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Chairperson’s declaration

In accordance with the Financial Management Act 1994 (Vic), I am pleased to present the Victoria Legal Aid Annual Report for the year ending 30 June 2013.
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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). 
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 National Partnership Agreement
The NPA is an agreement between the Commonwealth and the States and Territories which commenced on 1 July 2010 and expires on 30 June 2014. It was created subject to the provisions of the Intergovernmental Agreement on Federal Financial Relations and forms the basis of Commonwealth funding to all legal aid commissions.

The NPA was established to support a holistic approach to the reform of the delivery of services by legal aid commissions, community legal centres, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander legal services and family violence prevention legal services. However, the legal aid services referred to in the NPA are specific arrangements for the delivery of Commonwealth funded services by legal aid commissions.

Our strategic directions are underpinned by the Legal Aid Act 1978 (Vic) and strongly informed by the priorities set out in 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

Strategic goal: To build strong effective relationships with other organisations for the benefit of our clients.
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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 NPA or the themes and goals of the Strategic Plan.
Our performance

Fast figures
	Clients
	2012–13
	2011–12
	% change

	Unique clients*
	86,861
	91,079
	4.6% down

	Preventative services
	
	
	

	Information calls to VLA 
	81,790
	76,129
	7.4% up

	Matters dealt with [image: image6.jpg]NPA




	89,463
	81,708
	9.5% up

	Matters referred externally** [image: image7.jpg]NPA




	71,337 
	43,997
	62.1% up

	Publications distributed [image: image8.jpg]NPA




	615,568
	688,813
	10.6% down

	Community legal education participants [image: image9.jpg]NPA




	12,770
	11,434
	11.7% up

	Community legal education sessions [image: image10.jpg]NPA




	350
	295
	18.6% up

	Visits to our website
	1,061,423
	879,807
	20.6% up

	Early intervention services
	
	
	

	Legal advice, minor assistance and advocacy*** [image: image11.jpg]NPA




	51,598
	55,255
	6.6% down

	Family dispute resolution services 
(Roundtable Dispute Management)
	
	
	

	Number of conferences
	1,217
	1,033
	17.8% up

	Duty lawyer services
	
	
	

	In-house duty lawyer services [image: image12.jpg]NPA




	58,581
	68,047
	13.9% down

	Private practitioner duty lawyer services [image: image13.jpg]NPA




	6,722
	7,123
	5.6% down

	Casework under grants of legal assistance
	
	
	

	Grants of legal assistance [image: image14.jpg]NPA




	39,782
	44,641
	10.9% down

	Clients receiving government benefits
	65%
	65%
	–

	Clients with no income
	31%
	30%
	1% up 

	In-house grants of legal assistance
	10,227
	11,840
	13.6% down

	Private practitioner grants of legal assistance
	29,072
	32,301
	10.0% down

	Community legal centre grants of legal assistance
	483
	500
	3.4% down
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 Legal aid services provided under the National Partnership Agreement on Legal Assistance Services to achieve the objectives and outcomes of the agreement.
* Unique clients are individual clients who access one or more of Victoria Legal Aid’s early intervention and duty lawyer services or who have received a grant of legal assistance either for dispute resolution or litigation. It does not include people who receive information or participate in community legal education for whom an individual client record is not created.
** Previous reports only counted the external referral agency and reason for the referral(s). We now also count the number of matters referred to an external agency. The significant increase is due to a number of factors (see p. 21).
*** A review of the reporting methodology revealed data not included in previous annual reports. The figures for 2011–12 have been adjusted accordingly in this table. Refer to ‘Early intervention services’ (p. 22) for details.

	Financial summary
	2012–13
$000
	2011–12
$000
	% change
$000

	Income from government
	    122,179 
	119,209
	2.5%

	Income from the Public Purpose Fund
	      25,663 
	25,663
	0.0%

	Total income from transactions
	    155,990 
	153,831
	1.4%

	Total expenses from transactions
	   (162,473)
	   (159,991)
	1.6%

	Net result from transactions
	       (6,483)
	       (6,160)
	–5.2%

	Net result for the period
	       (9,332)
	       (3,095)
	–201.5%

	Net cash flow from operating activities
	       (1,035)
	       (3,660)
	71.7%

	Cash at 30 June
	      12,893 
	      14,560 
	–11.4%

	Total assets
	      50,048 
	      52,411 
	–4.5%

	Total liabilities
	      35,609 
	      28,638 
	24.3%

	Total equity
	      14,439 
	      23,773 
	–39.3%


Chairperson and Managing Director’s message
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2012–13 was a year of both challenge and opportunity as we pursued our vision to be a leading and responsible force for community access to the legal system and for social justice. 
Like other Victorian agencies, organisations and businesses, we experienced difficult economic times. For already vulnerable Victorians, increased hardship often leads to increased legal problems in their everyday lives.

To ensure the sustainability of the Legal Aid Fund while targeting legal help to those most in need, we introduced considerable changes to eligibility guidelines for legal assistance and implemented internal efficiencies.

Some changes have involved transforming our service mix and intensity towards good and effective practice. Others, such as some of the changes we have made in family law, simply reflect the fact that we have to prioritise how we spend the Legal Aid Fund. In making changes, our aim continues to be to deliver targeted, high quality, client-centred legal aid services. 

The changes to family law trial funding, along with those made to funding for instructing solicitors for criminal jury trials, have been a particular source of tension. We will continue to discuss these and other matters with the courts and the profession to ensure access to justice, while directing our more intensive services to those who are most vulnerable and who face the most serious consequences.

A significant example of this deliberate reprioritisation is that many people are assisted by our high quality duty lawyer service, while expensive grants of assistance are reserved for people who need the most intensive support. For example, in adult summary crime, clients receive advice or representation as appropriate, with people facing imprisonment still eligible for a grant of legal assistance to ensure they get more intensive services. This change has ensured high quality representation continues to be provided, while also reducing costs. It has also resulted in more matters resolving earlier with fewer court dates. 

Notwithstanding these challenges, in 2012–13 we continued to deliver valuable legal services to vulnerable people in Victoria, including people with little or no income, people with disabilities, young people and people from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds. This included providing legal advice, minor assistance, duty lawyer and casework representation services to more than 86,000 people. 

We have also been successful in significantly increasing the reach and quality of our preventative services – one of our commitments under the Council of Australian Governments’ National Partnership Agreement on Legal Assistance Services. This can be seen through increased use of our new website, increased calls to our Legal Help phone line and increased referrals to agencies that can provide our clients with appropriate support to address the underlying issues that cause them to come into contact with the law. 

Effective strategic litigation and law reform activity is fundamental to ensuring that we maximise the impact of our work. It also improves the operation of the justice system more broadly, addresses practices that disproportionately affect our clients, and encourages good administrative decision-making. Recent successes include two infringements test cases and a High Court case on retrospective social security laws.

We are committed to managing the Legal Aid Fund responsibly and the changes we implemented during 2012–13 will, over time, reduce the deficit which at 30 June 2013 had reached $9.3 million. The nature of our expenditure, however, means that the impact of these changes will not be seen until next year. Ensuring that we are efficient, targeted and effective remains an acute challenge given the demand for our assistance and the current economic and social climate in which we operate.
Thank you

We take this opportunity to thank the Board and the executive team for their leadership, and staff for their professionalism and consistent delivery of quality legal aid services for clients.

The ongoing support of the attorneys-general the Hon. Robert Clark MP, Attorney-General of Victoria, and the Hon. Mark Dreyfus QC MP, Attorney-General of the Commonwealth of Australia, is highly valued and we thank them for their commitment to legal aid. Our thanks also extend to former Commonwealth Attorney-General Nicola Roxon MP.

