abdul and Sara separately. Abdul wanted to spend time with his son but Sara said that David and Abdul had a poor relationship and that David was having counselling to manage anxiety and fears that his father would kidnap him.

The way forward

Following the interviews, Abdul and Sara had an RDM conference, chaired by a family dispute resolution practitioner, where they agreed for David to spend some supervised time with his father. 

Abdul and Sara also agreed for David to take part in our Kids Talk program, where a child consultant meets with the children at the centre of their parents’ dispute and talks to them about their current situation. The child consultant then gives feedback to the parents about the experiences, needs and wishes of their children. The aim of Kids Talk is for the parents to use this information to help them make safe, child-focused and practical parenting arrangements for their children. 

The Kids Talk discussion with David revealed that he had started to feel more comfortable in his father’s company, and that he was willing to spend more time with him.

At a second RDM conference, David’s parents signed a new parenting plan, with the feedback from David’s Kids Talk session a strong influence in the negotiations. 

Abdul’s time with David progressed to unsupervised time and they began to spend longer periods together.  
What this case shows

By providing a safe environment and opportunities for thoughtful discussion, Roundtable Dispute Management can help parents work through conflict to achieve a child-focused parenting agreement.  

Kids Talk provides a way for a child’s voice to be at the heart of the discussions at an RDM conference. It can help parents make decisions that are in the best interests of their children. 

* We have changed our clients’ names to protect their privacy and the image used is of a model.
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Our services

Preventative services for all Victorians

What we do

We provide preventative services to all Victorians to help them understand their legal options at the earliest opportunity and where to go if they need further assistance. 

An informed person is able to act on their legal rights and can help prevent a legal problem from escalating, avoiding costly litigation at court.

Our services

Our preventative services are free and include:
· our Legal Help telephone service, the main entry point to legal aid services, which provides legal information, advice and referrals

· our face-to-face information and referral service, available at all Victoria Legal Aid offices
· online and printed information through our website and publications

· targeted community legal education to increase people’s knowledge of their legal rights and responsibilities and mitigate the escalation of legal disputes.

Key achievements

Improved assessment and referral by our Legal Help telephone service

This year we completed the transition of our Legal Help telephone service to a new and expanded triage model. We have transformed the way we assess client queries, adding more legal advice services upfront and connecting clients seamlessly with duty lawyer services and specialist advice sessions. 
In 2013–14 the Legal Help telephone service took more calls than ever before. By the end of the financial year, we were providing referrals to legal aid services to more than 1000 people each month, matching clients with the right service on their first contact and removing the need for them to re-tell their stories at multiple entry points. Of the 94,151 callers helped this year, 8,917 received legal advice (an increase of 52%).

Our bilingual lawyers provided help in 18 different languages, increasing the number of callers helped in their own language without the need for an interpreter by 43%.
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Consistent triage at all Victoria Legal Aid offices 

We implemented our new triage model at our regional offices, ensuring that wherever people first contact us, they are consistently assessed and referred to the most appropriate Victoria Legal Aid service or to external legal or non-legal help. This more targeted process enables us to better focus our more intensive services where we can have the most impact, and to provide our less intensive services, such as information or referral, to appropriate clients sooner. It has seen an increase of over 30% in our telephone and face-to-face assessment and information services. 
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Collaborating to maximise impact in legal education

What’s the law? Australian law for new arrivals, an education kit for use in the Adult Migrant English Program, was nominated for a Prime Minister’s Migration Council Award for innovation and excellence. This project, started by Footscray Community Legal Centre, is part of a national strategy involving all legal aid commissions. We provide support and training for the kit’s delivery nation-wide.

We continued to roll out Sex, Young People and the Law, a community legal education program addressing sexting, cyberbullying and consent, in schools across Victoria. This program, which began as a collaboration with Loddon Campaspe Community Legal Centre, has reached 2,369 students, teachers and youth workers. It has also been adopted by Legal Aid Western Australia. 

We provided training to settlement agencies and collaborated with them to deliver 93 sessions of our Settled and Safe project to community groups. Settled and Safe is a family violence prevention project that uses community development principles to educate new and emerging communities about family law and family violence.
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Embracing new media 

We have reduced expenditure on print materials in order to focus more on digital media. We partnered with other organisations to develop e-learning resources and a smartphone app. 

We launched Below the Belt, a smartphone app for young people on sexting, cyberbullying, consent and age of consent. Below the Belt, which was developed as part of a national project working with interstate legal aid commissions and community legal centres, has unique interactive features that appeal to young people. 
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Increased access to online legal information

The ‘Find legal answers’ pages of our website received over 2.5 million page views, providing plain language solutions to people with legal problems across Victoria. The pages also facilitated over 115,000 online referrals to other agencies for issues not dealt with by Victoria Legal Aid. Our ‘Writing a character reference’ page received over 100,000 views in 12 months, meeting a previously unmet legal need in the community. This is a leading example of a self-help resource that is available to everyone, allowing us to target our more intensive services for clients most in need. 
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Challenges

Accessibility of our Legal Help telephone service

Continued increase in caller demand meant that providing an accessible service at Legal Help was again a challenge throughout 2013–14. Accessibility improved in the second half of the financial year with more staff and as the new service model became more embedded.

In 2014–15 we expect to see continuing increases in demand for our Legal Help telephone service. 

Outlook

In 2014–15 we will:

· improve accessibility to our Legal Help telephone service through increased and more flexible staffing and improved call centre technology
· continue to make use of technology to offer diverse community legal education tools and strategies that benefit and strengthen vulnerable communities 

· provide resources and training to other service providers, such as medical practitioners and educators, to whom people often go for help with legal problems
· continue to embed our triage processes across the state

· continue to look for opportunities to provide online self help for people capable of managing their legal problems.

Preventative services: facts and figures

Performance against target* – community legal education and information services
Our performance this year against our target for providing legal information services either over the telephone or face-to-face (by number of matters) and via community education activities (by number of sessions) is as follows: 
	2013–14 target
	2013–14 outcome
	% variance

	88,000
	112,020
	+27.3


The significant variance can be largely attributed to the increased number of matters dealt with by our Legal Help telephone service and is consistent with the prevention and early intervention policy directions under the National Partnership Agreement on Legal Assistance Services.
* The 2013–14 Victorian State Budget sets a number of output performance measures and targets for departments and their agencies and statutory bodies in Budget Paper 3 Service Delivery. Victoria Legal Aid falls within the portfolio of the Department of Justice. 
Legal Help telephone service

In 2013–14 our Legal Help telephone service dealt with:
· 94,151 calls (up by 15%)
· 109,327 matters (up by 22%) [image: image33.jpg]NPA



 
With investment in staffing and more streamlined systems, there has been an increase in calls and matters handled this year. This includes a 43% increase in calls through our expanded language lines, which offer help in 18 different languages.

Call wait time and call duration over two years

	Year
	Average call wait time
	Average call duration

	2013–14
	3 minutes 28 seconds
	7 minutes 38 seconds

	2012–13
	4 minutes 12 seconds
	8 minutes 45 seconds


Average call wait time decreased steadily throughout the year, and in May and June we reached our target of people waiting on hold for an average of less than three minutes.

Average call duration also decreased steadily throughout the year due to the more efficient assessment and triage process. The result reflects speedier external and internal referrals on the one hand, balanced against more detailed advice and assistance on the other. 

Legal information provided over two years* 

	Year
	Civil Law
	Criminal Law
	Family, Youth and Children’s Law

	2013–14** 
	47,325
	23,750 
	40,501

	2012–13***
	39,260
	18,016
	32,187


* This data excludes legal information provided via our website, publications and targeted community legal education sessions. Data for these delivery methods is provided below.

** Data for 2013–14 covers information provided by telephone and face-to-face, and includes information provided in our regional offices. 
*** Data for 2012–13 covers information provided by our Legal Help telephone service only, and does not include information provided in our regional offices. The change in reporting is a result of changes to data capture made through the implementation of our new triage model.
Top five legal information service matters*
	Matter type
	Number of matters

	Spending time with children
	8,827

	Family violence intervention orders
	8,086

	Property settlement
	6,539

	Infringements
	6,038

	Who children live with
	4,550


* This data covers information services provided by telephone and face-to-face, and includes services provided in our regional offices.

Top five non-English languages
The top five non-English languages spoken by people contacting our legal information services by telephone or in person were:
· Mandarin

· Vietnamese

· Arabic

· Cantonese

· Hindi.

Client access and referrals 

We make appropriate referrals to other services (non-legal as well as legal) that may be relevant to a client’s needs. We also refer clients to external agencies when we are unable to help, for example, if we have a conflict of interest or we cannot provide assistance because of the nature of the matter. 

Our services referred 84,603 matters to appropriate external agencies (up by 19%). [image: image34.jpg]NPA




The top five referrals were to: 

· private practitioners

· generalist community legal centres

· the Law Institute of Victoria

· the courts 

· specialist community legal centres.

We also referred clients to non-legal services, including family relationship centres, Consumer Affairs Victoria, drug and alcohol counselling, dispute resolution, financial counselling and social welfare services.
For referrals from our website, see below.

Website and publications

We had 1,104,264 visits to our website (up by 4%), resulting in nearly 4.5 million page views.*
The top five online legal information matters were:

· going to court for a criminal charge

· traffic offences

· criminal offences

· family violence intervention orders

· powers of attorney and guardianship.

Our website pages also facilitated 115,774 online referrals to other agencies. The top five online referrals were to:

· Federation of Community Legal Centres – Find a CLC

· Fitzroy Legal Service Law Handbook – Wills

· Law Institute of Victoria – Find Your Lawyer Referral Service

· Women’s Legal Service Victoria

· Family Law Courts – Application for Divorce Kit.

We distributed 399,814 publications, 35% fewer than last year. This reduction is a result of discontinuing some publications and limiting the total number of publications that could be ordered via our website at any one time. These changes reflect new methods we have adopted for delivering legal education material, such as using apps for easy access on mobile devices, reaching many more people than conventional hard-copy publications as well as saving costs.
* A visit, also called a session, is a single visit to any part of a website by an individual visitor. A visitor may view several pages in one visit. A page view is a single view of any page by any visitor to the site. 
Community legal education

We delivered 444 community legal education sessions to community groups, workers and educators (up by 27%), reaching 16,542 participants (up by 30%). [image: image35.jpg]NPA




We increased training activities to build the capacity of legal and non-legal staff to use our community education tools, reaching 3,197 workers and educators this year. 
Early intervention services

What we do

Our lawyers provide free early intervention services to help people resolve their legal problems as early as possible and in some circumstances avoid the need for litigation. 

Our services

Early intervention services include:

· legal advice sessions over the telephone or face-to-face at our offices or via outreach services

· minor assistance and advice (which includes advocacy services) when there is a need for some ongoing assistance and there is a tangible benefit for the client – such as looking over documents, providing written advice, making telephone calls, negotiating on a person's behalf or making a simple appearance before a court or tribunal.

Facts and figures
We provided 46,178 early intervention services (down by 11%) to 29,925 unique clients* (down by 12%). 
The decrease in early intervention services is due to the significant steps we have taken over the last two years to improve efficiency and target services to people who need them most. We have continued to:

· support the in-house practice to do their own in-court advocacy and help resolve clients’ legal problem(s) as early as possible, avoiding duplication of services

· prioritise clients according to their personal circumstances and level of disadvantage as well as their legal issue.
* These are clients who accessed one or more early intervention services during the year.

Performance against target* 
Our performance this year against our target for providing legal advice (by number of distinct advice sessions) and minor assistance (by number of work files) is as follows:
	2013–14 target
	2013–14 outcome
	% variance 

	47,000
	46,178
	-1.7


The small variance is due to the deliberate policy decision to prioritise people most in need by taking into account personal circumstances, level of disadvantage and the nature of their legal problem.
* The 2013–14 Victorian State Budget sets a number of output performance measures and targets for departments and their agencies and statutory bodies in Budget Paper 3 Service Delivery. Victoria Legal Aid falls within the portfolio of the Department of Justice. 
Legal advice and minor assistance over two years
	Year
	Legal advice
	Minor assistance
	Total

	2013–14
	40,090
	6,088
	46,178

	2012–13
	41,970
	9,628
	51,598


Key achievements

Earlier and more effective intervention
We have continued to invest in early intervention services that help people understand and deal with legal issues before they compound and escalate. Experiencing difficulty finding and accessing the right legal service – often called ‘getting stuck on the referral roundabout’ – can be a major barrier to someone resolving their legal problems.

With the statewide rollout of our triage model, including a new approach to assessment, intake and referral, we are starting to see positive results. We are able to identify priority clients earlier and better assess their legal and non-legal needs. This reduces reassessment and enables properly targeted legal advice at the earliest possible opportunity, saving costs elsewhere in the justice system. 

The triage model ensures a consistent, efficient and person-centred approach to assessing clients’ needs across all Victoria Legal Aid offices.
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Outreach services in the north-east suburbs
Following the closure of our Preston office in June 2013, we have been providing outreach services in Melbourne’s north at Whittlesea Community Connections. These services cover criminal, civil and family, youth and children’s legal matters. This arrangement, which is the first of its kind between Victoria Legal Aid and a community legal centre, recognises the significant and growing legal need in the Whittlesea region.
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Challenges

Co-ordinating and targeting services across Victoria

Forecasting demand by geographical areas of disadvantage to appropriately co-ordinate and target services that focus on early resolution has been and will continue to be a significant challenge. We will persist in using innovative ways to increase our service coverage, such as providing outreach services alongside other community services, targeting areas where legal need is unmet for reasons such as changes in socio-economic conditions, population growth and a lack of legal infrastructure.
Outlook

In 2014–15 we will:

· develop a more rigorous approach to planning, implementing and evaluating outreach services 

· continue to implement organisation-wide approaches targeting early intervention services consistently and equitably across the state.
Family dispute resolution services
What we do

We help parents and other adult family members resolve substantial family disputes about:
· parenting arrangements and children’s issues

· division of property (where parents have superannuation or a home mortgage)

· partner maintenance

· child support or adult child maintenance.

Our service

Our family dispute resolution service is provided through Roundtable Dispute Management (RDM). This service involves a family dispute resolution practitioner chairing a conference to discuss the family’s dispute and help them make decisions that are in the best interests of the children.

Each party usually has a lawyer to help them make decisions and to provide legal advice. Clients may have to pay for their lawyer’s fees if they do not have a grant of legal assistance. In some cases RDM can access a lawyer for a client under arrangements we have with the Family Law Legal Service. 
Most RDM conferences occur at an early stage in family law matters, avoiding the need to go to court. However, in appropriate matters, conferences can also occur during court proceedings (called litigation intervention conferences) to help settle the dispute before a final hearing.
Facts and figures
We provided 1,190 family dispute resolution conferences (down by 2%) with a settlement rate* of 88%. This has grown from 810 conferences five years ago.
* Settlement rate is based on settlement of some or all issues in a dispute on an interim or ongoing basis.
Family dispute resolution services over two years

	Year
	Number of services
	Settlement rate

	2013–14
	1,190
	88%

	2012–13
	1,217
	88%


The slight decrease in the number of conferences this year reflects the changes to our eligibility guidelines that took effect in April 2013. However, we continue to conduct a significant number of conferences overall and demand for services remains high.
Key achievements

High volume of conferences in complex cases

With our family dispute resolution services increasingly targeted to people most in need, we have been handling some of the most complex cases that have ever come through RDM. Case management, risk assessment and referral ensure that these cases (commonly involving family violence and mental health issues) are appropriately managed. We are seeing a greater number of cases referred during litigation, including a limited number of urgent, high-conflict Hague Convention (child abduction) disputes.
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Successful client referrals to child-focused information sessions at Family Relationship Centres

Following the establishment of a client referral arrangement with Family Relationship Centres across Victoria in late 2012–13,135 RDM clients accessed child-focused information sessions run by the centres this year. Feedback from client surveys has been very positive, with many parents saying the sessions helped them to focus more on their children’s needs during their RDM conference.  
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Challenges
Increasing client access while maintaining the timeliness of services
While changes to eligibility guidelines and the expanded membership of the RDM Chairpersons Panel have improved the timeliness of our family dispute resolution services, our ongoing challenge is to increase client access without jeopardising this timeliness. 
Outlook

In 2014–15 we will continue to provide timely and high quality family dispute resolution services in both early intervention and litigation intervention conferences facilitated by our experienced chairpersons. 

We aim to increase efficiency and client access through:

· investing in significant upgrades to information and communication technology systems to streamline and integrate data entry, case management and conference bookings, to help increase caseload capacity 
· source additional venues for running family dispute resolution conferences in regional areas.

Duty lawyer services 

What we do

We have lawyers on ‘duty’ at many courts and tribunals across Victoria. These duty lawyers help people who are at court for a 

" 

hearing
 but do not have their own 

" 

lawyer
. 

Our services

Our duty lawyer services are free and provide legal information, advice and representation to clients. However, duty lawyers do not represent everyone. We prioritise serious cases, including people who are in custody or at risk of going into custody and people who need intensive support. 

Facts and figures
We provided 71,944 duty lawyer services (up by 10%). Duty lawyers may be Victoria Legal Aid staff or private lawyers we fund.

Victoria Legal Aid staff lawyers provided 65,727 services (up by 12%) to 44,451 unique clients* (up 6%). 
* These are clients who accessed one or more duty lawyer services during the year.