During the year we farewelled Board member Jennifer Shaw; Director Family, Youth and Children’s Law, Judy Small, when she was appointed as a Judge of the Federal Circuit Court; and Director Business Services, Tony Matthews. We thank them for their many years of service to Victoria Legal Aid.

Future outlook

The eligibility and service guideline changes we have made over the past year will place us on a more sustainable footing going forward. We also welcome the additional State and Commonwealth funding received in the 2013–14 budgets. Given the difficult economic climate, this constitutes positive recognition of the importance of legal aid and the professionalism of Victoria Legal Aid as an organisation.

We look forward to continuing to lead Victoria Legal Aid as we consolidate efforts to deliver high quality and sustainable services of value to individuals and the community.
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Andrew Guy


Bevan Warner
Chairperson


Managing Director

Financial year overview

We finished the year with a deficit on transactions, our day-to-day business, of $6.5 million, a deterioration on last year’s $6.2 million deficit. The comprehensive deficit was $9.3 million, compared to $3.1 million last year.
The greater comprehensive deficit is due to a reduction in client contributions towards the cost of services they have received. We believe it is prudent to acknowledge that a proportion of this income is unlikely to be received and have recognised this accordingly.

The deficit is unsustainable and during 2012–13 we implemented strategies to reduce it and ensure we manage our operating costs within the resources provided. As a result, the number of grants of legal assistance has decreased this year. However, the impact of this reduction will be seen predominantly in 2014 as there is a lag between when a grant of legal assistance is approved and when the work is done and the payment made.

The year-end cash balance was $12.9 million, which is $1.7 million lower than last year. The Board has closely managed the targeted $10 million minimum cash balance to ensure we meet fluctuations in annual payments. 

The 2012–13 financial statements record:

· State Government income of $75.3 million

· Commonwealth Government income of $46.9 million

· public purpose funding of $25.7 million

· $77.5 million spent on case-related private practitioner payments

· $20.4 million funding provided to community legal centres (this includes $7.6 million in Commonwealth funds passed directly to community legal centres and not recognised as income or expenditure in our financial statements)

· an operating deficit of $6.5 million

· a comprehensive deficit of $9.3 million.
See ‘Our finances’ (p. 93) 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 (86,861) who accessed one or more services during the year, including early intervention services, duty lawyer services, dispute resolution services and grants of legal assistance. Unique clients are individual clients who access one or more of Victoria Legal Aid’s early intervention and duty lawyer services or who have received a grant of legal assistance either for dispute resolution or litigation. It does not include people who receive information or participate in community legal education for whom an individual client record is not created.
* For example, 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:

· 27% 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:

· 4% 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
· 2% were experiencing homelessness.
Of those with a disability or mental illness:

· 8% were in custody, detention or psychiatric care
· 19% were younger than 19 years of age.
Of those experiencing homelessness:

· 25% disclosed having a disability or mental illness.
Of those from Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander backgrounds:

· 23% 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 71,337 matters to external agencies.

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 2012–13. They are represented as a proportion of the total 86,861 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’ 2006 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. 162 for a list of our office locations.

Regional and rural Victoria
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What our clients say about us
We undertook our third client satisfaction survey to help us better understand our clients' experience of our services. Our focus this year was on family and civil law services and our Legal Help telephone service. 

The survey provides an opportunity for clients to tell us what they think of our services, and gives us the information we need to help improve our services. The survey interviewed 606 clients. 

The results of the survey show that:

· 73% were either extremely satisfied or satisfied with legal aid overall 
· 55% to 86% said that the service they received helped them sort out their legal problem (results varied depending on the type of service received).
Between 82% and 98% of clients surveyed would recommend our services to others. Specifically:

· 84% would recommend our civil or family legal advice service to others

· 86% would recommend our casework services to others (98% of civil law clients and 84% of family law clients)

· 84% would recommend the duty lawyer service to others (92% of civil law clients and 82% of family law clients)

· 97% of clients would recommend Roundtable Dispute Management services

· 89% would recommend the Legal Help telephone service.
The survey results this year reflect that our clients are some of the most vulnerable and disadvantaged members of our community:
· 23% of survey respondents reported having a disability
· 63% were in receipt of a government benefit or pension
· 39% had approached Victoria Legal Aid with more than one legal problem.
About the survey

A telephone survey was conducted between April and May 2013 of a representative sample of 606 clients who:

· received family or civil law duty lawyer, legal representation/casework or legal advice services between July 2012 and May 2013
· had called Legal Help between April and May 2013. 
The 2011–12 client survey was conducted across criminal law services. For more information see www.legalaid.vic.gov.au. 
Helping a teenager get her life back on track
‘It’s important that lawyers look at the person, not just the immediate legal problem.’ 
Jeremy Cass, Youth Crime Program Manager
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About our client

Natasha* had a history of truancy, was unemployed, affected by substance abuse and was unable to live at home because of her disruptive behaviour.

The Magistrate in the Family Division of the Children’s Court had granted the Department of Human Services (DHS) sole custody of Natasha by making a 12-month Custody to Secretary Order.     

At around the same time, she was facing low-level criminal damage and dishonesty charges. Several months later the Criminal Division of the Children’s Court deferred her sentence on the condition that she comply with a Youth Justice Supervision Order.    

Because she was making real progress with support ordered through the Family Division of the Children’s Court, Natasha thought she was also meeting the conditions she was asked to comply with by the Criminal Division of the same court.  

She had a casual job, stable housing, was no longer affected by substances and hadn’t re-offended in nearly a year.   

Nevertheless, her experience of being pulled between two jurisdictions led to confusion and contributed to her failing to appear at her sentencing hearing in the Criminal Division of the Children’s Court.  

She was remanded in custody for failing to appear. Natasha was really distressed about being locked up, especially as she had turned her life around since offending.

The legal case

Our youth crime lawyers appealed the decision in the Supreme Court. They looked not just at Natasha’s offending but her experiences in the child protection system, which demonstrated that she was making real progress in her life.

While she may not have engaged with youth justice workers, Natasha had made significant progress with her DHS workers and support services under the Custody to Secretary Order.

The Supreme Court agreed and Natasha was granted bail. Her matter recently went back to the Criminal Division of the Children’s Court, and she is now on a good behaviour bond.  

What this case shows

The legal system can be difficult to understand, especially for vulnerable young people. Natasha is one of many who ‘cross over’ from the child protection system to the youth justice system. 

Natasha’s experience highlights the need to assess what services young offenders have access to, and the importance of professionals in both jurisdictions taking a co-ordinated approach. 
As a result of the holistic approach of our lawyers, Natasha is now in a much better position to get on with her life. 

However, as a pre-plea diversion scheme is not available in the Children’s Court, she now has a criminal record which may limit her employment options in the future. If she had been able to successfully undertake a diversion plan before entering a plea in the Criminal Division, her matters would have been struck out with no formal finding of guilt and no criminal record.

While she is one of many young people who has grown out of offending, more can be done to ensure that others like Natasha receive the best possible developmental, rehabilitative and preventative support to help them address the many underlying causes of their offending.  

* We have changed our client’s name to protect her privacy.

Helping a single mother challenge unfair welfare fraud charges
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About our client

Ms Kelli Keating had been charged with welfare fraud under backdated legislation introduced by the Commonwealth Government in July 2011. She had received an overpayment of $6,942 from Centrelink. The overpayment occurred when Ms Keating was working irregular shifts with fluctuating income.

‘I certainly never set out to do anything wrong, but like so many others I misunderstood my obligations to Centrelink,’ Ms Keating said. ‘I was overwhelmed, at a time in my life when I was under a lot of pressure as a newly separated mother trying my best to manage with three small children.’
Ms Keating said when she first saw her Victoria Legal Aid lawyer, she was scared and distressed at the prospect of going to court and having to plead guilty. 

‘Having a conviction against my name would have been devastating and hugely embarrassing. I was really worried about the consequences for future employment. Actually it could well have meant that I was to become more dependent on benefits, instead of being able to get on with working and supporting my family.’

Why this case is important

Retrospective changes to the law undermine the fair operation of our legal and democratic system and should only be used in rare and serious circumstances, not for minor breaches of the law or mistakes.
Preserving a person's income is also a key aspect of Commonwealth legal aid policy as it ultimately saves the community money by preventing other problems such as reliance on social services, homelessness and family breakdown.

The legal case

We successfully argued that Commonwealth law, enacted by the federal government in July 2011 but backdated to March 2000, was unfairly criminalising people who have made genuine mistakes in dealing with the complex and confusing Centrelink system. 

In its judgment on 8 May 2013, the High Court handed down a unanimous finding that the retrospective legislation did not make Centrelink recipients liable to criminal charges for failing to inform Centrelink of things that might affect their benefit, when the obligation to inform did not exist at the time.

This judgment helps others

Taking on this case is part of our commitment to improving government decision-making.

Our experience in helping people with Centrelink problems has shown us that many people, especially those with disabilities and poor English literacy, make mistakes in dealing with Centrelink which can lead to overpayment. 

The successful challenge will have ramifications for around 15,000 previous prosecutions where people have been charged with welfare fraud because they omitted to tell Centrelink of a change in circumstances. These have been rendered unsound by the High Court’s ruling. Hundreds of pending cases are also likely to be affected.

What Ms Keating had to say

Ms Keating has expressed her heartfelt appreciation for the help she received from Victoria Legal Aid throughout the often stressful period of the legal challenge. 

Ms Keating said she was delighted that the battle to clear her name from the stigma of welfare fraud was over. 

‘It can happen so easily, and I know there are many others who find Centrelink confusing. It must be incredibly difficult for people who do not speak English well, the elderly, and others like myself.’

Helping a single mother in a vulnerable situation support her child

‘The result was well worth the effort, especially given the end beneficiary is a pre-school child.’ 
Family lawyer
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About our client

Isra* was in a vulnerable situation. She was divorced, had limited English and was living with her daughter in a friend’s garage. 

She first contacted Victoria Legal Aid after divorcing from her Australian-born husband John* and was caught in a dispute over access to their pre-school child. Isra was then referred to one of our lawyers when it became apparent that she wasn’t receiving child support payments.
Meanwhile John, now remarried, had left his job to start up his own business, and had declared to the Department of Human Services that he wasn’t earning an income, couldn’t make child support payments and that his expenses were being met by his new wife on an annual income of a little over $30,000.
He also claimed that Isra was well-supported by her community and friends and that she didn’t need his child support payments.
Based on an initial assessment by the Department of Human Services (Child Support), John was not paying any child support.
The legal case

John’s expenditure indicated to Isra’s lawyer that he had understated his income. Our lawyer first set about helping Isra by having the initial assessment changed so she received monthly child support payments of just over $400.

John objected and his payments were reset to zero based on the department’s reassessment of his reduced capacity to earn through his own business. 

Conscious of the complexities in tracking the sometimes hidden or undeclared income of someone who is self-employed, our lawyer made an appeal on Isra’s behalf to the Social Security Appeals Tribunal.
After careful scrutiny of John’s household expenditure against his declared income of nil, the tribunal found that his weekly household expenses were in fact nearly $2,000 per week or $100,000 per annum.
The tribunal ordered Isra’s ex-husband to make monthly child support payments of just over $400, including backdated payments, and set the payments to continue to mid-June 2014, at which time the situation can be reassessed.
What this case shows

A strong focus of our work is safeguarding and protecting the legal rights of people in vulnerable situations. 

Isra needed a voice in navigating a complex legal system, most especially because of the challenges that her limited command of English brought to her circumstances. Unaware of her legal rights, she also came to us not knowing that she was facing more than one legal problem. 

Child support cases involve complex steps. Whatever the reasons that led to Isra’s ex-husband declaring a lower income than the tribunal found, we now have an outcome that recognises the role of both parents in supporting their child where there are the means to do so.

Our work, which led to the tribunal ordering John to make a lump sum payment of nearly $5,000 has also helped to reduce the financial burden on the public system. With John now paying more of his own money to support their daughter, there is less of a burden on the public system to do so.    

* We have changed the names to protect our client’s privacy.

Helping a victim of crime receive fairer compensation
‘I can now start to move on and put the assault behind me.’ 
Paul*
[image: image110.jpg]


About our client

Paul* was working as the only bouncer on duty at a suburban pub when a drunken man began to cause trouble. Paul successfully escorted him from the premises, only to have him return.

The man attempted to attack the barman, forcing Paul to intervene. He was headbutted and punched in the face by the aggressor while attempting to restrain him. The assault left Paul with post-traumatic stress disorder. Extremely anxious and depressed, he was unable to work and barely left his room.

Paul had received WorkCover payments of more than $20,000 over two years but these didn’t make up for his lost earnings and he was forced to move into a rooming house. 

The conditions there exacerbated his mental illness and his downward spiral looked set to continue.

Paul’s first contact with us was through our Legal Help phone line.

The legal case 

Our civil lawyers moved to improve Paul’s financial circumstances by challenging the application of the Victims of Crime Assistance Act 1996.   

The Act enables victims to be compensated for loss of earnings for up to two years, up to a maximum of $20,000.  

Previous case law held that the $20,000 cap should be applied before any other compensation, such as WorkCover, is deducted.  

For example, if a victim received more than $20,000 from WorkCover, they couldn’t receive anything for lost earnings from the Victims of Crime Assistance Tribunal (VOCAT).

Our civil lawyers successfully argued that this case law should not be followed and that a fairer approach would be to calculate the total amount of lost earnings, deduct other compensation, and then apply the $20,000 cap.

A favourable magistrate’s decision meant that Paul was awarded $19,625 for loss of earnings. The magistrate also awarded Paul nearly $8000 to spend on rental payments, allowing him to leave the rooming house and find private accommodation.

What this case shows
Victims of crime who experience poor mental health because of their trauma can be ill-equipped to navigate their way through to compensation that allows them to adequately prepare for a return to their working lives.

Paul’s case shows that while victims who suffer violence in the workplace might have access to both WorkCover and VOCAT assistance, the VOCAT guidelines have not always worked in their favour.

By successfully challenging the fairness of previous VOCAT decisions, our lawyers have ensured other victims of crime might also now be compensated for any shortfall between WorkCover and what they would have earned had they not experienced an act of violence.
* We have changed our client’s name to protect his privacy.
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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 situation from escalating, avoiding costly litigation at court.

Our services

Our preventative services are free and include:
· our Legal Help telephone service, which provides legal information, advice and referrals
· 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.

We are also working to improve our services to ensure that people who contact us for help are connected to the best service to assist them from their first point of contact with Victoria Legal Aid. 