Performance against target* 
Our performance this year against our target for providing duty lawyer services (by number of sessions provided by Victoria Legal Aid lawyers and private practitioners accredited to provide duty lawyer services on our behalf) is as follows:
	2013–14 target
	2013–14 outcome
	% variance 

	74,000
	71,944
	-2.8


The small variance to target is due to a number of changes to duty lawyer services across a number of jurisdictions implemented during 2012–13, which continued to influence service delivery during 2013–14. The final outcome, however, is an increase in duty lawyer services (10%) compared to 2012–13. 
* The 2013–14 Victorian State Budget sets a number of output performance measures and targets for departments and their agencies and statutory bodies in Budget Paper 3 Service Delivery. Victoria Legal Aid falls within the portfolio of the Department of Justice.
Duty lawyer services over two years

	Year
	Victoria Legal Aid lawyers
	Private lawyers
	Total

	2013–14
	65,727
	6,217
	71,944

	2012–13
	58,581
	6,722
	65,303


The increase in duty lawyer services is a result of changes to the eligibility guidelines implemented during 2012–13. We now provide duty lawyer services to clients who in the past would have been eligible for a grant of legal assistance, ensuring that people most in need are prioritised for grants.

Key achievements

More duty lawyer services for more priority clients in summary crime

This year we consolidated and embedded changes to the adult summary crime duty lawyer services implemented in 2012–13. These changes ensure that people facing the most serious charges and those most in need are prioritised. This year we achieved improvements in service capacity and staff skills to help clients with more complex needs, and have seen an increase in access to our services by priority clients.
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Collaboration delivers family violence duty lawyer services in Shepparton
Following a review of family violence duty lawyer services in the Shepparton Magistrates’ Court, lawyers from our Shepparton office and the Goulburn Valley Community Legal Centre now provide the services. Lawyers from both practices see a mix of applicants and respondents. They have also undertaken specific training in child contact disputes between parents, resulting in an even higher standard of service, with more cases settling early and better outcomes for families. 
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Revised income test for duty lawyer services

This year we aligned the income test for eligibility for our duty lawyer services with the income test for a Commonwealth Government Low Income Health Care Card. This also makes it consistent with the income test for our advice and minor assistance services. The common income test supports consistent client triage and ensures people living on a low income are prioritised for our duty lawyer and advice services.

As they are among our priority client groups, children and anyone in detention (including psychiatric settings, prison and police custody) are not subject to the income test. The income test also does not apply to duty lawyer services for family violence intervention orders and urgent family law matters.
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Challenges

Preventing escalating court proceedings in family violence cases
Preventing further or escalating court proceedings in family violence cases continues to be a challenge. Effective and appropriate referrals to behavioural change programs or to the Men’s Referral Service are a critical step in helping clients stay out of other jurisdictions, such as criminal or family law courts.

Responding to increased demand for summary crime duty lawyer services
We are anticipating greater demand on our summary crime duty lawyer services as a consequence of increased police and court activity. We also expect the depth and breadth of current legislative reform to create additional pressure on our duty lawyer services, possibly resulting in resourcing implications.
Outlook

In 2014–15 we will continue to assist as many clients as possible, focusing on priority clients and providing less intensive services, such as information and advice, for people who are able to represent themselves at court.  

We will continue to aim to resolve matters on the first day a person comes into contact with the service, unless it is impractical or unreasonable to do so. 
Grants of legal assistance
What we do

We provide grants of legal assistance to people who cannot afford a lawyer, who meet our eligibility criteria and who are experiencing a legal problem that we can help with. A grant of legal assistance can enable a lawyer to:

· give legal advice

· help resolve matters in dispute

· prepare legal documents

· represent a client in court.

Grants are provided for certain criminal, family and civil law matters. 
Our service

We receive applications for grants of legal assistance and determine whether the applicant is eligible based on:

· their financial situation

· the type of legal problem they have 

· the likely cost of their legal matter 

· how successful they are likely to be in their case.

Clients with a grant of legal assistance can be helped by a Victoria Legal Aid lawyer or a lawyer on one of our panels, including private practitioners and lawyers from community legal centres. 
Facts and figures
We provided 33,463 grants of legal assistance (down by 16%) to 25,842 unique clients* (down by 13%).  

* These are clients who accessed one or more grants of legal assistance during the year.
Performance against targets*
Our performance this year against our target for providing grants of legal assistance is as follows: 
	2013–14 target
	2013–14 outcome
	% variance 

	40,500
	33,463
	-17.4


The variance is due to the reduction in approvals for grants being greater than forecast as a result of our eligibility guidelines changes.
Our performance this year against our target for processing applications for legal assistance within 15 days is as follows:
	2013–14 target
	2013–14 outcome
	% variance 

	95%
	89%
	-6.0


The changes to our eligibility guidelines mean that only increasingly complex matters qualify for grants of legal assistance. As a result of this targeted approach, an increasing proportion of grants are more resource intensive. The above outcome also reflects a focus this year on increased compliance activity, with more compliance checks conducted on our in-house lawyers and on private practitioners on our specialist panels, to ensure the correct application of our funding guidelines.
* The 2013–14 Victorian State Budget sets a number of output performance measures and targets for departments and their agencies and statutory bodies in Budget Paper 3 Service Delivery. Victoria Legal Aid falls within the portfolio of the Department of Justice.
Grants of legal assistance over two years

	Year
	Victoria Legal Aid lawyers
	Private lawyers*
	Total

	2013–14
	9,760
	23,703
	33,463

	2012–13
	10,227
	29,555
	39,782


* This includes grants of legal assistance to community legal centres.

The decrease in grants of legal assistance reflects the impact of changes to the eligibility guidelines for family, civil and criminal law matters that came into effect in early 2013. 

Key achievements

Opening of our specialist panels

This year we reached a milestone in our Panels Project when we opened our section 29A Indictable Crime, Summary Crime, Independent Children’s Lawyer and Child Protection panels to private law firms and community legal centres. The Child Protection Panel replaces the Children’s Court (Family Division) Panel.

These panels are exclusive, which means that grants for matters covered by each one can only be allocated to members of that panel. This ensures that clients are represented by practitioners with the appropriate skills, capacity and experience to be doing high quality work on the types of matters covered by each panel. It also increases our ability to monitor the quality of work done and improves knowledge of and confidence in the professional competence of practitioners who act for legally aided clients. 

The introduction of the Youth Crime Subset of the Indictable Crime and Summary Crime panels recognises the specific skills and knowledge practitioners require to meet the unique needs of this client group. 
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Challenges

Ensuring compliance with grants guidelines

One of our key challenges is to ensure that practitioners on our specialist panels continue to correctly apply our eligibility guidelines, comply with panel membership conditions, and obtain and retain sufficient documentary proof in support of their decisions to recommend a grant of legal assistance. We need to support these practitioners to make appropriate recommendations for legal assistance in accordance with the changes to the eligibility guidelines made last year. 
This year we reviewed our framework for conducting compliance checks of practitioners’ files. Given our limited funding, we must continue to ensure that legal assistance is granted to people who are most at risk and vulnerable. Conducting checks to ensure compliance with our eligibility guidelines and panel membership requirements is part of the effective and economic management of the Legal Aid Fund. 

Outlook

We remain committed to ensuring that quality legal aid services are delivered to our clients. In 2014–15 we will:

· ensure that our practice standards and the requirements for membership on our specialist panels continue to be met 

· continue to provide support and assistance to firms and practitioners to ensure compliance with our eligibility guidelines and funding requirements, and to identify and resolve any potential issues before they escalate  
· ensure compliance checks are targeted to firms and practitioners that have previously demonstrated non-compliance, with fewer checks required of firms that have demonstrated strong compliance. 

Victoria Legal Aid Chambers
What we do

We provide high quality advocacy for legally aided clients in civil, criminal and family, youth and children’s law matters. We also conduct strategic litigation to remedy a legal problem or change a policy or process to benefit an individual client and the broader community. 
Our services

Victoria Legal Aid Chambers:

· provides high-level in-court advocacy for clients with a grant of legal assistance in civil, criminal and family, youth and children’s law

· advises on and conducts strategic and test case litigation to challenge the law

· provides merits advice on complex applications for grants of legal assistance 

· co-ordinates briefing and advocacy across Victoria Legal Aid’s legal practice

· implements initiatives to ensure quality advocacy for legally aided clients, including the Trial Counsel Development Program and Block Briefing pilot project.

Chambers’ advocates are also involved in justice and law reform activities.
Facts and figures

· Our advocates appeared in approximately 2,000 cases, including 91 County Court criminal trials (23 in regional Victoria) and 13 Supreme Court criminal trials (one in regional Victoria). 
· 49% of significant cases were briefed to female barristers (down by 3%).
· Our Trial Counsel Development Program funded 15 criminal trials. In 11 of those trials, junior counsel was a female member of the Victorian Bar. 
Key achievements

Co-ordinated briefing in serious criminal cases 

We developed and implemented co-ordinated briefing practices, ensuring that all serious criminal cases undertaken by our staff practice pass through Victoria Legal Aid Chambers for briefing to one of our advocates or, if none are available, to the private Bar. 

This has had the dual effect of ensuring that our advocates are effectively used by the staff practice and that external advocates are suitably chosen. As a result we can more effectively develop talented counsel and promote good briefing practices.
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Continuous improvement to ensure clients receive high quality advocacy in court
With the co-operation of the County Court, we implemented an advocacy performance review process, in which our advocates nominate a piece of their oral advocacy, such as a plea in mitigation or a closing address in a trial, for peer review. The County Court supplies a DVD recording of the advocate’s performance, which the advocate and another senior advocate from Victoria Legal Aid Chambers watch together, exploring the approaches, style and structure of the performance. 

The emphasis on quality is underscored by a commitment to efficiency, with Victoria Legal Aid Chambers achieving 97% total cost recovery for the period. 
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Helping regional Victorians with quality representation and timely justice
We completed our Block Briefing pilot and evaluated the project. Under the pilot, a single barrister was retained for the entirety of a regional County Court criminal circuit. The barrister was briefed by solicitors from our staff practice and by private practitioners in receipt of a grant of legal assistance, and appeared in criminal trials, plea hearings and appeals. 

The pilot received strong and favourable judicial feedback, with judges reporting that it increased the efficiency of the circuit and provided a single point of contact for all matters. The evaluation demonstrated that the cost of a block-briefed circuit was comparable to the cost of the same circuit briefed in the conventional manner. The pilot will continue in 2014–15 in different regional courts. Over the next year, we will increase data collection and experiment with different methods of providing advocates to continue to maximise the efficient use of circuit court time while increasing the quality of services provided.
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Challenges

Co-ordinated briefing in family law and civil justice matters

Developing and deploying a co-ordinated briefing policy in family law and civil justice matters will be a challenge in 2014–15. It will require careful analysis to determine the areas of legal need in which our advocates would be best placed to assist clients, followed by policy development and implementation across the staff practice. 

Outlook

In 2014–15 we will:

· continue to embed Victoria Legal Aid Chambers within the staff practice by increasing its capacity to assist clients in family law and civil justice matters

· increase the role of Victoria Legal Aid Chambers in developing the skills within the staff practice to deliver quality advocacy for clients, through both direct mentoring and role-modelling of best practice in advocacy

· continue to provide advocates to assist regional practitioners

· continue to work collaboratively with the courts to develop and deliver innovative solutions to reduce delay in regional criminal circuits and ensure timely justice for clients.
Strategic advocacy
What we do

We are committed to working on the justice system as well as within it. Under the Legal Aid Act 1978 (Vic) we are required to seek innovative means of providing legal assistance to reduce the need for individual legal services. We are also required to provide the community with improved access to justice and legal remedies. One way of achieving this is by pursuing improvements in law and policy that result in better outcomes for our clients and the community more broadly. 

Our services

We work to address systemic problems and improve the operation of the justice system through strategic litigation and casework, law reform submissions and engagement with stakeholders and the media.

This work is informed by our broad practice in civil, criminal and family, youth and children’s law. Our extensive practice experience means we are uniquely placed to identify patterns that expose opportunities for reform. 
Based on the issues faced by our clients, our priority areas in 2013–14 were:
· vulnerable people and fines

· better administrative decision-making

· access to justice for people with a mental illness or disability
· appropriate interventions for children and young people.
Facts and figures

We continued to assist governments and reviewing bodies in making improvements to the law by providing high quality, evidence-based submissions on issues affecting our clients. This year we made 23 law reform submissions, seven of which were made jointly with National Legal Aid. 

For the full list of submissions, see Appendix 3 (p. 158–159).
Key achievements

Contributions to the Productivity Commission inquiry into Access to Justice Arrangements

A particular focus of our work this year has been our contribution to the Productivity Commission’s inquiry into Access to Justice Arrangements in Australia.

Although the inquiry is far-reaching, we consider it to be a ‘once in a generation’ opportunity for authoritative economic modelling to determine how much extra investment is needed to meet the legal needs of disadvantaged Australians. In light of this, we have contributed extensively to the inquiry, both as an individual organisation and as part of National Legal Aid, and participated in the public hearings. 

Our submissions highlighted the:

· significant benefits associated with investment in the legal assistance sector 

· importance of the mixed model of service delivery (comprising private practitioners, community legal centres and a Victoria Legal Aid staff practice) 

· efficiency and effectiveness of well-executed strategic advocacy 

· financial pressures that have resulted in restricting access to justice to some disadvantaged Victorians.

The Productivity Commission’s draft findings validated a number of our assertions, particularly around the net benefit associated with investment in the legal assistance sector and the perspective that strategic advocacy should be considered as core business by legal aid commissions and community legal centres. We look forward to considering the Productivity Commission’s final report in September.
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Working with clients to highlight the problem of pregnancy discrimination

We invited clients to tell their personal stories of pregnancy discrimination as part of the Australian Human Rights Commission’s National Review of Pregnancy and Return to Work. Our submission used these compelling stories to highlight barriers our clients faced when seeking fair outcomes in cases where they had been discriminated against in the workplace due to their pregnancy. The stories also demonstrated the significant impact the discrimination had on our clients’ lives.

We supported the submission with a targeted and successful media strategy that focused on print, broadcast and online media to help bring wider community recognition to the problems experienced by our clients. We also sought opportunities to provide expert commentary and to support stakeholder initiatives to highlight the extent of pregnancy discrimination.

The Australian Human Rights Commission report was released outside the financial year on 25 July 2014. It adopted a number of our recommendations, including those relating to legislative amendments to require employers to make reasonable adjustments for pregnant employees and to reasonably accommodate flexible working arrangements for employees with family responsibilities. The report also reflected our emphasis on the importance of employers and employees having access to information about their rights and obligations.
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Recommendations to the review of the Crimes (Mental Impairment and Unfitness to be Tried) Act 1997 (Vic)  

We are one of the primary providers of legal services for people subject to processes under the Crimes (Mental Impairment and Unfitness to be Tried) Act 1997 (Vic). The Act balances the need to safeguard the rights of an accused person to a fair and just outcome with the need to protect the community from the acts of mentally impaired offenders.

In our contributions to the Victorian Law Reform Commission’s review, we recommended improved pathways to treatment, rehabilitation and reintegration to the community through the greater use of civil supervision and treatment regimes as an alternative to existing orders. We also suggested a number of changes to simplify and streamline processes under the Act, to improve the efficiency of proceedings and reduce delays in a manner that upholds the rights of accused people who are mentally impaired. 

The report was tabled in parliament outside the financial year on 21 August 2014. The report accepted a number of our recommended changes to the Act, including extending the operation of the Act to the Magistrates' Court, improving the suitability of the Act for people with an intellectual disability or cognitive impairment and streamlining processes to see the Act operate more effectively and efficiently for people who are unable to understand or control the behaviour that led to their involvement in the criminal justice system. 
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Strategic litigation to clarify the law around involuntary treatment orders

When appropriate, we take on individual cases to test or challenge the law, with the dual purpose of helping our individual client and addressing a broader systemic issue. This can benefit many people in a single action by helping others in similar circumstances to our client and by preventing legal problems from arising in the first place. 

This year we initiated proceedings on behalf of an involuntary psychiatric patient who was discharged from involuntary orders by the Mental Health Review Board (MHRB), only to be recertified for involuntary treatment by a psychiatrist just hours later, despite no material change in the client’s circumstances. This case, which is ongoing, is seeking to clarify the circumstances in which the MHRB’s orders can be set aside by a treating psychiatrist. It has the potential to help thousands of Victorians who are ordered into involuntary psychiatric treatment every year when they are detained or treated against their will.
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Working with stakeholders and the media 
A key pillar to our strategic advocacy is working with our partners in the justice and social sectors to advance an issue of mutual concern and using the media to communicate our work to the broader community. See ‘Engaging with the community and stakeholders’ (p. 88–89) for more about our consultation and engagement processes.

In his presentation to the International Conference on Access to Justice and Legal Services in June this year, our Managing Director, Bevan Warner, spoke of the benefit of broadcasting the outcomes of strategic advocacy to ensure taxpayers understand the value of our work beyond representing individual clients.