Key achievements
Launching a 1300 number for Legal Help 

In June 2013 we launched our new Legal Help phone number – 1300 792 387 – accessible Australia-wide for the cost of a local call from landlines. As the main phone entry point for people with a legal problem, it has made it easier and cheaper for people to contact us.
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Improving client access and triage

Consistent with our obligations under the National Partnership Agreement on Legal Assistance Services, we continued the work we began last year to reduce the ‘referral roundabout’ by providing information and advice in appropriate matters in a single call. 

We continued the process of changing the way we provide access to our services through the Improved Client Access and Triage project. The project was developed to:

· provide easier access to our services for people who need legal help

· allow us to identify and prioritise people most in need of our services

· ensure internal and external referrals are appropriate and client-focused.

We developed a new policy for consistent triage and referral across Victoria Legal Aid. 

We implemented major changes to the Legal Help telephone service. This included successfully transitioning to an effective legal triage service model. The new model has transformed the way we assess client queries, adding more legal advice services upfront and connecting clients seamlessly with duty lawyer services and appointments. This has allowed us to deliver better service to our clients. 
Calls to Legal Help have increased by 10% and matters referred to appropriate external agencies have increased by 35%. We answered a higher proportion of calls to Legal Help and wait times have also reduced.
Legal Help is now the main access point to our services for integrated legal information and advice.
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New website makes it easier to find legal answers

Our new website, which went live in April 2013, is more user-focused and helps people understand their legal problem, the options available to them and how to access services appropriate to their needs.  

As a key part of our legal information services, the new website helps us to more effectively triage people who can self-help, need referrals to other services, or need easy-to-understand legal information or advice. Having access to information early can help some people prevent legal problems from becoming more serious and costly to resolve.

The website is designed to be as accessible as possible, whether users are using mobile devices or have a disability. 
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Educating young people about the law

We partnered with other organisations to develop two new programs:

· Learning the law: e-learning tools for young people with mild intellectual disabilities developed with the Department of Education and Early Childhood Development. This program will be implemented in 2013–14 and rolled out to 70 special schools in Victoria targeting teachers who work with students in Years nine and 10 
· Sex, young people and the law: a program about sexting, cyberbullying, consent and age of consent developed in collaboration with Loddon Campaspe Community Legal Centre, which was rolled out across the State and reached 315 students in Years eight to 10. Early evaluation indicates that students participating in the program will respond positively by changing their behaviour. 
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Educating new arrivals about the law

In 2012–13 we continued to train teachers who work with students learning English as a second language and community workers to use What’s the law? Australian law for new arrivals, delivering 50 sessions to 1,036 participants. 
Evaluation of the kit showed 97% of teachers surveyed found the kit a useful way to provide information about legal issues to new arrivals. Most teachers said they would use the kit more than twice. We also learned that students like the kit because it is clear, simple and practical, the stories are relevant, and they like the use of humour.  
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Challenges

Increasing caller access to the Legal Help service 
While we have increased staffing levels to cope with increased demand to the Legal Help service, we are also delivering more complex services including legal advice and a greater number of warm referrals to our legal staff and other agencies. This has resulted in longer call and handling times and a greater number of calls remaining unanswered. 
We aim to further reduce wait times through a range of efficiency initiatives that have been put in place and increases in staffing that we are planning for 2013–14.

Cost-effective legal information 

We have explored innovative and cost-effective ways to produce free legal information that is readily accessible to all Victorians. As a result, we have:

· increased the legal information on our website 

· discontinued 13 titles from our legal information publication suite, contributing to an 11% decrease in publications distributed

· reduced the number of brochures that promote our services 
· collaborated with five legal aid commissions and two interstate community legal centres to produce a phone application called Below the belt for young people on sexting, cyberbullying, consent and age of consent.

Future challenges

Our challenges for 2013–14 are to:

· consolidate the new Legal Help model 

· increase phone legal advice (in 2012–13 it was 5% of calls taken)

· roll out consistent triage and internal referral processes across Victoria Legal Aid to support our staff to make warm referrals and help keep our clients off the referral roundabout.

Outlook

We will continue to invest in preventative services by providing more efficient and effective triage to clients who can self-help or need referrals to other services. 

Effective triaging of clients will also free up our more intensive and more expensive legal services, such as ongoing legal help and legal representation, for clients whose problems cannot be resolved through other forms of legal help.

Preventative services: facts and figures
Website and publications

We had 1,061,423 visits to our website (up by 21%).

We distributed 615,568 publications (down by 11%).

Community legal education

We delivered 350 community legal education sessions (up by 19%). [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 4,378 workers this year. 

Calls for legal information
We dealt with:
· 89,463 matters (up by 9%) [image: image36.jpg]NPA




· 81,790 calls (up by 10%). 

Top five Legal Help matters
	Matter
	Number

	Spending time with children
	7,794

	Property settlement
	5,277

	Family violence intervention orders
	4,998

	Infringements
	3,321

	Other contract matters*
	2,503


* This includes employment contracts, wills, building disputes, commercial disputes, insurance and loans and consumer disputes.
The top five non-English languages spoken by people calling Legal Help were:

· Arabic

· Chinese (Mandarin)

· Vietnamese*

· Serbian

· Greek.

* Vietnamese calls increased in 2012–13 with the recruitment of a Vietnamese-speaking worker and promotion to the Vietnamese-speaking community.

Call duration to Legal Help over two years

	Year
	Average call duration

	2012–13
	8 minutes 45 seconds

	2011–12
	8 minutes 9 seconds


Average call length and handling time increased in 2012–13 as we undertook changes to our service model. The call length is now trending downwards as the model consolidates.

Calls for legal information over five years 

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

	2012–13
	37,904
	16,625
	28,555

	2011–12
	35,186
	14,597
	26,346

	2010–11
	38,945
	15,154
	26,635

	2009–10
	45,108
	17,810
	29,778

	2008–09
	43,182
	17,415
	28,135


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. 
We referred 71,337 matters to appropriate external agencies (up by 62%). [image: image37.jpg]NPA




The significant increase in the last 12 months is due to:

· the implementation of the new triage, intake and referral model, which outlines principles and standards for referrals

· better practices in recording following extensive internal training highlighting the importance of recording referrals to track client outcomes.

The top five referrals were to private practitioners, generalist community legal centres, the Law Institute of Victoria, specialist community legal centres and the courts.

We also referred clients to non-legal services, including family relationship centres, Consumer Affairs Victoria, drug and alcohol counselling, dispute resolution, financial counselling and anger management counselling.
Early intervention services

What we do

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

Our services

Early intervention services include:

· legal advice sessions over the phone 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 51,598 early intervention services (down by 7%) to 34,174 unique clients (down by 4%). 
Occasions of service* for each client decreased by 3%. This indicates that we are becoming more proficient in helping people resolve their legal problem earlier and without the need for multiple interactions with our services.   

* Occasion of service is a measure of service activity. Each discrete service counts as one occasion of service. As a client may seek early intervention services on more than one occasion during the year, the number is not the same as the client count.
Legal advice over five years

	Year
	Legal advice
	Minor assistance
	Total*

	2012–13
	41,970
	9,628
	51,598

	2011–12 
	43,181
	12,074
	55,255

	2010–11
	45,347
	11,364
	56,711

	2009–10
	53,111
	11,353
	64,464

	2008–09
	56,580
	13,195
	69,775


* A review of the reporting of early intervention services revealed an under-reporting of minor assistance being carried out. The review found that in prior years, minor assistance services not provided in conjunction with legal advice (for example, following an initial duty lawyer service) were not included in the total count. Accordingly, in this annual report we have adjusted data from previous annual reports for the last five years to incorporate all legal advice and all minor assistance and advocacy services.
The reduction in early intervention services is due to the significant steps we have taken to improve efficiency and prevent undue delay by:

· supporting the in-house practice to do their own in-court advocacy, avoiding duplication of services by improving our duty lawyer service and dealing with a client’s matter on the day where appropriate   

· prioritising work carried out under minor assistance by focusing on clients who need our help the most  

· improved triage for legal advice calls to prioritise help for clients with substantial legal issues who cannot afford a private lawyer.

External factors have also impacted on early intervention services, including changes to court practices and legislation in the criminal jurisdiction. These have enabled more defendants to have their matter dealt with on the day through the duty lawyer service rather than via minor assistance, resulting in fewer early intervention services required. This also means their cases are dealt with earlier and with fewer court attendances.

Challenges

Responding to increased demand

Our continued challenge is responding to an anticipated increase in demand for legal help with appropriate and targeted services that continue to focus on the early resolution of problems.

Outlook

In 2013–14 we will:

· continue to target our early intervention services to people most in need with a focus on geographic locations of disadvantage and growth where legal need is likely to be higher  

· aim to deliver more services in locations not serviced by Victoria Legal Aid offices through effective and targeted outreach.

Dispute resolution 

What we do

We help parents and other adult family members involved in family separation or divorce resolve their 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.

About our service

Our family dispute resolution service is provided through Roundtable Dispute Management (RDM). This is a free service that involves a family dispute resolution practitioner running 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. 
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 1,217 family dispute resolution conferences (up by 18%).

Family dispute resolution services over five years

	Year
	Number of services

	2012–13
	1,217

	2011–12 
	1,033

	2010–11
	777

	2009–10
	810

	2008–09
	876


Key achievement
Expanding the RDM Chairpersons Panel
We engaged eight additional external, qualified family dispute resolution practitioners to our RDM Chairpersons Panel to better meet the increasing demand for RDM across the State. There was an 18% increase in the number of conferences. By increasing the size of the panel, clients are not waiting on chairperson availability. 
We also entered into an agreement with all 15 Family Relationship Centres across Victoria to refer our clients to child-focused information sessions run by the centres. The sessions are voluntarily and prepare parents for family dispute resolution. 
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Challenges

Responding to increased demand for access to RDM
Demand for access to the RDM service continues to increase and waiting times for a conference grew during the year. We responded by changing our guidelines to target the service to those clients most in need and by expanding our RDM Chairpersons Panel.
Outlook

In 2013–14 we expect to create further efficiencies to allow for greater client access to our RDM service. This should also allow us to manage the increased volume of more complex litigation intervention conferences.

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 service

The service is free and provides 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 65,303 duty lawyer services (down by 13%). Duty lawyers may be Victoria Legal Aid staff or private lawyers we fund.
Victoria Legal Aid staff lawyers provided 58,581 services (down by 14%) to 42,060 unique clients (down 9%). This represents a 6% decrease in occasions of service with more matters being dealt with on the day rather than being adjourned. This is a positive contribution to addressing court delays.
Duty lawyer services over five years

	Year
	Victoria Legal Aid lawyers
	Private lawyers
	Total

	2012–13
	58,581
	6,722
	65,303

	2011–12 
	68,047
	7,123
	75,170

	2010–11
	70,898
	8,067
	78,965

	2009–10
	75,337
	9,312
	84,649

	2008–09
	68,825
	8,298
	77,123


Factors influencing the decrease in duty lawyer services include:

· changes in the provision of duty lawyer services for adult summary crime implemented in July 2012 

· changes to duty lawyer services for family parenting disputes and family violence and personal safety intervention orders implemented in April 2013.  

The changes to eligibility for duty lawyer services have allowed us to prioritise people facing the most serious charges and those with complex needs. People with straightforward charges now receive lower intensity services such as legal information or advice. 
Key achievement
Targeted duty lawyer services to those most in need 

Following extensive consultation, we implemented our new approach to adult summary crime duty lawyer services, ensuring people facing the most serious charges, and most in need, are prioritised in the Magistrates’ Court of Victoria. Targeting our services to clients who need assistance the most has allowed duty lawyers to dedicate more time to clients in custody, those facing the most serious charges and those with complex needs.
We also made necessary changes to the eligibility for duty lawyer services for people involved in parenting disputes in the family law courts, family violence matters and personal safety intervention orders due to demand beyond current Victoria Legal Aid resources. 
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Challenges

Significant increase in family violence intervention order matters

There continues to be a significant increase in family violence intervention order matters being dealt with by the Magistrates’ Court of Victoria, which is also reflected in the marked increase in family violence related offences recorded by Victoria Police. 

To deal with the increase in demand, changes to the duty lawyer service were introduced so respondents to family violence intervention orders are now only provided assistance for the first court date.

Outlook

In 2013–14 we will continue to target services to those who need it most and make considered decisions about the level of service we can offer.

We will monitor the impact of the changes to eligibility guidelines on the duty lawyer service and build on the gains in capacity, cost and quality delivered. 

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 for criminal or family law matters and some civil law matters such as social security, mental health, immigration or discrimination cases.
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 

· 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 private lawyer. 
Facts and figures
We provided 39,782 grants of legal assistance (down by 11%) to 29,868 unique clients (down by 11%). While there is a decrease in clients provided with a grant of legal assistance in line with changes to our eligibility guidelines, we are prioritising grants to people facing the most serious consequences and/or with the most complex needs, such as people with a disability. 

Grants of legal assistance over five years

	Year
	In-house lawyers
	Private lawyers*
	Total

	2012–13
	10,227
	29,555
	39,782

	2011–12 
	11,840
	32,801
	44,641

	2010–11
	12,132
	29,965
	42,097

	2009–10
	13,375
	30,680
	44,055

	2008–09
	13,468
	28,478
	41,946


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

The reduction in the total number of grants of legal assistance is a result of the impact of the major changes to our eligibility guidelines made in 2012–13. These changes were necessary to ensure Victoria Legal Aid could continue to target the most needy clients in the face of increasing demand and higher costs in providing legal services without commensurate increases in government funding.  
Key achievement
Prioritising who gets legal assistance

We have made significant changes to our eligibility guidelines for criminal, civil and family, youth and children’s law matters to ensure we remain financially viable in the face of increased demand and increased costs, while continuing to provide legal assistance to priority clients.  

From October 2012 we restricted grants of assistance for traffic offence cases to clients with a cognitive impairment, or those who were facing a conviction likely to result in a term of imprisonment. More changes were introduced in January and April 2013, and have led to significant changes in the way that we operate our criminal and family law programs in particular. 

After the eligibility guidelines changed in January 2013, we began to see a reduction in the number of approvals for grants of assistance. However, the main effect of the changes will not start to be realised until 2013–14. 
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Challenges

Increased demand and additional costs in providing our services 

The current economic climate as well as federal and State government commitments to making the community safer, including to eliminating family violence and to improving child protection, mean that more people need legal help than ever before. 

Our challenge has been to manage the Legal Aid Fund effectively, economically and efficiently to ensure that our limited funds and resources are directed towards those who are most in need of our assistance. 

Outlook

We will continue to prioritise services for the most vulnerable people in our community who face serious legal problems and to ensure that limited public money is directed to where it is most needed. 

We will continue to manage and improve services to priority clients, including through re-aligning service delivery. 

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

· Chambers advocates appeared in 1,902 cases, including 70 family and criminal law trials.

· 52% of significant cases were briefed to female barristers.