Bevan outlined the importance of engaging the media to help the community understand how to obtain the protection of the law or how to hold government agencies or private interests to account for unfair decisions or practices. More broadly, his paper described how effective strategic advocacy can deliver significant improvements to the operation of laws in a cost-effective way, citing a number of examples where Victoria Legal Aid achieved beneficial systemic change for clients and the broader community. 
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Civil Justice program

What we do

Our work in civil and administrative law aims to contribute to a fairer, more inclusive and rights-respecting community. 
We deal with matters such as social security, mental health, guardianship and administration, infringements, immigration, tenancy, debt, discrimination, sexual harassment and victims of crime.
Our services

The Civil Justice program’s objectives are to:
· deliver services that help people deal with their legal issues at the earliest opportunity

· negotiate and mediate to achieve fair outcomes for clients without going to court

· advocate for clients’ rights through representation in courts, tribunals and review boards. 
Clients

· 12,113 unique clients* (down by 11%) 

· 19% presented with two civil law problems and 11% with three to five 

· 3,865 or 32% from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds**

· 210 or 2% from Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander backgrounds
We provided less one-off advice on a broad range of civil law issues and more duty lawyer services and grants of assistance in our specialist practice areas. Many people who would previously have received one-off advice instead received tailored legal information and an appropriate referral from our assessment and information services, but are not included as unique clients.
* These are clients who accessed one or more services during the year, including early intervention services, duty lawyer services and grants of legal assistance.
** This is based on the Australian Bureau of Statistics definition of people from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds. It includes people who speak a language other than English at home and people who were born in a non-English-speaking country.
Gender and age profile

	Age
	Male
	Female
	Total

	0–15
	78
	57
	135

	16–24
	867
	554
	1,421

	25–34
	1,997
	1,430
	3,427

	35–44
	1,764
	1,281
	3,045

	45–54
	1,190
	959
	2,149

	55–64
	671
	514
	1,185

	65+
	434
	317
	751


Program operating expenditure* 

	Income sources
	Expenditure
	% expenditure

	Commonwealth
	4.7 million 
	11.2% of Commonwealth expenditure

	State
	7.2 million 
	7.9% of state expenditure

	Total
	$11.9 million
	9.0% of total expenditure


* This excludes expenditure for community legal centres.
Key achievements 

Increasing access to justice for clients with a mental illness 

We helped more clients with a mental illness through a significant increase in representations (via duty lawyer services and grants of legal assistance) before the Mental Health Review Board (MHRB), undertaking 653 representations (up by 31%). This included an 18% increase in representations for clients living in regional areas. We also provided 2129 legal advice sessions in relation to MHRB matters (up by 26%), including a 38% increase in advice to clients living in regional areas.  
We were able to represent more people due to the growth of our Mental Health and Disability Advocacy program, made possible by a three-year grant from the Victorian Government and re-investment of savings made in other areas. We now have specialist lawyers in our offices in Dandenong, Geelong, Bendigo and Melbourne, and provide extra support to our lawyers in other regional offices. We have also expanded our practice to include clients on community treatment orders and set up pilot clinics in community mental health facilities. 
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Better civil law help in regional areas 

Responding to the lack of specialist civil law services in regional and outer-suburban areas, we:

· placed specialist mental health lawyers in Bendigo, Dandenong and Geelong for the first time 

· continued to provide outreach legal advice services across Victoria with a focus on clients with Centrelink problems

· established new civil law outreach services at the Victorian Aboriginal Legal Service in Preston and Whittlesea Community Connections in Epping

· continued to run equality law roadshows in suburban and regional areas, raising awareness among partner organisations of anti-discrimination law and our services 

· began providing migration law services in Bendigo (see below). 
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Helping families reunite

Working with the Bendigo Community Health Service, we piloted a service providing family reunion migration advice and casework assistance to newly arrived communities in the Bendigo area. This included a number of community legal education sessions on family reunion rights, individual advice appointments, and, in some cases, help with preparing visa applications. We are evaluating the service to determine whether it provides a model for improving community understanding of family reunion migration rights and options.
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Preparing for effective legal responses to disaster

We built on our experience following the Black Saturday bushfires to prepare an effective legal response to disaster. This included working with our partners in Disaster Legal Help Victoria to ensure that well-prepared volunteers are available to provide tailored advice on insurance claims as part of disaster recovery. 

We provided advice to clients affected by the January and February 2014 bushfires at community meetings in Laharum and Romsey.
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Challenges
Lack of civil law services in outer-suburban and regional areas 
Our submission to the Productivity Commission’s inquiry into Access to Justice Arrangements in Australia identified unmet legal need in civil law matters as an ongoing issue to be resolved. We noted that many deserving clients miss out on civil law services because they fall short of eligibility requirements such as the means test, and that gaps in civil law services are particularly acute in regional and outer-suburban areas. 

Future challenges
In 2014–15 we expect to see:
· a significant increase in the number of hearings before the new Mental Health Tribunal under the new Mental Health Act

· increased demand for legal advice and representation in relation to mental health matters as we better establish and communicate our services for clients on community treatment orders 

· increased demand for legal advice on a range of migration matters, with changes in the law and a reduction in funded services in other parts of the legal assistance sector
· significant changes to the law in relation to Centrelink payments, announced in the Commonwealth Budget, that may increase demand for our services

· an increase in National Disability Insurance Scheme matters at the Administrative Appeals Tribunal.

Outlook

We will continue to expand our Mental Health and Disability Advocacy program and tailor our services in response to the new Mental Health Act, which commenced on 1 July 2014. 

We will consolidate and focus our civil law practice across the state, providing greater consistency in our network of offices, while allowing for local responses to local legal need. 

Civil Justice sub-programs

Commonwealth Entitlements 

We assist eligible people to access income support and entitlements and challenge unfair administrative decisions by Centrelink and the Department of Veterans’ Affairs by providing quality legal advice and representation, and by encouraging agencies to administer systems that treat clients fairly and respectfully.

We also assist people to navigate the social security prosecution system, and aim to influence the system to be efficient, fair and respectful to accused people.
Equality 

We promote substantive equality by addressing individual and systemic discrimination through case work, legal education and law and policy reform.
Mental Health and Disability Advocacy 

We aim to ensure that people with mental health issues and disabilities are afforded fair and humane treatment under the law by providing timely information and representation and by protecting the rights of people to participate in decisions that affect them.
Migration 

We assist new migrant citizens and asylum seekers and other vulnerable non-citizens by providing community legal education to understand the law, and appropriate legal assistance and other forms of advocacy to obtain just outcomes.
Social Inclusion 
We contribute to the alleviation of poverty and social exclusion by providing advocacy to help resolve problems that would otherwise lead to entrenched disadvantage, including problems relating to debt, tenancy, infringements and experience as a victim of crime. 
Sub-program operating expenditure
	Sub-program
	Operating expenditure
	% of total expenditure

	Commonwealth Entitlements
	$2.8 million
	2.1%

	Equality
	$1.6 million 
	1.2%

	Mental Health and Disability Advocacy
	$2.4 million 
	1.8%

	Migration
	$2.0 million
	1.6%

	Social Inclusion 
	$3.1 million 
	2.3%

	Civil Justice program
	$11.9 million
	9.0%


Civil Justice services: facts and figures

Assessment and information services

Our telephone and face-to-face assessment and information services dealt with 47,203 civil law enquiries (up by 25%), covering 49,267 civil law matters (up by 25%). [image: image88.jpg]NPA




Referrals

We referred 34,928 matters* to appropriate external agencies (up by 17%). [image: image89.jpg]NPA




The top five referrals were: 

· generalist community legal centres

· specialist community legal centres 

· the Law Institute of Victoria  

· private practitioners 

· Victorian courts. 

We also referred clients to non-legal services, including Consumer Affairs Victoria, financial counsellors, other state government departments, and housing, health and employment services.
* We make appropriate referrals to other services (non-legal as well as legal) that may be relevant to a client’s needs. We also refer clients to external agencies when we are unable to help, for example, if we have a conflict of interest or we cannot provide assistance because of the nature of the matter. 
Free legal advice 

We provided 14,581 legal advice, minor assistance and advocacy services (down by 12%). [image: image90.jpg]NPA




The reduction reflects a shift to provide people with tailored legal information and appropriate referrals where possible, rather than one-off advice, so we can focus more on providing intensive services, such as duty lawyer services and grants of legal assistance, to people who need them most. 

Number of duty lawyer services for civil matters [image: image91.jpg]NPA




	Legal provider
	Number of services
	% change*

	Victoria Legal Aid lawyers
	4,423
	12% up

	Private practitioners 
	2
	50% down

	Total
	4,425
	12% up


* Percentage change is based on comparison with 2012–13.
Civil in-house duty lawyer services

· 68% of duty lawyer services were provided for infringement cases, of which 63% were handled by our regional offices.

· 8% of duty lawyer services were provided at the Victorian Civil and Administrative Tribunal, of which 74% dealt with tenancy disputes. 
Number of grants of legal assistance for civil matters [image: image92.jpg]NPA




	Legal provider
	Number of grants
	% change*

	Victoria Legal Aid lawyers
	791
	13% up

	Private practitioners 
	236
	14% down

	Community legal centres
	85
	12% up

	Total
	1,112
	6% up


* Percentage change is based on comparison with 2012–13.

Number of grants by sub-program
	Sub-program
	Number of grants
	% change*

	Commonwealth Entitlements
	126
	20% up

	Equality
	75
	1% down

	Mental Health and Disability Advocacy
	134
	35% up

	Migration
	77
	25% down

	Social Inclusion
	700
	5% up

	Total program
	1,112
	6% up


* Percentage change is based on comparison with 2012–13. 
Services provided by private practitioners 

· Private practitioners received 21% of the grants of legal assistance for civil matters. 

· 69% of these cases were assigned to 20 private practitioner firms.

· Total expenditure for civil law matters paid to private practitioners was $0.5 million.

· 80% of the total private practitioner expenditure was by 20 private practitioner firms.

Top five matters*  

	Matter type
	Number of matters

	Infringements
	11,059

	Tenancy
	4,274

	Miscellaneous civil matters**
	3,785

	The law in general***
	2,371

	Other contract matters****
	2,242


* This includes matters for our telephone service, early intervention services, duty lawyer services and grants of legal assistance.

** Miscellaneous civil matters includes civil litigation at the Magistrates' Court, consumer matters, civil claims at the Victorian Civil and Administrative Tribunal, Working with Children Checks and freedom of information requests.
*** The law in general includes issues such as commercial law, wills and trusts – we do not fund representation for these matters, but receive requests for information and advice about them.
**** Other contract matters may include building disputes, employment contracts, insurance, loans or consumer disputes.
Criminal Law program

What we do

We provide high quality legal advice and representation for people charged with criminal offences who cannot otherwise afford it and who meet our eligibility criteria, focusing on people who are disadvantaged or at risk of social exclusion. We also:

· influence the criminal justice system to provide timely justice, the fair hearing of charges and appropriate outcomes

· ensure that people charged with offences are treated with dignity, are well-informed and are guided appropriately through the criminal justice system

· improve community understanding of criminal justice and behavioural issues.

Our services

The Criminal Law program’s core services are to provide:

· duty lawyers at courts, advice in the community, advice in prisons, education and legal representation for summary and indictable crime matters

· legal representation on appeals in the County Court, Court of Appeal and High Court

· duty lawyers at courts, advice in the community, advice in youth justice facilities, education and legal representation in youth crime matters.

Clients

· 46,016 unique clients* (down by 5%)

· 23% presented with two criminal law problems and 18% with three to five

· 9,795 or 21% from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds** 

· 1,759 or 4% from Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander backgrounds

* These are clients who accessed one or more services during the year, including early intervention services, duty lawyer services and grants of legal assistance.

** This is based on the Australian Bureau of Statistics definition of people from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds. It includes people who speak a language other than English at home and people who were born in a non-English-speaking country.

Gender and age profile

	Age
	Male
	Female
	Total

	0–15
	1,206
	407
	1,613

	16–24
	10,500
	2,646
	13,146

	25–34
	10,671
	2,823
	13,494

	35–44
	7,741
	2,376
	10,117

	45–54
	3,827
	1,262
	5,089

	55–64
	1,368
	365
	1,733

	65+
	687
	137
	824


Program operating expenditure*  

	Income sources
	Expenditure
	% expenditure

	Commonwealth
	$3.9 million 
	9.4% of Commonwealth expenditure

	State
	$66.3 million 
	72.6% of state expenditure

	Total
	$70.2 million
	52.7% of total expenditure


* This excludes expenditure for community legal centres.
Key achievements

Working collaboratively to ensure our summary crime services continue to reach those most in need

We continued to embed our new approach to adult summary crime duty lawyer services, which has seen an increase in access to our duty lawyer services by those most in need and facing the most serious charges. The introduction of new client appointment guidelines has also provided greater clarity and consistency, prioritising those facing serious penalties or experiencing acute disadvantage.

We worked quickly and productively with the Magistrates’ Court of Victoria, Victoria Police Prosecutions and the Department of Justice to commence a pilot of weekend remand hearings. This has reduced delays and uncertainty for our clients and has eased some of the pressure on our staff, custodial services and the courts.
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Delivering high quality criminal trials  
Our Delivering High Quality Criminal Trials project seeks to ensure our major expenditure on jury trials delivers high quality legal services for clients facing serious criminal charges, efficiency for the courts and value for money for the community.  

The project has involved extensive engagement with a broad range of justice stakeholders through the development of a consultation paper and public submissions process. We have also had ongoing discussions with the courts, the Victorian Bar and the Law Institute of Victoria. The consultation process is focusing on how to improve the quality of preparation and advocacy, and to address systemic challenges that contribute to delay, longer trials and late resolution.  

The consultation paper was downloaded 627 times from our website. Following analysis of public submissions and further consultation with key stakeholders, we expect to announce the outcomes of this project in late 2014.
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Reviewing higher court appeal processes 

We commenced a review of legally aided appeals against sentence and the outcomes of these appeals for the 2013 calendar year. This review will determine whether there should be changes to guidelines or internal processes to ensure we only fund appeals with merit. Our aim is to ensure that our higher court appeal processes strike the right balance between community concerns, the court’s needs and the rights of accused people. We expect to release a public report on the review in late 2014. 
We continue to be actively involved in reforms that have resulted in fewer appeals and shorter appeals processes. This means less trauma for victims of crime and their families, certainty for accused people and swifter justice at a reduced cost to the community.  
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Promoting best practice and advocating for youth diversion

We delivered intensive day-long training sessions to over 100 private practitioners, promoting best practice in the delivery of holistic legal services to young people and supporting the opening of Victoria Legal Aid’s more rigorous youth crime panels. The training allowed us to consolidate relationships with existing private practitioners and to establish important connections with new practitioners, particularly in regional and remote areas.   

We have also prioritised our strategic advocacy to promote the need for a properly legislated and funded youth diversion scheme that seeks to divert young people from the justice system. Assisting young people to address the underlying causes of their offending gives them the best chance of being positive and law-abiding members of the community.
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Challenges 

Increased demand on criminal law services

Increased policing and legislative reform around family violence, together with new summary and indictable offences and a reformed sentencing framework, means that more people need our services and the practice of criminal law has become more complex. This is further compounded by increased trial duration, resulting from greater complexity and volume of prosecution evidence, particularly in relation to drug and fraud cases, and greater legal and procedural complexity of sexual offence trials.
This year we embedded the summary crime eligibility changes of 2012–13. The full implementation of these difficult changes has been successful and allowed for a more financially sustainable model of service delivery that has already yielded quality, capacity and cost gains.

Ensuring consistent access to services statewide

Our changed approach to duty lawyering, triaging and client appointments has positioned us to be more responsive to our priority clients on a more consistent basis, particularly in regional Victoria. 

However, the challenge to reduce the gap between city and regional justice remains, as does our commitment to bridging that gap in collaboration with our justice stakeholders. For example, regional clients continue to have inconsistent access to bail support services, particularly those services that act to prevent clients from re-offending or breaching bail, such as accommodation and drug, alcohol and other psychological counselling.
Future challenges

Our challenges in 2014–15 are to:

· continue to deliver quality services to clients in the face of increasing costs due to greater complexity and longer trial duration, and increasing pressures from rising demand for our services 

· improve the monitoring of all of our services to ensure a financially sustainable future
· deliver high quality, cost-effective criminal law services that respond to client needs more holistically and address systemic inefficiencies 
· explore new and innovative ways to increase access to our services for clients across Victoria.

Outlook

In 2014–15 we will continue to deal with the consequences of increased police and court activity, which impact on all of our criminal law services. We will continue to consolidate our service improvements from 2013–14 and build on our gains in capacity, cost and quality in order to plan for the rising demand in the criminal justice system. Our focus will remain on prioritising those most in need, particularly young people and those experiencing disadvantage such as mental illness, cognitive impairment or homelessness. 
Our extensive consultation with the courts, profession and prosecuting agencies has led to significant consensus around the need to introduce greater accountability and quality measures around trial preparation and advocacy standards. As a result of this consultation and a review of many of our criminal trial and higher court appeal processes, we will announce changes that will seek to improve the quality and efficiency of criminal trials in the long term. 
Criminal Law sub-programs

Appellate Crime 

We strive to maintain client and public confidence in the criminal justice system by ensuring that cases demonstrating legal errors and miscarriages of justice can be tested by higher courts through expert representation and by contributing to the development of the law through senior appellate courts.

Indictable Crime 

We aim to achieve timely and appropriate outcomes for people facing serious criminal charges by providing high quality expert legal advice and representation and by influencing the criminal justice system to be efficient, fair and respectful to accused people.

Sexual Offences

We provide specialist legal advice and representation to people facing sexual offence charges in all courts, specialist duty lawyer services at the Melbourne Magistrates’ Court and expert assistance to people who are responding to applications pursuant to the Serious Sex Offender (Detention and Supervision) Act 2009 (Vic). We also apply our specialist knowledge and experience to law reform and policy development, to promote fair and just outcomes in sexual offence cases.

Summary Crime 

We help people charged with summary crimes to achieve timely and appropriate outcomes by targeting finite resources to a range of interventions based on need, and by influencing the criminal justice system to be efficient, fair and respectful to accused people.