Key achievements

Establishing Victoria Legal Aid Chambers to deliver high quality and efficient advocacy services

This year we established Victoria Legal Aid Chambers to better support our advocacy priorities across all our legal practice areas and deliver high quality legal services to our clients.
To ensure transparency, accountability and the efficient use of resources, we implemented a financial performance model to measure the cost and value of the advocacy, training and advice provided by Chambers. In our first year, we managed 100% cost recovery.
Ensuring the most appropriate counsel are briefed in criminal jury trials

It is our responsibility to ensure that the counsel representing our clients are of consistently high quality and are able to deliver appropriate outcomes. 

To improve the briefing practice of our lawyers, this year we introduced co-ordinated briefing in criminal trials. This centralised process has allowed us to:

· identify and develop junior counsel into trial work

· ensure equitable briefing practices, particularly for barristers who are women or from an Indigenous background.
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Implementing major initiatives to benefit regional clients

We implemented two major regional advocacy initiatives. 

We now have four public defender roles embedded into regional offices. This has allowed our lawyers to work collaboratively from an early stage to discuss case strategy and ultimately deliver better outcomes for regional clients.

The Block Briefing Pilot project in the Latrobe Valley County Court has been running for more than a year. It involves briefing an individual defence barrister at a daily rate to undertake all legally aided matters. Early assessment of the pilot shows that it has: 

· helped reduce the backlog of circuit trials

· improved pre-trial preparation

· supported judicial case management while providing quality representation to clients.
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Outlook

The next year will be a year of consolidation. We will continue to meet targets for cost recovery to ensure value for money from Victoria Legal Aid Chambers advocates. 

We will also:

· review advocacy performances to assure quality

· evaluate both our major regional initiatives – the Block Briefing Pilot project in the La Trobe Valley and the regional public defenders
· develop and consult on processes to ensure the quality of barristers briefed in all legally aided trials

· work with the County Court to pilot multiple criminal law plea lists 

· extend co-ordinated briefing into family law. 

Justice and law reform 

What we do

We are committed to working on the justice system as well as within it. We are obligated under the Legal Aid Act 1978 (Vic) 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 justice and law reform activities are informed by our broad practice in family, youth, children’s, criminal, civil and administrative law. Our extensive practice experience means we are uniquely placed to identify patterns that expose opportunities for reform within the justice system.

Our service
Our justice and law reform activities influence systemic change for the benefit of all Victorians, through strategic advocacy, policy change and law reform. 
Based on the issues faced by our clients, our priority areas in 2012–13 were:
· vulnerable people and fines

· better administrative decision-making

· people smuggling

· child protection.

Facts and figures

We made 25 law reform or legal policy submissions (down by 26%). Eight of those submissions were made jointly with National Legal Aid to reviewing bodies. See Appendix 3 for a list of submissions.
Key achievements 

We continue to assist governments and reviewing bodies in making improvements to the law by providing high quality, evidence-based submissions on issues affecting our clients. 

The value of our contribution to law reform was evidenced by the recognition placed on our submissions in a number of key areas. These include:

Recommendations to the Victorian Parliamentary Inquiry into Sexting 

We made a submission to the Victorian Parliamentary Inquiry into Sexting to help ensure that young people caught sexting are not unfairly subject to criminal offences designed to target adults creating or disseminating child pornography. The Law Reform Committee adopted all of our recommendations in its final report.

Amendments to laws about sexual orientation or gender identity discrimination

In accordance with our recommendation to the Commonwealth Senate Legal and Constitutional References Committee, the Commonwealth Government moved amendments in the Senate to the Sex Discrimination Amendment (Sexual Orientation, Gender Identity and Intersex Status) Act 2013 to insert a qualification on the exemption for religious organisations for the provision of Commonwealth-funded aged care services. This ensured people seeking aged care are not discriminated against on the basis of their sexual orientation or gender identity.

Joint submission led to exemption from new fees for Independent Children’s Lawyers

We contributed to a National Legal Aid submission to the Commonwealth Senate Legal and Constitutional References Committee about the significant financial impact on legal aid commissions associated with requiring Independent Children’s Lawyers to pay newly introduced fees, notwithstanding the exemption applicable to people in receipt of legal aid. In light of this, the Commonwealth Attorney-General, the Hon. Mark Dreyfus QC MP, announced in May that in accordance with our joint recommendation, an exemption would apply. 
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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

· 13,672 unique clients* (down by 8%) 

· 16.1% presented with two civil law problems and 8.2% with three to five 

· 4,192 or 30.7% from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds**
· 245 or 1.8% 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
	79
	58
	137

	16–24
	1,016
	638
	1,654

	25–34
	2,117
	1,439
	3,556

	35–44
	1,843
	1,427
	3,270

	45–54
	1,380
	1,164
	2,544

	55–64
	799
	623
	1,422

	65+
	652
	431
	1,083


Program operating expenditure*  

	Income sources
	Expenditure
	% expenditure

	Commonwealth
	$3.8 million 
	7.1% of Commonwealth expenditure

	State
	$7.0 million 
	6.0% of State expenditure

	Total
	$10.8 million
	6.3% of total expenditure


* This excludes expenditure for community legal centres.
Key achievements 

Reforming the infringements system

The infringements system allows for a range of penalties for offences to be enforced through infringement notices (fines). This is designed to address minor breaches of the law without imposing more serious criminal sanctions.

In our experience, vulnerable people are disproportionately represented in the infringements system. The lack of appeal rights further entrenches unfair outcomes.

Our action to highlight unfair infringements laws has seen the Victorian Government introduce reforms aimed at keeping disadvantaged people who can’t pay their fines out of jail.
The reforms responded to two recent test cases where we represented people with disabilities who faced jail for unpaid fines. The Court of Appeal accepted our argument that in the absence of an appeal right, magistrates have a duty to make reasonable enquiries about whether people coming before them have special circumstances such as a disability.
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Increased discrimination law services in regional Victoria

Our ‘regional roadshow’ to promote our discrimination law services helped increase our services to regional clients by 55% since 2011–12 (142% since 2010–11). 

We held information sessions with regional community legal and non-legal service providers about discrimination law to help them identify potential discrimination problems and appropriately refer their clients. We ran these sessions in Ballarat, Bairnsdale, Bendigo, Deer Park, Geelong, Horsham, Mildura, Morwell, Shepparton and Warrnambool. Feedback at the sessions confirmed the high need for discrimination law services in remote parts of Victoria.  
[image: image50.jpg]


 [image: image51.jpg]


 [image: image52.jpg]



Making the social security prosecutions system fairer 

In our successful challenge to retrospective welfare fraud laws, the High Court found that Centrelink recipients were not liable to criminal charges for failing to inform Centrelink of things that might affect their benefit when they were not under such an obligation at the time. Read more about Kelli Keating’s case on p. 12.
The High Court ruling is expected to affect hundreds of Australians charged with welfare fraud for omitting to tell Centrelink of a change in their circumstances, as well as around 15,000 previous prosecutions. 
This result means a very significant saving of resources where we would have otherwise represented these clients.
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Expansion of mental health legal services to regional Victoria

In February 2013 we announced that we would not renew our funding agreement with the Mental Health Legal Centre following longstanding concerns about the centre’s governance and performance. Funding has been reinvested into strengthening and expanding our mental health and disability advocacy service across the State.
In June 2013 Victoria Legal Aid was awarded funding of $434,000 per annum over two years from the Department of Health to expand our services for people with a mental illness. This funding will enable us to assist people in at least 300 more Mental Health Review Board (MHRB) hearings, and extend services into growing areas of need such as Dandenong, Geelong and Bendigo. 
We have rolled out a comprehensive, state-wide training program to ensure staff in our offices across the State have the capacity to represent clients at MHRB hearings. To address the gap in mental health legal services in Mildura, this intensive training was also provided to the community legal centre and private practitioners in the region. This will ensure increased access to high quality legal representation before the MHRB. 
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Expanding our civil outreach service

To improve access to our civil law services across Victoria, we implemented outreach services in all of our regional offices. 

While the service focuses on clients with Centrelink problems, these lawyers also provide advice and assistance on a range of other matters, such as residential tenancies, guardianship and administration, and credit or debt issues. They also engage in targeted stakeholder engagement around specific local issues, such as income management in the greater Shepparton area.

We also provide a civil law advice service at the Victorian Aboriginal Legal Service in areas of law that they do not have the capacity or expertise to deal with.  
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Challenges

Responding to financial hardship

Relieving people in long-term financial hardship from harassment from debt collectors has been a key part of our work over the past year. In 2013–14 we will continue to work towards enforceable national standards for the handling by creditors of people in long-term financial hardship. We will also work with our partners in the sector to respond to the legal need which arises in times of financial hardship, in relation to housing and employment.

Changes to the Disability Support Pension

Changes to the Disability Support Pension have made it more difficult for people to qualify for the pension. As a result, more people are refused the pension, and more have had their pension cancelled on review and are forced to move to the Newstart allowance.

The Newstart allowance is currently about two-thirds of the rate of the Disability Support Pension. The higher payment rate of the pension recognises the costs of equipment, therapies and medications incurred by people with disabilities. 

Faced with a significant loss of income, people are more inclined than ever to seek review or appeal these decisions. These are daunting processes to go through without legal support, which has led to an increased demand for legal help.

Future challenges

In 2013–14 we also expect to see:
· rising demand from migrants for assistance in reuniting with their families

· greater need from people excluded from employment because of discrimination

· increased demand for legal advice and services with the roll-out of DisabilityCare
· increased numbers of hearings before the Mental Health Review Board with the anticipated commencement of a new Mental Health Act in 2014. 
Outlook

In 2013–14 we will continue to deliver quality civil and administrative law services in a range of priority areas and will look at innovative and effective ways of expanding our reach across Victoria. 

Our work will build on our efforts over the last few years, which has seen a growth of civil law services through initiatives such as:

· the South West Civil Justice project in Warrnambool 

· the student infringements clinic at the Melbourne Magistrates’ Court. 

Using redirected mental health legal centre funding and additional funding from the Department of Health, we will expand our mental health and disability advocacy services to provide a more truly holistic service, better continuity of representation and more access to advice and representation for people in regional areas. The additional funding will allow us to employ more lawyers to provide services in areas of highest need to increase our legal services for people with a mental illness or intellectual disability.

We are also committed to providing civil law services where the need is greatest and access is easiest for vulnerable people. We will partner with the Victorian Aboriginal Legal Service, Whittlesea Community Legal Centre, Bendigo Health and mental health clinics throughout the State to provide more integrated services.

Civil Justice sub-programs

Mental Health and Disability Advocacy 

We 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.

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. 

Equality 

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

We ensure that new migrant citizens and asylum seekers and other vulnerable non-citizens are provided with community legal education to understand the law, and appropriate legal assistance and other forms of advocacy to obtain just outcomes.
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.
Sub-program operating expenditure
	Sub-program
	Operating expenditure
	% of total expenditure

	Mental Health and Disability Advocacy
	$1.7 million 
	1.0%

	Social Inclusion 
	$3.4 million 
	2.0%

	Equality
	$1.4 million 
	0.8%

	Migration
	$2.0 million
	1.2%

	Commonwealth Entitlements
	$2.3 million
	1.3%

	Civil Justice program
	$10.8 million
	6.3.%


Civil Justice services: facts and figures

Our phone services

Our phone service dealt with:
· 39,260 civil law matters (up by 7%) [image: image60.jpg]NPA




· 37,904 civil law calls (up by 8%).

Referrals

We referred 29,833 matters* to appropriate external agencies (up by 33%). [image: image61.jpg]NPA




The top five referrals were generalist community legal centres, specialist community legal centres, the Law Institute of Victoria, private practitioners and Consumer Affairs Victoria. 
We also referred clients to non-legal services, including financial counsellors, 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. The significant increase is due to implementing the new triage, intake and referral model and better practices in recording referrals across the organisation.
Free legal advice 

We provided 16,557* legal advice, minor assistance and advocacy services (down by 2%). [image: image62.jpg]NPA




We also provided legal advice at court for people who need it most through our duty lawyer service. 
* This includes unique count of files categorised as minor assistance. Previous reports only counted minor assistance that was linked to legal advice.
Number of duty lawyer services for civil matters [image: image63.jpg]NPA




	Legal provider
	Number of services
	% change*

	Victoria Legal Aid lawyers
	3,959
	24% down

	Private practitioners 
	4
	–

	Total
	3,963
	24% down


* Percentage changes are based on comparison with 2011–12.
Civil in-house duty lawyer services

· 65% of duty lawyer services were provided for infringement cases of which 59% were handled by our regional offices.

· 12% of duty lawyer services were provided for matters before the Mental Health Review Board. 

· 12% of duty lawyer services were provided at the Victorian Civil and Administrative Tribunal of which 68% dealt with landlord and tenant disputes.

Number of grants of legal assistance for civil matters [image: image64.jpg]NPA




	Legal provider
	Number of grants
	% change*

	Victoria Legal Aid lawyers
	698
	22% down

	Private practitioners 
	276
	21% down

	Community legal centres
	76
	12% up

	Total
	1,050
	20% down


* Percentage changes are based on comparison with 2011–12.

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

	Commonwealth Entitlements
	105

	Equality
	76

	Mental Health and Disability Advocacy
	99

	Migration
	103

	Social Inclusion
	667

	Total program
	1,050



* This is the first time we have reported the number of grants by sub-program.
Services provided by private practitioners 

· Private practitioners received 26% of the grants of legal assistance for civil matters. 

· 74% of these cases were assigned to 20 private practitioner firms.

· Total expenditure for civil law matters paid to private practitioners was $0.6 million (down by $0.4 million).

· 85% of the total private practitioner expenditure was by 20 private practitioner firms.
Top five matters*  

	Matter type
	Number of matters

	Infringements
	8,355

	Tenancy 
	4,186

	Advice/miscellaneous**
	2,804

	Mental Health Review Board
	2,594

	Other contract matters***
	2,565


* This includes matters for grants, advice, duty lawyer services and our phone service.

** Advice/miscellaneous 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.
*** Other contract matters may include wills, building disputes, commercial disputes, employment contracts, insurance and 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 meet our eligibility criteria, with a focus 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 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

· 48,368 unique clients* (down by 5%)

· 22.9% presented with two criminal law problems and 15.0% with three to five

· 10,140 or 21.0% from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds** 

· 1,731 or 3.6% 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
	1,415
	490
	1,905

	16–24
	11,586
	2,732
	14,318

	25–34
	10,781
	2,950
	13,731

	35–44
	7,880
	2,503
	10,383

	45–54
	3,987
	1,260
	5,247

	55–64
	1,532
	396
	1,928

	65+
	703
	147
	850


Program operating expenditure*  

	Income sources
	Expenditure
	% expenditure

	Commonwealth
	$4.2 million 
	7.8% of Commonwealth expenditure

	State
	$76.6 million 
	66.2% of State expenditure

	Total
	$80.8 million
	47.5% of total expenditure


* This excludes expenditure for community legal centres.
Key achievements 

Targeted access to quality services 

Changes to our eligibility guidelines in 2012–13 have increased our capacity to deliver more targeted services to vulnerable people facing serious consequences within the criminal justice system.  