Youth Crime 

We ensure that children charged with crimes are treated fairly and that outcomes have a therapeutic focus by providing expert legal advice and representation in a way that reflects the unique status and vulnerability of children.
Operating expenditure
	Sub-program
	Operating expenditure
	% of total expenditure

	Appellate Crime
	$2.9 million 
	2.2%

	Indictable Crime
	$19.0 million 
	14.3%

	Sexual Offences
	$7.2 million
	5.4%

	Summary Crime
	$32.4 million 
	24.3%

	Youth Crime
	$8.7 million
	6.5%

	Criminal Law program
	$70.2 million
	52.7%


Criminal Law services: facts and figures

Assessment and information services

Our telephone and face-to-face assessment and information services dealt with 24,807 criminal law enquiries (up by 49%), covering 30,106 criminal law matters (up by 67%). [image: image102.jpg]NPA




Referrals

We referred 19,473 matters* to appropriate external agencies (up by 6%). [image: image103.jpg]NPA




The top five referrals were:

· private practitioners 

· courts 

· generalist community legal centres 

· police and other law enforcement agencies 

· the Law Institute of Victoria. 

We also referred clients to non-legal services, including drug and alcohol counselling, financial advice services, social welfare services and health services.
* We make appropriate referrals to other services (non-legal as well as legal) that may be relevant to a client’s needs. We also refer clients to external agencies when we are unable to help, for example, if we have a conflict of interest or we cannot provide assistance because of the nature of the matter. 
Free legal advice 

We provided 18,138 legal advice, minor assistance and advocacy services (down by 12%). [image: image104.jpg]NPA




We also provided legal advice at court for people who needed it most through our duty lawyer services.
Number of duty lawyer services for criminal matters [image: image105.jpg]NPA




	Legal provider
	Number of services
	% change*

	Victoria Legal Aid lawyers
	46,595
	15% up

	Private practitioners 
	5,025
	4% down

	Total
	51,620
	13% up


* Percentage change is based on comparison with 2012–13. 

Criminal in-house duty lawyer services

· 92% of duty lawyer services were provided in the Magistrates’ Court of which 7% dealt with breaches of family violence intervention orders.

· 7% of duty lawyer services were provided in the Children’s Court of which 33% dealt with theft offences.

Number of grants of legal assistance for criminal matters [image: image106.jpg]NPA




	Legal provider
	Number of grants
	% change*

	Victoria Legal Aid lawyers
	6,497
	9% down

	Private practitioners 
	12,660
	25% down

	Community legal centres
	199
	24% down

	Total
	19,356
	21% down


The 15% increase in our criminal duty lawyer services reflects the changes to eligibility guidelines introduced in 2012–13, which prioritise the most vulnerable people facing the most serious consequences for grants of legal assistance. As a result our duty lawyer service is helping more people who are no longer eligible for a grant of legal assistance. While there was a decrease in the number grants for criminal matters, the complexity and intensity of services provided by our in-house practice to priority clients increased. 
* Percentage change is based on comparison with 2012–13.
Number of grants by sub-program* 
	Sub-program
	Number of grants
	% change*

	Appellate Crime
	947
	9% down

	Indictable Crime**
	2,144
	10% down

	Sexual Offences
	898
	5% down

	Summary Crime**
	11,911
	24% down

	Youth Crime
	3,456
	20% down

	Total program
	19,356
	21% down


* Percentage change is based on comparison with 2012–13. 
** This does not include sexual offences or youth crime matters dealt with by our Sexual Offences and Youth Crime sub-programs respectively. 

Services provided by private practitioners 

· Private practitioners received 65% of the grants of legal assistance for criminal matters. 

· 57% of these cases were assigned to 20 private practitioner firms.

· Total expenditure for criminal law matters received by private practitioners was $28.2 million (down by $8.4 million).

· 60% of the total private practitioner expenditure was by 20 private practitioner firms.

Top five matters* 
	Matter type
	Number of matters

	Drive while licence suspended
	6,115

	Common assault**
	6,105

	Theft
	5,825

	Breach of family violence protection order
	5,263

	Miscellaneous criminal offences***
	4,595


* This includes matters for our telephone service, early intervention services, duty lawyer services and grants of legal assistance.

** Common assault does not include assault with weapons, assault with intent to rape, intentionally or recklessly causing serious injury, recklessly causing injury or assault with intent to rob.
*** Miscellaneous criminal offences include defamation and libel, offences against privacy, public health and safety offences, and illicit drug offences.
Family, Youth and Children's Law program
What we do

We assist people to resolve their family disputes to achieve safe, workable and enduring care arrangements for children. We also assist parents to build their capacity to resolve future disputes without legal assistance.
Our services

The Family, Youth and Children’s Law program’s core services are to provide:
· duty lawyer, legal advice, representation and information services at the Commonwealth Family Law Courts, including in family law financial matters (formerly child support), parenting disputes and family violence matters
· lawyer-assisted and child-inclusive family dispute resolution to help settle disputes without going to court

· independent children’s lawyers who promote the interests of children at risk and help judicial officers make good decisions

· duty lawyer, legal advice, representation and information services to children and parents in the Children's and Magistrates' courts of Victoria, including in child protection and family violence matters
· legal advice and education in the community. 
Clients

· 30,737 unique clients* (down by 7%) 

· 17% presented with two family law problems and 9% with three to five 

· 5,463 or 18% from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds** 

· 1,172 or 4% from Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander backgrounds

* These are clients who accessed one or more services during the year, including early intervention services, duty lawyer services, dispute resolution services and grants of legal assistance.
** This is based on the Australian Bureau of Statistics definition of people from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds. It includes people who speak a language other than English at home and people who were born in a non-English-speaking country.
Gender and age profile

	Age
	Male
	Female
	Total

	0–15
	2,047
	2,096
	4,143

	16–24
	2,002
	2,507
	4,509

	25–34
	3,686
	4,622
	8,308

	35–44
	4,192
	3,987
	8,179

	45–54
	2,193
	1,631
	3,824

	55–64
	711
	494
	1,205

	65+
	363
	206
	569


Program operating expenditure*   
	Income sources
	Expenditure
	% expenditure

	Commonwealth
	$33.4 million 
	79.4% of Commonwealth expenditure

	State
	$17.8 million 
	19.5% of state expenditure

	Total
	$51.2 million
	38.3% of total expenditure


* This excludes expenditure for community legal centres.
Key achievements 

Preventing family violence in new and emerging communities

People from new and emerging communities often face significant barriers accessing legal help. Our Settled and Safe family violence prevention project, funded by the Legal Services Board, uses targeted training and information sessions to increase knowledge of family law, family violence and child protection laws within these communities. 

We provided training to settlement agencies and collaborated with them to deliver 93 culturally tailored legal education sessions to community groups from our Morwell, Shepparton, Ringwood, Dandenong and Melbourne offices. The sessions also provided us with insights to improve our services for people from new and emerging communities with family-related legal issues. 

We produced a training package that Victoria Legal Aid and other legal service providers can use to continue to engage with local communities about family violence and related legal issues. We will continue this important work as part of a strengthened focus on delivering family violence legal services that not only benefit individual clients but also contribute to the overall prevention of family violence.
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High quality services for children

Children are often the subject or focus of serious legal proceedings and we continue to regard the provision of high quality legal help to this vulnerable client group as a top priority. In addition to our expert staff practice, this year we opened specialist panels for Child Protection and Independent Children’s Lawyers to applications from firms and practitioners.

Our expertise was also highlighted in our involvement in two important test cases involving children. Our independent children’s lawyer in the Re Jamie case represented the best interests of ‘Jamie’. In this case the Full Court of the Family Court of Australia considered and set the law about the scope of parental responsibility when deciding on a child’s treatment for gender identity dysphoria. 

The Re Beth case was the first of its kind in the parens patriae jurisdiction of the Supreme Court of Victoria. The case considered why, how and for how long a vulnerable child can be detained by the state on the grounds of the child’s best interests. Our lawyers represented the separate interests of ‘Beth’ and the case set a significant precedent in terms of defining the nature and role of judicial oversight of children in detention, and the role of a separate representative for the child in such proceedings.
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Expanding our reach for family law clients

Families in regional areas often face extra financial hardship and can have limited access to services. We continued to expand our regional outreach program for child support legal help, establishing regular outreach services in Geelong, in response to the Barwon region’s rapidly growing population and high proportion of single parent families. 

People from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds can also face difficulties accessing the legal system. This year we established a new collaboration with inTouch Multicultural Centre Against Family Violence, providing funding to enable them to continue to offer legal services to female victims of violence in a culturally sensitive way. As part of the collaboration, when inTouch is unable to assist with a legal problem, they refer the client to our family lawyers. 
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Supporting the statewide rollout of non-adversarial processes in the child protection jurisdiction

We continued to collaborate with the Children’s Court of Victoria and the Victorian Department of Human Services to implement conciliation conferences (previously known as new model conferences) across Victoria, following recommendations in the Report of the Protecting Victoria’s Vulnerable Children Inquiry.

These conferences facilitate the early resolution of child protection applications through non-adversarial processes. The aim is to involve parents and other significant people from a child’s family to find a resolution that is in the best interests of the child.

We worked with the court and the department to create and deliver a skills-based workshop for practitioners within the system. Conciliation conferences are now implemented in metropolitan Melbourne and the Grampians, Hume, Gippsland, Wimmera Mallee and Barwon South Western regions. 

[image: image114.jpg]


 [image: image115.jpg]



Challenges

Meeting the high demand for family and children’s law assistance 

In early 2013, in the face of rising demand and increased costs, we made some difficult decisions to reduce eligibility for a range of family and children’s law legal aid services. This led to a reduction in grants of legal assistance, particularly for family mediation via Roundtable Dispute Management and for some clients with family law court proceedings. During the year we monitored the impact of these changes in terms of both financial sustainability and impact on our clients. 

In late 2013 we increased eligibility for legal assistance for representation at family law trials for some of our most vulnerable clients – those with an intellectual disability, acquired brain injury or mental illness, or whose matters are being heard in the Magellan Program of the Family Court, which deals with serious cases involving allegations of abuse of a child. In late June 2014 we made a further decision to re-extend legal assistance for family law trial representation to clients in cases where there is existing evidence of family violence. This comes into effect on 1 September 2014.
We remain conscious of the ongoing high demand for legal help in family law, family violence and child protection matters. New government initiatives in these areas will have a positive impact but will also increase demand for legal help – a challenge we will continue to contend with.

Future challenges

In 2014–15 we expect to see:
· ongoing high demand for family violence legal services and the need for us to respond in a way that meets both individual client needs and community expectations more broadly
· ongoing high and increasing demand for child protection legal services, reflecting increased funding to and activity by child protection authorities

· large-scale engagement with our stakeholders and the community about what family law legal aid services should look like into the future. 
Outlook

In 2014–15 we will complete a comprehensive review of Commonwealth family law legal aid services, seeking input from a wide range of stakeholders and setting our direction for the delivery of client-focused, sustainable, high quality and effective family law services in the coming years. 
We will also review and develop a new strategic approach to our delivery of family violence-related legal services, of which we are the largest provider in the state. As well as continuing to support consistent and high quality services, we will focus on preventative work and providing strong support to our staff in this challenging area.

To increase our capacity to mediate family law disputes in a sustainable, long-term way, we will be investing in technology upgrades and associated processes that support the operation of our family dispute resolution service, Roundtable Dispute Management.

While undertaking these projects, we will continue to face high demand for family and children’s law services. We will continue to implement measures designed to improve the quality of the legal help we provide, including making our newly exclusive specialist panels in Child Protection, Family Violence and general Family Law operational in 2014–15.
Family, Youth and Children’s Law sub-programs

Child Protection 

We assist children, young people and parents responding to child protection applications by the state by helping to ensure that any legal intervention is limited to that which is necessary to promote the child’s or young person's health, safety and wellbeing.

We provide legal information, advice and representation, as well as community legal education designed to help protect and promote the rights of children, young people and parents before, during and after child protection proceedings.
Family Law Financial Support 

We work to ensure that children of separated parents are financially supported in accordance with the law. In cases where a separated person is unable to adequately support themselves, and their former partner has capacity to pay, we work towards a solution of financial support and the fair distribution of assets and liabilities.
We also ensure that liable parents have access to independent legal advice and representation where appropriate.

Family Violence 

We contribute to the safety of adults and children impacted by family violence and assist in reducing the incidence of family violence by providing legal information, advice and representation to affected adults and children. This includes acting for clients at the Family Law Courts, the Children’s Court and the Magistrates’ Court of Victoria.

We also contribute to public debate about policies and practices of Australian courts and governments in relation to family violence.
Independent Children's Lawyers 

We provide assistance in Family Law Court proceedings to children at risk of harm due to the conduct of one or both parents. We aim to ensure that judicial officers make good decisions based on the best available evidence and that arrangements ordered by the court are in the children’s best interests.
Parenting Disputes 

We provide information, advice and representation to separating or separated couples who are in dispute about their children’s living and care arrangements.

For high-conflict families who have been unable to resolve children’s issues through family dispute resolution services, we may assist with access to the Family Law Courts.

Our aim is to achieve safe, workable and sustainable living and care arrangements for children.
Roundtable Dispute Management
We provide timely, legally assisted family dispute resolution services to vulnerable people. We assist separated families to meet the best interests of their children by providing case management, assessment, preparation and referral (including to our child-inclusive Kids Talk program where appropriate), and by holding conferences facilitated by experienced chairpersons.
Operating expenditure
	Sub-program
	Operating expenditure
	% of total expenditure

	Child Protection
	$16.2 million
	12.1%

	Family Law Financial Support 
	$1.9 million 
	1.4%

	Family Violence
	$3.3 million
	2.5%

	Independent Children's Lawyers 
	$7.4 million 
	5.5%

	Parenting Disputes 
	$9.7 million 
	7.3%

	Roundtable Dispute Management 
	$12.7 million
	9.5%

	Family, Youth and Children’s Law program
	$51.2 million
	38.3%


Family, Youth and Children’s Law services: facts and figures

Assessment and information services

Our telephone and face-to-face assessment and information services dealt with 39,157 family, youth and children’s law enquiries (up by 37%), covering 46,345 family, youth and children’s law matters (up by 44%). [image: image116.jpg]NPA




Referrals

We made 30,202* referrals to appropriate external agencies (up by 30%). [image: image117.jpg]NPA




The top five referrals were: 

· private practitioners

· generalist community legal centres
· family relationship centres

· the Law Institute of Victoria 

· courts.

We also referred clients to non-legal services, including dispute resolution services, other government agencies, health services and family violence services.
* We make appropriate referrals to other services (non-legal as well as legal) that may be relevant to a client’s needs. We also refer clients to external agencies when we are unable to help, for example, if we have a conflict of interest or we cannot provide assistance because of the nature of the matter. 
Free legal advice 

We provided 13,459 legal advice, minor assistance and advocacy services (down by 6%). [image: image118.jpg]NPA




We also provided legal advice at court for people who needed it most through our duty lawyer service. 
Number of duty lawyer services for family, youth and children’s law matters [image: image119.jpg]NPA




	Legal provider
	Number of services
	% change*

	Victoria Legal Aid lawyers
	14,709
	4% up

	Private practitioners 
	1,190
	21% down

	Total
	15,899
	1% up


* Percentage change is based on comparison with 2012–13.
In-house duty lawyer services for family, youth and children’s law
· 72% of duty lawyer services were provided for family violence intervention orders matters, of which 3% were in the Children’s Court and 87% were handled by our regional offices.

· 10% of duty lawyer services were provided for child protection matters, of which 56% were handled by our regional offices.

· 78% of duty lawyer services were provided in the Magistrates’ Court, 13% in the Children’s Court, 8% in the Family Law Courts, and 1% in the Neighbourhood Justice Centre.

Number of grants of legal assistance for family, youth and children’s law matters [image: image120.jpg]NPA




	Legal provider
	Number of grants
	% change*

	Victoria Legal Aid lawyers
	2,472
	4% up

	Private practitioners 
	10,374
	12% down

	Community legal centres
	149
	3% up

	Total
	12,995
	9% down


* Percentage change is based on comparison with 2012–13.

Number of grants by sub-program* 
	Sub-program
	Number of grants
	% change*

	Child Protection
	6,193
	2% down

	Family Law Financial Support 
	595
	5% down

	Family Violence
	1,861
	14% down

	Independent Children's Lawyers 
	892
	13% up

	Parenting Disputes 
	1,517
	10% down

	Roundtable Dispute Management 
	1,937
	30% down

	Total program
	12,995
	9% down


* Percentage change is based on comparison with 2012–13.
Services provided by private practitioners 

· Private practitioners received 80% of the grants of legal assistance for family law matters. 

· 45% of these cases were assigned to 20 private practitioner firms.

· Total expenditure for family law matters received by private practitioners was $24.3 million (down by $5.7 million).

· 43% of the total private practitioner expenditure was by 20 private practitioner firms.

Top five matters* 
	Matter type
	Number of matters

	Family violence intervention orders
	21,021

	Spending time with children
	12,189

	Child protection
	6,842

	Property settlement
	6,551

	Who children live with
	6,178


* This includes matters for our telephone service, early intervention services, duty lawyer services and grants of legal assistance.
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Our organisation
About Victoria Legal Aid

Our vision

A leading and responsible force for community access to the legal system and for social justice.

Our values

Victoria Legal Aid is committed to:

· serving our clients and community professionally and ethically

· acting with integrity, fairness and transparency at all times

· respecting and valuing diversity

· pursuing continuous improvement across the organisation.

Our purpose and functions

Victoria Legal Aid is an independent statutory authority established under the Legal Aid Act 1978 (Vic). We are funded by Commonwealth and Victorian governments but operate independently of government.

Our statutory objectives
 are to:

· provide legal aid in the most effective, economic and efficient manner

· manage resources to make legal aid available at a reasonable cost to the community and on an equitable basis throughout the state

· provide to the community improved access to justice and legal remedies

· pursue innovative means of providing legal aid directed at minimising the need for individual legal services in the community.

In so doing, we may
:

· co-operate with social service or social welfare organisations

· undertake research

· make recommendations to reform the law

· carry out educational programs

· provide financial assistance to voluntary legal aid bodies.

In performing our functions, we must
:

· ensure that legal aid is provided in a manner which dispels fear and distrust

· establish any local offices considered appropriate and generally use best endeavours to make legal aid available throughout the state

· determine priorities around who gets legal aid and guidelines for the allocation of work between staff and private practitioners

· co-operate with other legal aid commissions and professional associations to facilitate the use of services provided by private legal practitioners

· make maximum use of services which private legal practitioners offer to provide on a voluntary basis

· endeavour to secure the services of interpreters, counsellors, welfare officers and other appropriate persons to assist people where necessary

· inform the public of the services we provide and the conditions on which those services are provided

· encourage and permit law students to participate on a voluntary basis and under professional supervision in the provision of legal aid

· manage the Legal Aid Fund.

Public benefit

We work to address the barriers that prevent people from accessing the justice system by participating in reforms and ensuring the actions of government agencies are held to account. We serve the broader community by providing information, legal advice and education with a focus on the prevention and early resolution of legal problems, and legal representation to those who need it the most.

Governance and organisational structure
Governing legislation

Victoria Legal Aid is an independent statutory authority established under the Legal Aid Act 1978 (Vic). We receive funding from the Commonwealth and Victorian governments and through the Public Purpose Fund, but are independent of government.

Our responsibilities are set out in the Act, which gives us authority to provide legal aid in accordance with the legislation, and to control and administer the Legal Aid Fund.

We are also required to perform functions according to any specific written direction given by the Victorian Attorney-General. No ministerial directions were given during 2013–14.

We have legislated and organisational processes in place to ensure transparency and accountability to the Victorian public. These include external and internal auditing, regular reporting to stakeholders and the tabling of audited financial statements as part of this report.
National Partnership Agreement

Our strategic directions are guided by the Council of Australian Governments’ National Partnership Agreement on Legal Assistance Services (NPA). The NPA is an agreement between the Commonwealth and the states and territories, which commenced on 1 July 2010 and expires on 30 June 2015. It forms the basis of Commonwealth funding to all legal aid commissions and aims to drive nationally significant reform across the legal assistance sector.

The NPA focuses on providing assistance to disadvantaged people to resolve legal problems before they escalate and, where appropriate, avoid the need for litigation. It also promotes increased collaboration and co-operation with other service providers, and between legal assistance providers themselves, to ensure better targeting of legal assistance services for clients.
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 We have used this icon where we have reported against legal aid services provided under the NPA.
Strategic planning
Our Strategic Plan 2011–14 prioritises assistance for people who are poor and cannot afford the protection of the law and:

· face detention by the state or having decisions made for them

· are exposed to risk of violence or harm

· are marginalised or vulnerable to exploitation and unfair treatment.

In line with our commitments under the NPA, our strategic plan also focuses on services that:

· uphold rights and due process

· focus on early intervention and prevention

· build the capacity of clients to resolve their future problems without legal assistance

· deliver a wide benefit to the community.

The services we provide and our initiatives are guided by the themes and goals we have committed to in our strategic plan:
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Access and inclusion

Strategic goal: To deliver timely and respectful access to the justice system; to help people resolve legal problems and protect rights.
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Relationships and collaboration
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Strategic goal: To build strong, effective relationships with other organisations for the benefit of our clients.
Organisational responsiveness

Strategic goal: To enhance organisational capability to respond to a changing environment.

As our current strategic plan expires in 2014, we are consulting with staff, stakeholders, clients and the community in the development of a unifying new strategy for the delivery of legal aid and our ongoing role as a significant contributor within the justice system. Our strategic plan from 2015 will also renew the values that define our work and culture.

Our strategic planning environment
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Our commitments

Our commitments help us to achieve the goals in our Strategic Plan 2011–14 over a three-year period. In 2013–14 we:

· provided 161,798 people with information, advice, community legal education and other early intervention services (see p. 15–22)

· helped 2,778 regional and rural Victorians with civil law issues (see p. 36–41)

· provided 84,603 client referrals (see p. 19)

· had 66 accredited specialists helping clients (see p. 74–75)
· briefed 49% of significant cases to female barristers (see p. 31–32).

The Board

Our Board of Directors is responsible for ensuring Victoria Legal Aid meets its statutory objectives and carries out its functions and duties in accordance with the Act.

The Board met eight times in 2013–14.

Board members

The Board has five directors nominated by the Victorian Attorney-General and appointed by the Governor-in-Council. At least one member must have experience in financial management and one must have experience in business or government operations. One of the directors is our Managing Director.
Andrew Guy, Non-Executive Director and Chairperson
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Andrew Guy has more than 40 years of legal and management experience. A former managing partner at Arthur Robinson & Hedderwicks, Andrew has extensive experience as a director, sitting on the boards of several listed public companies as well as Anglicare Victoria. Andrew was appointed as Chairperson of the Victoria Legal Aid Board in October 2011.

Bevan Warner, Managing Director
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Bevan was appointed Managing Director of Victoria Legal Aid on 4 August 2008. He has 20 years’ senior executive experience including in Corrections and in Aboriginal Affairs where he developed an appreciation of the diversity and underlying causes of the over representation of Aboriginal people in the criminal justice and child protection systems. Bevan was formerly the General Manager of Legal Aid Western Australia.
Catherine McGovern​, Non-Executive Director
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Catherine McGovern has extensive experience in merchant banking, government relations and public affairs. She was previously the General Manager, Government and Public Affairs at Medibank Private and the industry adviser for the then Minister of Industry, Science and Resources, Senator the Hon. Nick Minchin. Catherine is also a board member of Melbourne City Mission. Catherine was appointed in September 2011.

Virginia Rogers, Non-Executive Director
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Virginia Rogers has extensive legal and board experience with a diverse range of organisations. A former Chairperson of the Equal Opportunity Commission of Victoria, she is currently a member of the Victorian Board of the Nursing and Midwifery Board of Australia and Chairperson of Marriott Support Services. Virginia was appointed in May 2012.

David Thompson, Non-Executive Director
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David Thompson has more than 30 years’ experience in the finance sector in senior roles in Australia and America, including as Chief Financial Officer for the NAB Business Bank. As well as his accounting degree he holds a Masters in Applied Finance and graduate diplomas in computing, chartered secretarial practice and corporate administration. He is the Chairperson of the Institute of Chartered Accountants Victorian Regional Council. David was appointed in February 2013.

Audit committee

The Audit Committee assists the Board to fulfil its oversight responsibilities relating to: 

· the annual financial statements

· assurance on the operation and implementation of the risk management framework

· overview of the scope, quality and outcome of internal and external audits

· monitoring our compliance with legal and regulatory requirements and compliance policies.

The Charter for the Audit Committee specifies the committee's purpose and objectives, authority, membership, attendance at meetings and roles and responsibilities.
Members
The Audit Committee membership comprised:

David Thompson
Chairperson of Audit Committee

Andrew Guy
Non-executive Audit Committee member

Catherine McGovern
Non-executive Audit Committee member

Virginia Rogers
Non-executive Audit Committee member.
A standing invitation to attend Audit Committee meetings is issued to the:

· Managing Director, Executive Manager and Chief Financial Officer 
· external auditor – the Victorian Auditor-General's Office
· internal auditor – KPMG.

These representatives receive a copy of the meeting papers and minutes. 
The Audit Committee met five times in 2013–14.
Internal audit

KPMG provides our internal audit services. Our internal auditing procedures assist the Audit Committee through examining our control and risk management practices, and determining whether they are effective, efficient and economical in assisting us to achieve our objectives. Where necessary, improvements in procedures and systems are recommended. 
Reports 

The Audit Committee was regularly presented with reports on audit activities undertaken, advisory services provided and audit support carried out. Reports and advice during the year included:

· Financial Management Act compliance

· payroll processes
· cash management and working capital

· data management and record keeping

· grants management.

Organisational structure
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Agency executive 

The executive team meets regularly to plan, discuss and review operational performance.

Bevan Warner
Managing Director
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Bevan was appointed Managing Director of Victoria Legal Aid on 4 August 2008. He has 20 years’ senior executive experience including in Corrections and in Aboriginal Affairs where he developed an appreciation of the diversity and underlying causes of the over representation of Aboriginal people in the criminal justice and child protection systems. Bevan was formerly the General Manager of Legal Aid Western Australia.

Kristen Hilton

Director Civil Justice, Access and Equity (maternity leave from December 2013)
Director for Barwon and South Coast regions
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Kristen was previously the Executive Director of the Public Interest Law Clearing House and has extensive knowledge of current civil law and human rights issues and the needs of marginalised and disadvantaged individuals. Kristen has practised in the private profession and in a number of community legal centres, and is currently completing a Master of Laws at the University of Melbourne. Kristen commenced as Director Civil Justice, Access and Equity in November 2009.

Dan Nicholson
Director Civil Justice, Access and Equity (from December 2013)
Director for Barwon and South Coast regions
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Dan Nicholson joined Victoria Legal Aid as the Associate Director of Access and Equity in May 2012. Prior to joining Victoria Legal Aid he managed the Human Rights Unit at the Victorian Department of Justice, was Associate to Justice Maxwell, President of the Court of Appeal, and worked at Fitzroy Legal Service. He has also worked on a range of human rights issues in Cambodia and East Timor. 

Helen Fatouros

Director Criminal Law 
Director for Goulburn region and North Western suburbs

[image: image149.jpg]


Helen was appointed Director Criminal Law in January 2013 and has an extensive criminal law background, having been the Directorate Manager of the Specialist Sex Offences Unit at the Office of Public Prosecutions. She has also appeared as a Legal Prosecution Specialist in many complex indictable matters. Helen led the profession-wide implementation of the Sexual Offences Interactive Legal Education Program in 2012, earning her the Law Institute of Victoria’s 2013 President’s Award for Government Lawyer of the Year. Helen was appointed Council Director of the Sentencing Advisory Council by the Victorian Attorney-General in mid-2013.
Nicole Rich

Director Family, Youth and Children's Law 
Director for Westernport, Peninsula and Gippsland regions

[image: image150.jpg]Nicole commenced as Director Family, Youth and Children's Law in August 2013 and was formerly our Director Research and Communications. She is experienced in developing legal research and policy, including as the former Director Policy and Campaigns at the Consumer Action Law Centre, and has practised in the private profession and community legal centres. Nicole is also currently the Chairperson of CHOICE (the Australian Consumers’ Association). 

Tim Marsh
Chief Counsel
Director for Loddon–Campaspe and North West regions

Tim joined Victoria Legal Aid as a Senior Public Defender in 2011, after eight years at the Criminal Bar. Tim was also formerly a solicitor at the Office of Public Prosecutions. Tim appears regularly in Supreme Court and County Court trials and appeals, and has developed an extensive practice in mental impairment and unfitness matters. Tim is a member of the steering committee for the Victorian Law Reform Commission reference into mental impairment, and is a past legal member of the Mental Health Review Board. Tim commenced as Chief Counsel, Victoria Legal Aid Chambers in August 2013.

Meagan Keogh

Director Legal Practice
Director for Western and Outer Eastern suburbs

Meagan oversees implementation of quality practice standards throughout the Victoria Legal Aid network. Meagan has experience in private practice and community legal centres, and with the Commonwealth Director of Public Prosecutions. She is an Accredited Criminal Law Specialist and was previously the Managing Lawyer of our Preston office. Meagan is currently a member of the Law Institute of Victoria Accredited Specialisation Board and the Legal Practices Committee of the Legal Services Board. Meagan commenced as Director Legal Practice in October 2010.

Cameron Hume
Director Research and Communications
Director for Central Highlands and Wimmera regions

Cameron was appointed Director Research and Communications in October 2013. He has worked at the Department of Justice, Victoria, in project, policy and operations management roles relating to law reform and administration of the justice system. He also spent several years as a management consultant working across research and evaluation, strategic planning, and organisational and operational reviews. This work spanned a range of social policy and operational portfolios including justice, human services and the community sector. Cameron holds a Masters of Public Policy and Management.

Corporate Services

Anna Palmer, Associate Director People and Culture; Elizabeth Jennings, Chief Financial Officer; and Hans Wolf, Chief Information Officer, all report to the Managing Director and participate directly in the activities of the executive team.
Independent review

Independent reviewers can reconsider or review a decision made by one of our officers or another independent reviewer, where it relates to a grant of legal assistance. 

They can also hear and determine matters relating to the removal or exclusion of a lawyer from one of our practitioner panels.

When reviewing a matter, the independent reviewer must have regard to the Legal Aid Act 1978 (Vic) and any guidelines provided by the Board. They can confirm or change our decision.  

Independent review of decisions
Review or reconsideration of decisions relating to a grant of legal assistance 

	Result of review
	2013–14
	2012–13

	Independent reviewer agreed with our decision
	161
	129

	Independent reviewer changed our decision
	38
	32

	Total
	199
	161


Review relating to proposed removal or exclusion of a lawyer from one of our practitioner panels
	Result of review
	2013–14
	2012–13

	Independent reviewer agreed with our decision
	0
	0

	Independent reviewer changed our decision
	0
	0

	Total
	0
	0


Independent reviewers

We acknowledge the valuable contribution of the independent reviewers appointed under the Act:

· John Nixon (Chairperson)

· Brook Hely 
· Carmel Morfuni.   
Community Consultative Committee

By providing advice and recommendations about various matters referred to it by our Board, our Community Consultative Committee helps us identify ways to better meet the needs and expectations of the community. The committee also helps us identify opportunities for cross-sectoral collaboration to improve access to justice.

This year the committee met three times and discussed:

· a scan of key factors that are currently impacting or will impact on our clients and on our services in the near future 
· our proposed strategic advocacy priorities for 2013–14

· the background to a review of our higher court appeal process and the proposed consultation methods

· how we can engage the broader community in designing our new organisational strategy, following the expiry of our Strategic Plan 2011–14. 
Members
The committee is made up of representatives from a wide range of organisations we work with, or that are impacted by our work. Committee members are appointed by the Board and must include a Victoria Legal Aid staff member and a person nominated by the Federation of Community Legal Centres. 
The Community Consultative Committee is chaired by the Chairperson of the Victoria Legal Aid Board, Andrew Guy. Members in 2013–14 were:

Professor Marie Connolly
Chairperson and Head of Social Work, Melbourne School of Health Sciences, University of Melbourne

Nicky Friedman
Head of Pro Bono and Community Programs, Allens

Dr Stefan Gruenert
Chief Executive Officer, Odyssey House Victoria

Peter Norden AO
Vice Chancellor's Fellow, University of Melbourne; Adjunct Professor, RMIT University; Director, Norden Directions

Alan Wu
Non-Executive Director, Oxfam Australia; former Chairperson, Australian Youth Affairs Coalition

Denis Nelthorpe AC
Manager, Footscray Community Legal Centre (Federation of Community Legal Centres nominee)

Dr Beth Wilson AM
Former Victorian Health Services Commissioner

Tracey Cocks
President of the Foster Carers Association

Inghard Ehrenberg
Superintendent, Victoria Police

Aimee Cooper
Senior Lawyer, Equality Law Program, Victoria Legal Aid (staff representative).
Our people

We are committed to fostering workplace diversity, fairness, cohesion, professionalism and practice expertise. 

Employment practices

We work in an inclusive environment, supported by policy and procedures that reflect the values of our organisation and help us to develop and deliver services that meet community justice needs.
Employment and conduct principles
Our staff are bound by the values and employment principles in the Code of Conduct for Victorian Public Sector Employees and the Public Administration Act 2004 (Vic). 

To strengthen understanding and commitment to these values and principles, this year we focused greater attention on the content of the code of conduct, requiring all staff to attend respectful workplace behaviours training and to participate in other mandatory information and learning activities.

We also released a new respectful workplace behaviours policy, which encompasses our previous sexual harassment, discrimination and bullying policies. The new policy includes a streamlined complaints procedure that improves access to avenues of redress while emphasising the benefit of early, informal resolution of issues. 

Employee benefits

Our employees have access to a broad range of flexible working options that support work–life balance. Twenty-two per cent of our staff work part-time and the vast majority access flexible working hours.

Our parental leave provisions continue to support staff retention. Forty-seven staff accessed paid maternity leave entitlements this year and nine staff accessed paid parent/partner leave. 

Maternity leave absence often extends beyond 12 months and our staff can request part-time work arrangements until each child reaches school age. We expect maternity leave absences to remain at relatively high levels due to our current staff profile, which is 79% female, of which 61% are between 23 and 40 years of age. 
New provisions in the Victoria Legal Aid Enterprise Agreement 2013–2016 provide access to family violence leave and further clarify access to compassionate leave.

Employee engagement and development
With Victoria Legal Aid’s current strategic plan expiring at the end of 2014, we commenced extensive engagement with staff to inform decisions about our strategic direction from 2015. Nearly 300 staff participated in workshops to discuss our current and desired organisational values, purpose and priorities. 

Staff also had significant input in the renewal of our employee performance assessment, review and development program, VLA and Me. 

VLA and Me will be supported by the Learning Hub, our new online system for administering and co-ordinating learning and development activity. This system allows us to deliver and track formal workshops, online policy and training modules, and professional legal education. 
Workforce data

This year we continued our commitment to aligning people resources to priority client service delivery, improving efficiencies and achieving financially sustainable employment levels for the longer term. 
Our vacancy rate has reduced and staffing levels have increased reflecting new work demands and our commitment to prioritising roles that work directly with clients and the community or support direct service provision. The number of active staff in direct or indirect service delivery roles has increased by 43.7 or 8.7%. We have also maintained our commitment to limiting corporate service roles, which have decreased by 7.5 or 11%.

We continue to allocate 90% of our people resources to direct or indirect service delivery, ensuring prudent use of limited legal aid resources. The ‘Workforce distribution’ table below shows distribution of staff across direct and indirect client service roles and corporate service roles.
Productive workforce

Comparative staffing levels across two years are expressed below as full-time equivalent (FTE) staff on our payroll and labour hire or agency staff engaged short term to perform the work of vacant budgeted positions. 

We have excluded 11 FTE maternity leave absences from the table below as these positions are usually backfilled by contract staff who are included in the count. We have continued to maintain relatively low levels of agency or labour hire staff.
	Productive workforce
	2014
	2013
	Variance

	FTE staff on payroll
	595.4
	546.5
	48.9

	Agency staff by headcount (labour hire)
	8
	6
	2

	Total
	603.4
	552.5
	50.9


Workforce distribution

Comparative workforce distribution of active FTE across two years is expressed below. ‘Active’ FTE is defined as people who attend work or are paid during the last full pay period of the financial year. This includes ongoing, maximum-term and casual employees and maternity leave absences, and excludes labour hire or agency staff. 

	Workforce distribution
	2014
	2013
	Variance

	Direct service delivery*
	428.9
	403
	25.9

	Indirect service delivery**
	117
	99.2
	17.8

	Corporate***
	60.5
	68
	-7.5

	Total
	606.4
	570.2
	36.2


* Direct client service delivery roles involve direct client interaction.

** Indirect client service delivery roles do not involve direct interaction with clients, but support direct client services.

*** Corporate service roles deliver traditional corporate functions, such as finance, communications, human resources, business reporting and information and communication technology.
Full-time equivalent* staffing trends from 2010 to 2014

	2014
	2013
	2012
	2011
	2010

	606.4
	570.2
	596.5
	583
	554


* Based on active FTE, meaning people who attend work or are paid during the last full pay period of the financial year, including ongoing, maximum-term and casual employees and maternity leave absences, and excluding labour hire or agency staff
Gender breakdown of ongoing employees*
	Gender
	2014  headcount
	2013  headcount
	2014  FTE
	2013 FTE

	Male
	128
	123
	124.5
	118.7

	Female
	442
	436
	392.1
	380.5

	Total
	570
	559
	516.6 **
	499.2***


* Staff engaged on an open-ended contract of employment or executives engaged on a standard executive contract
** Includes 11 maternity leave FTE
*** Includes 23.3 maternity leave FTE
Gender breakdown of maximum term/casual employees*
	Gender
	2014 headcount
	2013 headcount
	2014 FTE
	2013 FTE

	Male
	20
	18
	19.1
	16.5

	Female
	81
	62
	70.7
	54.5

	Total
	101
	80
	89.8 **
	71***


* Staff engaged casually or on a contract for a maximum period
** Includes 0.0 maternity leave FTE
*** Includes 0.4 maternity leave FTE
Age breakdown of ongoing employees*
	Age
	2014 headcount
	2013 headcount
	2014 FTE
	2013 FTE

	Under 25
	1
	9
	1
	8

	25–34
	183
	183
	170.9
	167.5

	35–44
	171
	162
	150.6
	139.3

	45–54
	118
	125
	104.4
	110.4

	55–64
	82
	68
	75.7
	62.4

	Over 64
	15
	12
	14
	11.6

	Total
	570
	559
	516.6
	499.2


* Staff engaged on an open-ended contract of employment or executives engaged on a standard executive contract
Age breakdown of maximum term/casual employees*
	Age
	2014 headcount
	2013 headcount
	2014 FTE
	2013 FTE

	Under 25
	6
	6
	5.2
	6

	25–34
	59
	45
	52.9
	40.6

	35–44
	26
	18
	23.1
	15.5

	45–54
	7
	6
	6.2
	5

	55–64
	2
	2
	1.8
	2

	Over 64
	1
	3
	0.6
	1.9

	Total
	101
	80
	89.8
	71


* Staff engaged casually or on a contract for a maximum period
Classification breakdown ongoing employees*
	Classification
	2014 headcount
	2013 headcount
	2014 FTE
	2013 FTE

	VLA 1
	0
	1
	0
	1

	VLA 2
	126
	132
	109.2
	109

	VLA 3
	207
	192
	188.1
	172.5

	VLA 4
	149
	155
	134.6
	139.7

	VLA 5
	67
	59
	63.8
	57

	VLA 6
	13
	14
	13
	14

	Executive
	8**
	6**
	7.9
	6

	Total
	570
	559
	516.6
	499.2


* Staff engaged on an open-ended contract of employment or executives engaged on a standard executive contract

** The number of executive positions was consistent at seven across both years but occupancy of positions fluctuated – in 2013 one position was vacant at 30 June, and in 2014 one executive was on paid maternity leave at 30 June.
Classification breakdown of maximum term/casual employees*
	Classification
	2014 headcount
	2013 headcount
	2014 FTE
	2013 FTE

	VLA 1
	1
	2
	1
	2

	VLA 2
	23
	16
	20.1
	12

	VLA 3
	55
	41
	49
	38.2

	VLA 4
	17
	12
	14.7
	10.4

	VLA 5
	2
	6
	2
	5.4

	VLA 6
	3
	3
	3
	3

	Executive
	0
	0
	0
	0

	Total
	101
	80
	89.8
	71


* Staff engaged casually or on a contract for a maximum period
Executive officers at 30 June 2014
An ‘executive officer’ is defined as a person employed as an executive officer at an annual remuneration rate not less than an executive officer employed by a Victorian Government department.

We have one executive Board member, the Managing Director, and six executive staff leading our services and functions.

Executive officers are classified into two categories. ‘Ongoing’ executives are responsible for functions or outputs that are expected to be ongoing at the end of the reporting period.  
‘Special projects’ executives are employed for a specific project, generally for a fixed period of time. We do not currently engage executive officers for special projects.
Number of ongoing executive officers
	Class
	Headcount 2014
	Variation 2013

	EO-1
	0
	0

	EO-2
	1
	-1

	EO-3
	7
	3

	Total*
	8
	2


* The number of executive positions was consistent at seven across both years but occupancy of positions fluctuated – in 2013 one position was vacant at 30 June, and in 2014 one executive was on paid maternity leave at 30 June.
There were no special projects executive officers.
Breakdown of executive officers into gender

	Class
	Male
	Variation 2013
	Female
	Variation 2013

	EO-1
	0
	0
	0
	0

	EO-2
	1
	-1
	0
	0

	EO-3
	3
	3
	4
	0

	Total*
	4
	2
	4
	0


* The number of executive positions was consistent at seven across both years but occupancy of positions fluctuated – in 2013 one position was vacant at 30 June, and in 2014 one executive was on paid maternity leave at 30 June.
There were no special projects executive officers.
Reconciliation of executive numbers

The workforce data tables above include executive officers active in the last full pay period of the financial year, whereas the Financial statement Note 15 includes any individual employed as an executive officer or with executive officer responsibility (as defined in FRD 21B) at any time during the financial period.

	
	Reconciliation of executive numbers
	2014
	2013

	
	Executives with total remuneration over $100,000 
	9*
	7*

	
	Executives employed with total remuneration below $100,000
	0
	1

	
	Sub-total (as reported in Financial statement Note 15)
	9
	8

	Add
	Vacancies
	0
	1

	
	Accountable Officer (Managing Director)
	1
	1

	Less
	Separations
	1
	2

	
	Non-executive role
	1
	1

	
	Executive role removed
	0
	1

	
	Total executive numbers at 30 June**
	8
	6


* Includes one non-executive
** The number of executive positions was consistent at seven across both years but occupancy of positions fluctuated – in 2013 one position was vacant at 30 June, and in 2014 one executive was on paid maternity leave at 30 June.
Staff wellbeing 

Vicarious trauma continues to be a significant risk in terms of the number of staff impacted by the challenging nature of our work. This risk is mitigated by our ongoing wellbeing strategy. 

Staff are supported by access to a 24-hour employee assistance program providing counselling for personal and work-related issues. Regular on-site counselling is also provided for work-related concerns. Critical incident debriefing occurs where necessary.

These services are important in maintaining the psychological health of staff who are exposed to disturbing case-related material and the inherent pressures associated with legal aid work. 

Occupational health and safety 

We are well advanced on implementing the outcomes of the review of our occupational health and safety management system. The system includes roles, procedures, policies, forums, committees, programs and risk management frameworks. This work builds on our commitment to striving for a safety culture and will further support legislative compliance and evidence-based safety practices.

Improved staff awareness resulted in more incidents being reported this year, providing additional data for analysing trends in health and safety risk, and informing our ongoing review of occupational health and safety practice and issue resolution. We upgraded security features at two regional offices (Bendigo and Morwell) and will be making further security upgrades in 2014–15. 
We responded to the challenges presented by poor air quality caused by the Hazelwood mine fire in Morwell by monitoring publicly available information, arranging air quality testing in our Morwell office and maintaining regular contact with affected staff. Although the office remained a safe work environment, the persistent poor air quality made working conditions unpleasant and tested staff resilience. 

We temporarily relocated our Morwell administrative staff to Warragul, while legal staff continued to provide client services from the Latrobe Valley Magistrates’ Court and limited services from the Morwell office. During the temporary relocation we upgraded security features and improved office accessibility in line with our Disability Action Plan 2012–14. All staff have now returned to a safer working environment with improved facilities.

We acknowledge the patience and support of the Morwell community and the assistance of our temporary hosts in the Gippsland Business Centre, Warragul.

Performance against occupational health and safety measures
Incidents
	Performance indicator
	2013–14
	2012–13
	2011–12

	Number of incidents
	46
	30
	40

	Rate per 100 FTE
	7.59
	5.26
	6.25


Claims

	Performance indicator
	2013–14
	2012–13
	2011–12

	Total WorkCover claims
	5
	3
	2

	Number of standard claims*
	4
	1
	0

	Rate per 100 FTE
	0.66
	0.02
	0

	Number of lost time claims*
	4
	1
	0

	Rate per 100 FTE
	0.66
	0.02
	0

	Number of claims exceeding 13 weeks*
	1
	0
	0

	Rate per 100 FTE
	0.16
	0
	0


* Data was sourced from WorkSafe Victoria’s authorised agent. A claim is standard when the employer liability period (10 days lost and/or medical expenses of $642 indexed annually) has been exceeded. 

Other measures

	Performance indicator
	2013–14
	2012–13
	2011–12

	Fatality claims
	0
	0
	0

	Average cost per standard claim*
	$22,135.92**
	N/A
	N/A

	Percentage of claims with return to work plan less than 30 days
	100%
	N/A
	N/A


* Data was sourced from WorkSafe Victoria’s authorised agent. 
** This average cost is significantly affected by a single claim of 12 months’ duration.
Staff achievements
Senior Lawyer, Mental Health and Disability Advocacy, Sophie Delaney and Lawyer, Commonwealth Entitlements, Michael Freedman were shortlisted for the Law Institute of Victoria’s 2013 Legal Awards. Michael was a finalist in the Government Lawyer of the Year category while Sophie was ultimately successful in the Access to Justice category. Sophie’s win recognises her work with marginalised clients such as in the Court of Appeal case of Taha and Brookes, which resulted in a ruling that magistrates have a duty to make reasonable enquiries about whether people coming before them in infringements matters have special circumstances.

Senior Costs Advisor Bill Trumble was honoured with a Certificate of Service in the Law Institute of Victoria’s 2013 Legal Awards.

Lawyer, Indictable Crime, Alison Whitford was selected for a six-month internship with the Office of the Prosecutor of the International Criminal Court of the Hague in the Netherlands. 
Senior Lawyer, Mental Health and Disability Advocacy, Eleanore Fritze was awarded the Jack Brockhoff Foundation Churchill Fellowship to travel to the USA, UK and Hungary to investigate the use of innovative legal services to better protect the human rights and dignity of people with disabilities who are detained and subjected to compulsory treatment in closed environments.
Director Family, Youth and Children’s Law Services, Nicole Rich was appointed Chairperson of CHOICE, Australia’s largest consumer organisation. CHOICE is the publisher of the well-known CHOICE magazine and CHOICE online at www.choice.com.au.

Director Criminal Law Services, Helen Fatouros was appointed Council Director of the Sentencing Advisory Council, which advises the Attorney-General on sentencing issues.

Specialist accreditation

We recognise the value of the Law Institute of Victoria’s Accredited Specialisation program as a means of ensuring quality representation for legally aided clients. We continued to support the program, which assesses and accredits the expertise of lawyers in diverse areas of law.

Our support of participants included guidance from our professional support lawyers, professional legal education lectures and intensive sessions, facilitation of study groups and provision of study notes, resources and practice exams, and payment of application fees for Victoria Legal Aid lawyers.

In 2013 we supported lawyers to participate in family law accreditation and the new administrative law assessment program. All lawyers we supported who attempted the specialisation exams were successful.

Number of lawyers supported through the Accredited Specialisation program in 2013

	Area of law
	Victoria Legal Aid lawyers
	External lawyers*
	Victoria Legal Aid lawyers who passed
	External lawyers* who passed

	Family law
	3
	4
	3
	4

	Administrative law
	2**
	9
	1
	9


* This includes community legal centre and private lawyers.
** One Victoria Legal Aid lawyer withdrew.
At 30 June 2014 we have:

· 36 accredited criminal law specialists

· 9 accredited family law specialists

· 19 accredited children’s law specialists 

· 1 accredited immigration law specialist

· 1 accredited administrative law specialist.
In 2014 we supported lawyers to undertake children’s law and criminal law specialist accreditation. Further reflecting our support of the program, entry requirements for our section 29A indictable crime panels now allow a more streamlined application pathway for accredited specialists. 

Number of lawyers supported through the Accredited Specialisation program in 2014*

	Area of law
	Victoria Legal Aid lawyers
	External lawyers**

	Children’s Law
	2
	10

	Criminal Law
	7 
	27


* Exams will be conducted in July and August 2014.
** This includes community legal centre and private lawyers. 
Supporting quality services

We are committed to delivering high quality, client-centred services throughout Victoria.

Practice standards

All lawyers doing legal aid work must comply with our practice standards for:

· casework

· duty lawyer services

· legal advice.

This year we:

· implemented a new training module for our in-house law practice to help our lawyers better meet their professional and ethical responsibilities

· standardised the information provided when briefing barristers to support communication of important case details and to facilitate payment 

· oversaw a review of the minor assistance we provide to clients, including the types of matters, the intensity of service, and the process for making decisions 

· began preparations to help our in-house law practice comply with the incoming Legal Profession Uniform Law and Victorian Solicitor Conduct Rules.  

Panels Project 

The Panels Project is reviewing how our section 29A specialist panels operate to ensure that quality services continue to be delivered to clients.

This year we:

· consulted with stakeholders to finalise the new entry requirements for the Summary Crime, Child Protection, Family Law and Family Violence panels

· opened the Independent Children’s Lawyer, Indictable Crime, Summary Crime and the Child Protection panels

· substantially completed assessment of the first round of applications to the Independent Children’s Lawyer and Indictable Crime panels

· commenced work on drafting a quality monitoring model to check the quality of work done by private practitioners on legally aided matters 

· developed a suite of draft practice standards and associated measures for legally assisted matters, which will be the principal tool of the quality monitoring model, and commenced internal consultation of these standards, with external consultation planned for early 2014–15.
Training, development and support
Professional development
We provide training, development and support for our lawyers (and other staff who work directly with clients, where appropriate) through:

· professional support lawyers (including precedents, legislative updates and practice resources)

· ongoing professional legal education

· specialist accreditation support (see p. 74–75).

Professional legal education includes training on priority topics for each practice area, as well as topics that span the compulsory fields of continuing professional development. In 2013–14 our Legal Practice Essentials program, a foundational skills training program focused on the needs of priority clients, became compulsory for all our lawyers. 
We also provide targeted internal and external training opportunities to our lawyers, with selected activities extended to community legal centres and panel practitioners.

This year we continued to work with the Department of Justice, the Children’s Court, and the Department of Human Services to deliver multi-disciplinary training and development events. This training assists child protection practitioners and lawyers to perform more effectively and accords with recommendations from both the Protecting Victoria's Vulnerable Children Inquiry and the 2011 Child Protection Proceedings Task Force.

New Lawyers Program

Our New Lawyers Program provides first and second-year lawyers with comprehensive training and development within Victoria Legal Aid. With a focus on clients and the commonalities experienced across all of our practice areas, the program reinforces the idea of ‘one practice’ and the delivery of a responsive and holistic service. 
Participants are selected through a rigorous and highly competitive process and after two years in the program are considered as legal vacancies emerge in priority areas. Through this, the program supports agile and streamlined recruitment into lawyer roles, complementing our regular recruiting practices.
Since the first intake in September 2010, 44 lawyers have participated in the New Lawyers Program, with an average retention rate of 82%. The majority of participants are now in ongoing roles in our offices across Victoria.
Of the 28 participants who completed the 2012 program, 18 are in ongoing roles at Victoria Legal Aid. The remaining eight are on contracts while we identify appropriate ongoing roles.
New lawyers recruited in 2013 participated in placements across our programs and offices, including our Horsham, Warrnambool, Ballarat and Geelong offices. 
Law student opportunities and training placements

We continued to meet our statutory obligation to provide opportunities for law students to obtain experience in legal aid work. 
Students we hosted this year include:
· three students from Monash University Law School in short placements in which they investigated and reported on agreed research topics
· 258 students from the Leo Cussen Centre for Law who spent half a day observing our duty lawyers at work in courts, tribunals, hospitals and client interviews across the state

· four students from the Leo Cussen Centre for Law in their three-week professional placements 

· 20 student interns from the University of Melbourne who worked with infringements clients who had raised ‘special circumstances’ regarding their unpaid fines 

· 28 students from the University of Melbourne and Victoria University in family law internships, with interns clerking at court, drafting documents and conducting legal research

· 40 law students from Victoria University who assisted duty lawyers and court clerks at the Sunshine and Werribee Magistrates’ courts 
· 28 law students from Victoria University who assisted duty lawyers and court clerks at the Melbourne Magistrates’ courts 
· 14 law students from Deakin University who assisted duty lawyers and court clerks at the Dandenong Magistrates’ Court and the Moorabbin Justice Centre 

· one Aboriginal law student from Deakin University in a work experience placement to develop practical legal skills and form mentor relationships through our Winter Aboriginal Clerkship Program, which runs for three weeks over the university winter break.

We also presented workshops to University of Melbourne Masters of Law students on using demographic data to research local legal need.

Information systems and online services 

We develop, maintain and protect information technology assets to ensure our systems are reliable, effective and responsive to organisational and client service needs. This year we:

· completed the rollout of digital dictation to our regional offices 

· introduced the Learning Hub, an online learning system providing staff with access to training and professional development modules, and enabling learning activities to be monitored and tracked 

· continued to test infrastructure required for the implementation of mobile lawyering in 2014–15, including virtual desktops, softphones and mobile devices 

· commenced migrating Victoria Legal Aid’s precedent collection to an online document automation system 

· expanded the functionality in ATLAS, our online grants management system, to facilitate client assessment and referral processes resulting from our new client triage model

· created our first online annual report for less cost than the print equivalent, with re-use of the technical infrastructure for the 2013–14 annual report compounding return on investment 

· received recognition for our redeveloped, more user-friendly website as joint winner of the Victorian Government category in the Australian Web Industry Association 2013 Web Awards.

Information and records management 

We have obligations and responsibilities under the relevant legislation to make and keep full and accurate records of our business practices. These records must be managed in accordance with revised Public Record Office Victoria standards and specifications under section 12 of the Public Records Act 1973 (Vic). The standards apply to all records (in all formats) and detail requirements for the creation, maintenance and authorised timely disposal of these records. We continue to focus on achieving compliance with the revised standards and specifications. 

This year we:

· reviewed and authorised destruction of more than 100,000 inactive files in accordance with section 12 of the Public Records Act 

· continued the rollout of an electronic document management system to our corporate staff, with rollout to our legal practice teams anticipated in 2014–15.

Our partnerships

We are committed to building strong, effective partnerships with other organisations for the benefit of our clients. We work with state and national partners, lawyers in private practice, community legal centres, local communities and educational institutions.
National Legal Aid

As a member of National Legal Aid, we work with the other state and territory legal aid commissions to ensure that legal aid is delivered in the most effective and efficient way possible across Australia. 

This year we worked closely with other state and territory legal aid commissions in contributing to the Productivity Commission inquiry into Access to Justice Arrangements in Australia. Collectively, we highlighted the important role that legal aid commissions and community legal centres play in providing access to justice to vulnerable and marginalised Australians. National Legal Aid made two submissions to the review and also gave evidence at the public hearing in Hobart. 

We also worked together in responding to parliamentary inquiries on issues such as child support, evidence law and access to justice for people with a disability. 

More information: www.nationallegalaid.org
Legal assistance forums

Australian Legal Assistance Forum
The Australian Legal Assistance Forum brings together National Legal Aid, the Law Council of Australia, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Legal Services, and representatives from the National Association of Community Legal Centres. 
The forum allows these organisations to address legal assistance issues in Australia in a co-operative way.
More information: www.nationallegalaid.org
Victorian Legal Assistance Forum

The Victorian Legal Assistance Forum (VLAF) brings together the Aboriginal Family Violence Prevention and Legal Service (Vic), Federation of Community Legal Centres, Justice Connect, Law Institute of Victoria, the Victorian Bar, Victoria Law Foundation, Victoria Legal Aid and the Victorian Aboriginal Legal Service. 

The forum allows these organisations to plan and advocate for increased access to legal services for socially and economically disadvantaged Victorians, and to develop responsive service delivery models.

VLAF also meets with the Commonwealth Attorney-General’s Department and the Victorian Department of Justice in formal consultations on the National Partnership Agreement on Legal Assistance Services.

This year we:

· were involved in VLAF working groups on the National Disability Insurance Scheme, prisoners, evaluation of projects and plans, and online legal information

· participated in legal assistance forums in Shepparton on therapeutic justice, and in the western suburbs on homelessness and its links to the criminal justice system

· hosted a VLAF roundtable discussion about issues affecting prisoners 
· continued to co-ordinate the legal sector’s response to disasters and emergencies.

More information: www.vlaf.org.au
Private practitioners

The significant contribution of private legal practitioners enables us to help more people access legal services. Our partnership with private practitioners is essential for the provision of quality legal aid services.

Private practitioners providing duty lawyer services

Private practitioners help us to deliver duty lawyer services at a number of courts and tribunals across Victoria. Nine per cent of duty lawyer services were provided by private practitioners through the support of local law associations.

Private practitioners receiving grants of legal assistance

In 2013–14, 70% of all grants of legal assistance were assigned to private practitioners on our panels. This included:

· 65% of criminal law grants
· 80% of family law grants
· 21% of civil law grants.

Private practice law firms vary greatly in size and areas of practice and this impacts on the volume and type of legal aid work they can undertake.

Some private firms are assigned over 900 cases per year, while others are assigned as few as one. The duration and complexity of individual cases also influences the number of cases that each firm can undertake.

Private practitioner firms receiving the highest aggregate payments for legal aid cases in 2013–14

	Rank 
	Private practitioner firm
	Amount paid $ (GST exclusive)
	Number of new cases assigned

	1
	Robert Stary Lawyers Pty Ltd
	$2,968,821
	896

	2
	Revill & Papa Lawyers
	$1,548,854
	910

	3
	James Dowsley & Associates
	$1,359,029
	928

	4
	Emma Turnbull Lawyers Pty Ltd 
	$1,356,235
	332

	5
	Doogue O’Brien George 
	$1,255,629
	629

	6
	Dowling McGregor Pty Ltd 
	$1,214,503
	661

	7
	Gorman & Hannan
	$1,152,731
	634

	8
	Leanne Warren & Associates
	$1,019,713
	317

	9
	Valos Black & Associates
	$878,853
	135

	10
	Cathleen Corridon & Associates Family Lawyers 
	$692,270
	292

	11
	Heinz & Partners
	$687,881
	204

	12
	Lampe Family Lawyers
	$659,736
	226

	13
	C Marshall & Associates
	$631,118
	260

	14
	Claudia Grimberg
	$572,994
	281

	15
	Ann Valos Criminal Law
	$546,696
	296

	16
	Nicole Amad
	$546,450
	230

	17
	Tyler Tipping & Woods
	$546,177
	415

	18
	Melasecca Kelly & Zayler Barristers & Solicitors 
	$532,424
	226

	19
	Tait Lawyers
	$530,551
	191

	20
	Howard G Draper
	$523,278
	219


Expenditure includes fees paid to third parties, such as barristers, and disbursements. Disbursements include court fees, interpreters’ fees, service fees and those that have prior written approval of Victoria Legal Aid (for example, fees for investigations and professional/expert reports, transcripts of evidence, plans and photographs). Expenditure may include cases from previous years.
Barristers 
Barristers make an important and specialist contribution to the provision of legal aid. This year we implemented changes to assist with equitable briefing practices and other quality initiatives in our work with barristers.
In previous years barristers were briefed and paid directly by solicitor firms, with funds provided for this purpose under a grant of legal assistance. This meant payment records were not collected or held by Victoria Legal Aid.

In September 2013 Victoria Legal Aid commenced direct payment to barristers, once private practitioners authorised and submitted online claims that work had been performed. In November 2013 this practice became mandatory and, following the support of the Law Institute of Victoria, has been adopted by practitioners. 

Comprehensive payment records about which barristers are making themselves available for, and are being briefed to appear in, legally aided matters, will be collected during 2014–15 and shared with the profession. 

Community legal centres

Community legal centres are independent community organisations that provide free advice, casework and legal education to their communities. There are currently 51 centres in Victoria. Some specialise in particular areas of law.
More information: www.communitylaw.org.au
We grant and administer funding for the Federation of Community Legal Centres and 39 centres, ensuring that centres meet obligations under their service agreements. We are increasingly focusing on working with the sector to understand and respond to legal need collaboratively through joint legal needs assessment projects. 

This year we continued to implement our guiding principles for community legal centre funding, adopted by the Victoria Legal Aid Board in December 2012. These principles ensure that we target geographical areas of relatively high unmet need, and promote continuous improvement in the community legal centre sector. 

This year we supported four community legal centres in Melbourne’s west to explore options for greater collaboration and efficiency. Three of the centres have agreed in principle to amalgamate, and we will continue to work with them to implement the amalgamation in 2014–15. 

We provided project funding to the following centres:

· Women's Legal Service to continue their Skype-based pilot program for remote service delivery ($70,000)
· inTouch Multicultural Centre Against Family Violence to continue to develop their specialist legal service for women from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds experiencing family violence ($66,660)
· Whittlesea Community Connections to continue their family violence prevention and education program in recently arrived and culturally and linguistically diverse communities in Melbourne's northern growth suburbs ($67,653)
· Eastern Community Legal Centre to develop a new branch office and outreach service in the Yarra Ranges ($70,000).

We also provided $200,000 project funding to the Goulburn Valley Community Legal Centre.

We again ensured that community legal centres were given appropriate additional funds to increase staff salaries under the Social and Community Services Award Equal Remuneration Order. This additional investment totalled $1,221,048 in 2013–14.
Community Legal Centre performance outputs

	Activity
	2013–14
	2012–13
	% change

	Information 
	54,057
	51,877
	4.2% up

	Advice
	52,113
	49,978
	4.3% up

	Face-to-face
	39,969
	36,758
	8.7% up

	Telephone calls
	11,333
	12,528
	9.5% down

	Other (e.g. email and TTY) 
	777
	692
	12.3% up

	Cases* opened
	23,697
	23,780
	–

	Community legal education projects delivered
	1,121
	938
	19.5% up

	Law reform and legal policy submissions
	145
	161
	9.9% down


* Community legal centre case definition is different from a case conducted under a grant of legal assistance. It involves anything that is more than one-off advice – for example, a lawyer looking over documents, undertaking research, providing written advice, making telephone calls, advocating for a person or negotiating on their behalf, or making a simple appearance before a court or tribunal. Occasionally it involves representation in court, including complex matters.

Explanatory notes for performance outputs

Figures are from a database used by 35 of the 40 community legal centres funded through the Community Legal Services Program in 2013–14, but also include manual figures (for both 2012–13 and 2013–14) for Emma House Domestic Violence Services. The figures do not include client service and community and law reform activities undertaken by the following funded centres: Aboriginal Family Violence Prevention and Legal Service (Vic), Homeless Law (Justice Connect), Job Watch and Refugee and Immigration Legal Clinic. These community legal centres do not use the common database. Figures do not include client advice provided by the Tenants’ Union of Victoria, which records this activity on a separate database. 

Service activity figures for the Mental Health Legal Centre are included in the 2012–13 figures but are not included in the 2013–14 figures. This is because the Mental Health Legal Centre was funded by Victoria Legal Aid in 2012–13 but not in 2013–14. 

Funding

We granted and administered funding to the Federation of Community Legal Centres and 39 community legal centres across Victoria. Funding is provided by the Commonwealth and Victorian governments and by Victoria Legal Aid out of its state funding allocation. 
	Community legal centre
	Commonwealth funding* ($)
	State funding ($)
	Total payments ($)

	Aboriginal Family Violence Prevention and Legal Service (Vic)** 
	0
	194,911
	194,911

	Barwon Community Legal Service 
	459,773
	470,310
	930,083

	Brimbank Melton Community Legal Centre, Community West
	231,739
	508,956
	740,695

	Broadmeadows Community Legal Service 
	175,151
	283,145
	458,296

	Casey Cardinia Legal Service
	287,436
	254,361
	541,797

	Central Highlands Community Legal Centre 
	255,148
	307,738
	562,885

	Consumer Action Law Centre** 
	261,112
	912,891
	1,174,003

	Darebin Community Legal Centre 
	181,596
	430,475
	612,071

	Disability Discrimination Legal Service** 
	308,521
	47,494
	356,015

	Eastern Community Legal Centre 
	359,015
	730,263
	1,089,278

	Emma House Domestic Violence Service
	56,906
	73,664
	130,569

	Environment Defenders Office (Victoria)** 
	232,385
	166,562
	398,947

	Federation of Community Legal Centres (Vic)** 
	0
	719,507
	719,507

	Fitzroy LegaI Service 
	184,862
	427,379
	612,240

	Flemington and Kensington Community Legal Centre 
	97,632
	231,035
	328,667

	Footscray Community Legal Centre 
	88,735
	369,598
	458,333

	Gippsland Community Legal Service, Anglicare Victoria
	329,415
	241,909
	571,323

	Homeless Law, Justice Connect**
	158,326
	292,956
	451,282

	Hume Riverina Community Legal Service, Upper Murray Family Care
	445,120
	234,483
	679,604

	Job Watch** 
	0
	432,528
	432,528

	Loddon Campaspe Community Legal Centre, Advocacy and Rights Centre (including Goulburn Valley Community Legal Centre)
	108,764
	729,886
	838,650

	Monash Oakleigh Legal Service 
	203,859
	27,322
	231,181

	Moonee Valley Legal Service 
	88,003
	239,534
	327,537

	Moreland Community Legal Centre 
	101,492
	211,108
	312,600

	Murray Mallee Community Legal Service, Mallee Family Care
	461,649
	155,845
	617,494

	North Melbourne Legal Service 
	214,517
	208,451
	422,969

	Peninsula Community Legal Centre
	694,835
	895,666
	1,590,502

	Refugee and Immigration Legal Centre** 
	0
	150,874
	150,874

	Senior Rights Victoria, Council on the Ageing**
	75,842
	525,431
	601,273

	Social Security Rights Victoria
	206,277
	41,005
	247,282

	Springvale Community Aid and Advice Bureau** 
	77,844
	3,728
	81,572

	Springvale Monash Legal Service 
	429,861
	229,100
	658,961

	St Kilda Legal Service 
	104,038
	279,392
	383,431

	Tenants Union of Victoria** 
	115,543
	570,446
	685,989

	West Heidelberg Community Legal Service 
	97,593
	179,138
	276,731

	Western Suburbs Legal Service 
	95,455
	170,618
	266,022

	Whittlesea Community Legal Service, Whittlesea Community Connections
	237,908
	412,850
	650,759

	Women's Legal Service Victoria** 
	1,006,474 
	454,687
	1,461,161

	Wyndham Legal Service 
	239,206
	474,298
	713,503

	Youthlaw, Young People's Legal Rights Centre**
	87,413
	152,373
	239,786

	Total 
	8,759,445
(39.5%)
	13,441,917
(60.5%)
	22,201,362


* This funding includes Commonwealth funding to the Community Legal Sector Program. It does not include other Commonwealth funding allocated directly to centres.
** Specialist community legal centre

Explanatory notes for funding
These funding amounts include core grants, grants for one-off projects and grants to specific centres, as well as contributions from the Commonwealth and Victorian governments to assist funded community legal centres to meet increased staff salaries under the Social and Community Services Award Equal Remuneration Order.
Victoria Legal Aid’s ‘Comprehensive operating statement’ (see p. 105) excludes Commonwealth grants (core and one-off) to community legal centres because we do not control these funds and we do not make the decisions that enable these investments in the centres. As such, these Commonwealth grants cannot be considered Victoria Legal Aid revenue.
Educational institutions

We have established relationships with many educational institutions, including almost all the major universities in Victoria.

We provide opportunities for students to undertake placements within our organisation to gain practical experience, including hosting law, research, business and criminal justice administration students.  
This year we hosted students from:

· Deakin University

· Leo Cussen Centre for Law

· Monash University

· University of Melbourne

· Victoria University.

See ‘Supporting quality services’ (p. 77–78) for more about student training placements this year. 

Engaging with the community and stakeholders
The Victorian community and our stakeholders in both legal and non-legal sectors are important partners and resources in helping us to meet our objectives and to deliver services effectively. 

Engaging with the community and stakeholders enables us to:

· harness knowledge and experience to help us improve our services

· test policies, ideas and directions

· identify and, where possible, address issues of concern.
This year we consulted and collaborated with the community and our stakeholders on a number of activities and projects. The input we received influenced our decision-making and is contributing to the continuous improvement of our services.

Seeking community and stakeholder views to help shape our future directions  

At the end of 2014 Victoria Legal Aid’s current strategic plan will expire, giving us the opportunity to consider how we can better fulfil our purpose. 

We are undertaking research and consultation with staff, stakeholders and the broader community to ensure we have the best possible knowledge on which to base decisions about the future of legal aid in Victoria. This includes asking foundational questions about our role in the community, the values that inform our decisions and how we can best meet the objectives of the Legal Aid Act 1978 (Vic).
For the first time ever, we are gauging community views on awareness and understanding of legal aid, attitudes towards and expectations of Victoria Legal Aid, and opinions about our future directions. 

We are also engaging extensively with stakeholders, including representatives from government, community organisations and the justice sector, through forums, an online survey and one-on-one meetings. 

With the assistance of the community and stakeholders, we will create a unifying new strategy for the delivery of legal aid and for our ongoing role as a significant contributor within the broader justice system. We will publish the results of our community research and our future strategic directions in 2014–15. 

Community engagement through legal education

One of our key community engagement activities is legal education, which varies from running education sessions for community members and community workers, to participating in events such as festivals and expos. 

Legal education helps people identify and act on legal problems they may face. It is an important prevention and early intervention strategy, which also allows us to learn more about the experiences and needs of particular groups, and to feed this back into service delivery improvements.    

We design and deliver education programs to engage with disadvantaged or vulnerable groups, including young people, newly arrived communities and people experiencing intellectual disability. This includes developing resources and often collaborating with community sector partners to deliver sessions.

This year we delivered 444 legal education sessions to community groups, workers and educators, and expanded our reach across Victoria – 278 sessions were delivered from our outer-suburban and regional offices. 
A key feature of our work in the past year has been our Settled and Safe project: a family violence prevention project that uses community development principles to educate new and emerging communities about family law and family violence. This project accounts for just over one quarter of all sessions delivered this year, with nearly all of them run in outer-suburban Melbourne and regional Victoria. 
We also trained 3197 legal and non-legal community workers to use our community education tools. We are increasingly developing targeted legal education products for delivery by educators and community workers who often need to provide legal education but lack the tools or confidence to do so. Communities respond well when education is delivered by people they know and trust. This also allows us to reach more people and prevent problems before they arise.  
See ‘Preventative services for all Victorians’ (p. 15–20) for more about our community legal education projects this year. 

Learning from complaints 

This year we implemented a new complaint handling process that makes it easier for individuals to raise complaints and to have them addressed and resolved quickly and fairly. 
The new process encourages all staff to take responsibility for resolving complaints as they arise, to learn from complaints, and to apply lessons learned to client interaction and service delivery. Our complaints team helps private practitioners, staff and complainants to resolve more complex matters and ensures that, where appropriate, individual complaints act as a catalyst for broader service improvements. 

In the first six months of the new process, 28 of the 108 complaints received about our staff and services were handled by the relevant staff in the first instance, without the need to escalate the matter to our complaints team. This is a good result because it means more complaints are being handled quickly and fairly by those best placed to address the complaint. We hope that over half the complaints received next year will be resolved in this way as staff become more familiar with the new process. 

We have already made service improvements as a result of the new process. Providing information that is accurate and easy to understand is an important aspect of delivering quality services. We introduced changes to our template letters based on feedback from clients that they could be clearer, and made changes to our website to ensure it accurately reflects our services. 

See ‘Complaints’ (p. 90–92) for more information about how we handle complaints. 

Consultation to improve processes and service delivery

We commenced three large projects this year to help refine our processes and improve our service delivery. These projects, which include significant stakeholder and community engagement, involve: 

· reviewing our appeals process in response to community concerns – this has included consultation with agencies that work with victims of crime and with the families of offenders. For more information see ‘Key achievements’ under ‘Criminal Law program’ (p. 43–44)

· critically assessing how we prepare criminal trials to ensure a high standard from commencement of proceedings through to verdict in our Delivering High Quality Criminal Trials project. For more information see ‘Key achievements’ under ‘Criminal Law program’ (p. 43) 

· reviewing our Commonwealth family law services to prioritise clients with the most pressing family law needs, to focus on quality, consistency and efficacy, and to deliver services in a financially sustainable way. For more information, see ‘Outlook’ under ‘Family, Youth and Children’s Law services’ (p. 52).

Statutory reporting responsibilities
This report has been prepared in accordance with all relevant legislation. See Appendix 1 (p. 149–151) for the disclosure index that identifies our compliance with statutory disclosure requirements.
Complaints

We have taken a proactive approach to complaints, believing they can tell us much about what we do and help us to improve.

Our website explains what people can expect from us when they use our services. It also explains how to make a complaint if we do not meet expectations. Anyone can make a complaint about services provided by our staff, about private practitioners representing clients under a grant of legal assistance, or about our services more generally. 
We aim to resolve complaints quickly, fairly and without prejudice. We have a complaints process that encourages staff and private practitioners to take responsibility for complaints and to resolve them when they first arise.  
This year we received 681 complaints and enquiries compared to 498 in 2012–13 (up by 36%).
In 80% of cases we met our target of acknowledging a complaint within 48 hours and reaching a resolution within 21 days. 

What people complained about

	Nature of complaint
	2013–14
	2012–13

	Our services
	119
	59

	Services provided by private practitioners
	182
	165

	Services provided by our staff
	111
	73

	Enquiries 
	269
	201

	Total
	681
	498


The average complaint was:
· initiated by telephone (39%)
· about a service provided by a private practitioner (37%)
· about lack of communication by a private practitioner (13%)

· resolved within 22.4 days 

· resolved by providing the complainant with information or an explanation (30%).

Complaints about our services
Complaints about our services covers complaints about all aspects of our services except complaints about individual staff members and services provided by private practitioners on behalf of Victoria Legal Aid. 

We received 119 complaints about our services (up by 102%). The significant increase reflects improvements made in the accuracy of complaint data recorded.
The most common complaints were about:

· eligibility to receive a grant of legal assistance (15%)

· our debt policy (9%)

· the process for applying for a grant of legal assistance (9%).
These complaints were most commonly resolved by:

· providing information or an explanation to the complainant (45%)

· finding that the complaint was unsubstantiated (6%)
· apologising to the complainant when a misunderstanding had occurred (5%).

Complaints about services provided by private practitioners

We received 182 complaints about services provided by private practitioners (up by 10%), including services relating to a grant of legal assistance. 
The most common types of complaints were about:

· failure to pay a third-party service provider (26%)

· lack of communication with the client (12%)

· improper requests for payment from a person in receipt of a grant of legal assistance (11%).
These complaints were most commonly resolved by:

· providing information or an explanation to the complainant (19%)

· finding that the complaint was unsubstantiated (10%)

· closing the complaint due to necessary information not being provided (9%).
While the number of complaints received about private practitioners is similar to last year, the most notable increase is the number of complaints about failure to pay a third-party service provider (up by 42%). Third-party providers include barristers and experts who provide reports for clients, such as treating doctors or psychologists. 

One practitioner was removed from one of our practitioner panels following notification from the Legal Services Board that the practitioner ceased to hold a practicing certificate. 

We referred three complainants to the Legal Services Commissioner as the appropriate authority for investigating misconduct complaints about private practitioners. 

Complaints about services provided by our staff

We received 111 complaints about our legal and non-legal staff (up by 50%).  

The most common complaints were about:

· the conduct of a staff member (45%)

· dissatisfaction with advice or representation (19%)

· failure to pay a third-party service provider (11%).

These complaints were most commonly resolved by:

· providing information or an explanation to the complainant (24%) 

· apologising to the complainant (7%)
· finding that the complaint was unsubstantiated (7%).
The increase in complaints received about staff reflects better recording of complaints under our updated complaints handling process.

Summary of complaints about private practitioners and our staff
The table below shows the total number of complaints we received this year about private practitioners and our staff against our complaint categories. Our staff received the most complaints about service quality and professional conduct, while private practitioners received the most complaints about fee-related matters and professional conduct. 

	Complaint category*
	Victoria Legal Aid staff
	Private practitioners

	Service quality
	44
	45

	Professional conduct
	42
	47

	Victoria Legal Aid requirements
	3
	32

	Fee-related matters
	12
	48

	Other
	10
	10

	Total
	111
	182


* Complaint categories are defined as:

· Service quality – includes complaints about the regularity of communications with a client, the accuracy of advice provided, the effectiveness of legal representation or how well a client’s case was prepared.  

· Professional conduct – includes complaints about a possible conflict of interest, a practitioner failing to appear in court, or a practitioner improperly ceasing to act for a client.   

· Victoria Legal Aid requirements – includes complaints about breaches of our panel membership obligations, failure to inform Victoria Legal Aid of relevant information for a grant of aid or providing false information. 

· Fee-related complaints – includes complaints about a request for payment from a client or from Victoria Legal Aid, or failure to pay a third-party service provider. 

· Other – includes where the complainant does not provide enough information to categorise the complaint and decides not to take the matter further upon request for further information. 

Enquiries 
We received 269 enquiries this year about a range of issues including queries about another person’s eligibility for assistance and complaints not related to our services. 

These enquiries were mostly resolved by:

· referring to a more appropriate organisation (53%) 

· providing information (28%)

· no further action being possible (14%).
Information privacy

We are committed to protecting the personal privacy of our clients and the people we help. We only collect, use or disclose personal information where it is necessary to perform legal aid functions or where required by law. 

We comply with the Information Privacy Act 2000 (Vic) and our policies and processes for dealing with personal information comply with the Information Privacy Principles. 

We received one notification of a complaint lodged with Privacy Victoria this year, which alleged that we failed to comply with our privacy obligations. This complaint remains ongoing. 

Information about how we handle personal information is available at www.legalaid.vic.gov.au.
Freedom of information

The Freedom of Information Act 1982 (Vic) gives members of the public the right to apply for access to information held by us. It applies to the documents we create, as well as those created by other organisations in our possession.

We received 12 applications for documents this year. Of these:
· six resulted in documents being released in full 

· five resulted in documents being released in part 

· one application was refused in full.

We received nine requests for documents that did not meet the requirements for a valid request, but were satisfied outside of the freedom of information process. 
Freedom of Information Commissioner 
Members of the public can complain to the Freedom of Information Commissioner about the way we handle freedom of information requests or our decisions about freedom of information applications. 

This year we received notification of two complaints and two review requests from the Freedom of Information Commissioner. Of these: 

· two decisions were upheld 

· one complaint was dismissed 

· one complaint remains ongoing. 

Making a request

Access to documents may be obtained through written request, as detailed in section 17 of the Freedom of Information Act. In summary, the requirements for making a request are that it should:

· be in writing

· identify as clearly as possible which document is being requested

· be accompanied by the appropriate application fee (or a request to have the fee waived).

Access charges may also apply once documents have been processed (for example, photocopying and search and retrieval charges).

Freedom of information requests can be made by:
· telephone on (03) 9280 3789

· email to foi@vla.vic.gov.au 

· post to:
Freedom of Information
Victoria Legal Aid
GPO Box 4380
MELBOURNE VIC 3001.

Compliance with the Protected Disclosure Act 2012 (Vic)

The Protected Disclosure Act encourages and assists people in making disclosures of improper conduct by public officers and public bodies. The Act provides protection to people who make disclosures in accordance with the Act and establishes a system for the matters disclosed to be investigated and rectifying action to be taken.
We do not tolerate improper conduct by employees, nor the taking of reprisals against those who come forward to disclose such conduct. We are committed to ensuring transparency and accountability in administrative and management practices. We support the making of disclosures that reveal:

· corrupt conduct 

· conduct involving a substantial mismanagement of public resources 

· conduct involving a substantial risk to public health and safety or the environment. 

We will take all reasonable steps to protect people who make such disclosures from any detrimental action in reprisal for making the disclosure. We will also afford natural justice to the person who is the subject of the disclosure to the extent it is legally possible.

Disclosures about Victoria Legal Aid or any of its employees can be made to the Independent Broad-based Anti-corruption Commission. See www.ibac.vic.gov.au.

For more information about reporting improper conduct go to www.legalaid.vic.gov.au. 
Compliance with the Disability Act 2006 (Vic)
Our Disability Action Plan 2012–14 complies with the Disability Act 2006 (Vic) and includes clear timeframes, accountabilities and performance measures. 

Key activities under the plan this year included: 

· continued law reform advocacy for improvements to the infringements system for people with a disability
· engaging young people with mild intellectual disabilities in the development of e-learning tools for teachers and young people about their legal rights
· improvements to our Bendigo and Morwell offices to make the buildings and facilities more accessible to people experiencing a disability.

Environmental sustainability and performance
We remain committed to reducing our environmental impact. We are reviewing our Environmental and Sustainability Policy to consider processes and measures to further reduce our carbon footprint, including raising staff awareness of environmental issues. 

This year we substantially reduced:

· total energy consumption (by 8.7%) with a resulting 6.6% reduction in greenhouse gas emissions, despite an increase in full-time equivalent (FTE) staff
· water consumption (by 22% in real terms, or by 12% if disregarding a water leak in 2012–13), despite an increase in FTE staff 

· energy consumption by 16.8% per FTE and by 6.5% per square metre of office space 

· air travel for the third consecutive year (by 18.7% compared to 2012–13, and by 47.39% compared to 2010–11).  
For more details about our environmental performance see Appendix 2 (p. 152–157).

Consultancies

In 2013–14 we engaged 14 consultancies where the total fees payable to the consultants were greater than $10,000. The total amount paid in relation to these consultancies was $365,478.

Contracts

There were zero contracts entered into during the financial year that require specific disclosure as they were all less than $10 million in value.
Compliance with the Building Act 1993 (Vic)
We are exempt from notifying our compliance with the building and maintenance provisions of the Building Act because we do not own any buildings. 
An increase in capital funds meant that we were able to undertake minor upgrades at our Ringwood office and major security and accessibility upgrades at our Morwell and Bendigo offices. 

We used the temporary relocation of our administration staff from the Morwell office to Warragul due to the nearby Hazelwood coal mine fire to refurbish the office, adding client meeting rooms and improving accessibility for people experiencing a disability. 

We also completed the planned refurbishment of our Bendigo office, expanding the facility to include client meeting rooms, and improving accessibility in line with our disability action plan. These upgrades have increased the capacity of our staff to provide services in the region. 

The decommissioning of our Preston Office was completed in December 2013. 
Industry Participation Policy

We are required to apply the Victorian Industry Participation Policy in all tenders over $3 million in metropolitan Melbourne and $1 million in regional Victoria. No tenders were awarded over these amounts.
National Competition Policy

We comply with the requirements of the National Competition Policy, where relevant, to ensure competitive neutrality where any services compete, or potentially compete, with the private sector.

Risk management
Our risk management framework is consistent with the Victorian Government Risk Management Framework, the Australian/New Zealand risk management standard AS/NZS ISO31000:2009 and the directions issued under the Financial Management Act 1994 (Vic). 
Our strategic risk profile is reviewed annually in line with our risk management policy and is undertaken in accordance with the risk management procedures.

Our risk profile is developed by aggregating risks across the organisation and then identifying the top risks we face. Factors influencing the prioritisation of risks are our strategic priorities, external factors impacting on service delivery, and financial commitments.
We developed mitigating strategies and actions to embed planning around identified risks into current activities. Key risk indicators were developed to track and monitor the movement of risks against likelihood and consequence. Reports against the risk profile are provided to our Board and Audit Committee on a quarterly basis.
Identified risks
Risks identified during the year included:

· failure to attain compliance with processes and standards that enable the delivery of quality services to legal aid clients
· failure to secure adequate levels of funding
· community fails to value legal aid services
· failure to develop manager capability to enable Victoria Legal Aid to achieve its objectives
· failure to deliver on and meet targets
· failure to successfully plan and implement key strategic projects impacting Victoria Legal Aid’s ability to adapt to change and innovate
· failure to identify, forecast and respond to service pressures

· failure of government decisions and activity to take into account Victoria Legal Aid and other entities
· failure to provide staff with a safe and supportive workplace and work environment, impacting physical or mental wellbeing.

Attestation of compliance with the Australian/New Zealand risk management standard

I, Andrew Guy, certify that Victoria Legal Aid has risk management processes in place consistent with the Australian/New Zealand Risk Management Standard (AS/NZS ISO 31000:2009 or its successor) and an internal control system is in place that enables the executive to understand, manage and satisfactorily control risk exposures. 

The Audit Committee verifies this assurance and that the risk profile of Victoria Legal Aid has been critically reviewed within the last 12 months.
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Andrew Guy
Chairperson

on behalf of the Board of Victoria Legal Aid
Attestation for compliance with the Ministerial Standing Direction 4.5.5.1 – Insurance
I, Elizabeth Jennings, certify that Victoria Legal Aid has complied with Ministerial Direction 4.5.5.1 – Insurance.
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Elizabeth Jennings

Chief Financial Officer
Additional information available on request

In compliance with the requirements of the Standing Directions of the Minister for Finance, information relating to the 2013–14 reporting period to be made available to ministers, members of parliament and the public on request and subject to the provisions of the Freedom of Information Act 1982 (Vic) include:

· a statement that declarations of pecuniary interests have been duly completed by all relevant officers of Victoria Legal Aid

· details of shares held by senior officers as nominee or held beneficially in a statutory authority or subsidiary

· details of publications produced by Victoria Legal Aid about our activities and where they can be obtained

· details of changes in prices, fees, charges, rates and levies charged by Victoria Legal Aid for its services, including services that are administered

· details of any major external reviews carried out in respect of the operation of Victoria Legal Aid

· details of any other research and development activities undertaken by Victoria Legal Aid that are not otherwise covered either in the report of operations or in a document which contains the financial statement and report of operations

· details of overseas visits undertaken including a summary of the objectives and outcomes of each visit

· details of major promotional, public relations and marketing activities undertaken by Victoria Legal Aid to develop community awareness of the services provided by it

· details of assessments and measures undertaken to improve the occupational health and safety of employees, not otherwise detailed in the report of operations

· a general statement on industrial relations within Victoria Legal Aid and details of time lost through industrial accidents and disputes, which are not otherwise detailed in the report of operations

· a list of major committees sponsored by Victoria Legal Aid, the purposes of each committee and the extent to which the purposes have been achieved.[image: image127.jpg]NPA
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