From our improved duty lawyer service to our embedded specialist sexual offences approach, we have strengthened our service delivery through a more targeted approach and further improved the skills and expertise of our staff. As a result, our staff now undertake more complex advocacy work on behalf of clients.
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Helping to reduce backlog of criminal appeals

We have consolidated our response to the Court of Appeal’s significant reforms for filing criminal appeals. Working with the court and the legal profession, we have reduced the growing backlog of criminal cases, particularly in conviction appeals.  

We are engaged in an ongoing process of reviewing, developing and implementing organisation-wide systems for improving the quality and timeliness of legally aided appeals.  

Additionally, we have continued to identify, conduct and support complex criminal appeals in the Victorian Supreme Court of Appeal and the High Court.
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Focus on quality case preparation

To ensure high quality services for clients facing serious criminal charges, we have implemented new internal monitoring and compliance procedures for case preparation in indictable crime matters.  

The procedures include quality assurance tools to ensure critical procedural issues are complied with consistently to develop a case strategy, maximising opportunities for early resolution.  
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Managing increasingly complex sexual offence cases

In recognition of increasing demand and complexity in sex offences, we established the Sexual Offences sub-program on 1 July 2012. The sub-program has enabled us to more effectively respond to the needs of clients and the specialist sexual offences lists across Victoria.  

We have established relationships with the Victorian departments of Justice and Corrections, resulting in many cases being directly referred to our lawyers to enable a more specialised approach to pre-court case management.  

Supervision cases present complex legal, evidentiary and policy issues. We have co-ordinated a group listing of cases in the Court of Appeal to test for the first time the meaning of ‘unacceptable risk’. The judgment that follows will provide important guidance to the County and Supreme courts in future supervision cases.
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Improved advice service for Parkville Youth Justice Centre 

Access to legal information, advice and representation provides an important safety net for young people to help them break the cycle of re-offending.  

With this in mind, we have worked closely with Parkville Youth Justice Centre to improve our advice service. We now provide a post-admission ‘legal health check’ for all youth detainees new to the centre. 

We also provide a general assessment of any outstanding legal issues a young person may have, enabling a more holistic approach to case management. The aim is to assist in a young person’s reintegration into the community by addressing any issues prior to their release.  
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Challenges

Prioritising services for our most vulnerable clients 
The economic climate, as well as federal and State government commitments to making the community safer, have meant that more people need our services. This year, we made significant changes to criminal law eligibility guidelines and duty lawyer services to ensure that we remain financially sustainable in the face of increasing demand and increased costs, while continuing to provide assistance to priority clients. 

Reducing court delays 

We have worked closely with courts and other stakeholders on various court initiatives designed to reduce delay through greater resolution, swifter case disposal times and reducing the case backlogs in the Court of Appeal.  

However, we still face the challenge of increased court activity and a corresponding demand for legal services. 
Instructing guideline

In January 2013 we introduced a new guideline for criminal trials. The guideline continued to provide for full trial preparation by a solicitor, representation by a barrister for the length of the trial and the attendance of an instructing solicitor for two half days. Previously funding was provided for an instructing solicitor to be present with the barrister for the whole trial.

In February 2013, Supreme Court judges Lasry and Forrest stayed trials because instructors were not available for the full duration of the trial.

On 7 May, after considering the decision of the Court of Appeal in the matter of The Queen v Chaouk & Ors [2013] VSCA 99, we introduced an interim guideline allowing for an instructing solicitor for every day of the trial.

The interim guideline acknowledged the importance placed by the Court of Appeal on having instructing solicitors present during criminal trials and ensured all legally aided trials could continue.

In 2013–14 we will be further consulting with our stakeholders on the quality and efficiency of criminal trials.

Future challenges

In 2013–14 we expect to see:

· increased demand on criminal law services 

· continued improvement to meet the challenge of delivering high quality, cost-effective criminal law services that are better positioned to respond to client needs more holistically 

· new and improved ways to increase access to our services for clients across the State.

Outlook

Although we have had a challenging year where we made difficult choices about our eligibility guidelines, we continued to deliver strong outcomes for our clients and the community.  

In 2013–14 we will continue to seek ways to increase access to and improve the quality of our criminal law services for the most vulnerable people in our community, particularly young people and people with mental or cognitive disabilities.  

We will examine the quality and efficiency of criminal trials to ensure we deliver high quality representation to our clients.

We will consult with the courts, profession and prosecuting agencies to examine ways of introducing greater accountability, compliance and quality measures around trial preparation and advocacy standards.

Trials in higher courts account for a significant proportion of the Legal Aid Fund and ensuring trials are well prepared and conducted is essential to client, court and community confidence in Victoria Legal Aid.

Criminal Law sub-programs

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.

Indictable Crime 

We 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.
Appellate Crime 

We 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.
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.
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.

Operating expenditure
	Sub-program
	Operating expenditure
	% of total expenditure

	Summary Crime
	$36.9 million 
	21.7%

	Indictable Crime
	$21.4 million 
	12.6%

	Appellate Crime
	$3.4 million 
	2.0%

	Youth Crime
	$10.7 million
	6.3%

	Sexual Offences
	$8.4 million
	4.9%

	Criminal Law program
	$80.8 million
	47.5%


Criminal Law services: facts and figures

Our phone services

Our phone service dealt with:
· 18,016 criminal law matters (up by 15%) [image: image78.jpg]NPA




· 16,625 criminal law calls (up by 14%).

Referrals

We referred 18,308* matters to appropriate external agencies (up by 105%). [image: image79.jpg]NPA




The top five referrals were private practitioners, courts, generalist community legal centres, police and other law enforcement agencies and the Law Institute of Victoria. 

We also referred clients to non-legal services, including drug and alcohol counselling, social welfare services and anger management counselling.
* 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. The significant increase is due to implementing the new triage, intake and referral model and better practices in recording referrals across the organisation.
Free legal advice 

We provided 20,711* legal advice, minor assistance and advocacy services (down by 10%). [image: image80.jpg]NPA




We also provided legal advice at court for people who need it most through our duty lawyer services. 
* This includes unique count of files categorised as minor assistance. Previous reports only counted minor assistance that was linked to legal advice.
Number of duty lawyer services for criminal matters [image: image81.jpg]NPA




	Legal provider
	Number of services
	% changes*

	Victoria Legal Aid lawyers
	40,440
	16% down

	Private practitioners 
	5,212
	3% down

	Total
	45,652
	15% down


* Percentage changes are based on comparison with 2011–12.
Criminal in-house duty lawyer services

· 92% of duty lawyer services were provided in the Magistrates’ Court of which 5% dealt with breaches of family violence intervention orders.

· 8% of duty lawyer services were provided in the Children’s Court of which 27% dealt with theft offences.

Number of grants of legal assistance for criminal matters [image: image82.jpg]NPA




	Legal provider
	Number of grants
	% change*

	Victoria Legal Aid lawyers
	7,144
	13% down

	Private practitioners 
	16,968
	6% down

	Community legal centres
	263
	9% up

	Total
	24,375
	8% down


* Percentage changes are based on comparison with 2011–12.
Number of grants by sub-program* 
	Sub-program
	Number of grants

	Appellate Crime
	1,042

	Indictable Crime
	2,392

	Sexual Offences
	946

	Summary Crime
	15,674

	Youth Crime
	4,321

	Total program
	24,375


*This is the first time we have reported the number of grants by sub-program.

Services provided by private practitioners 

· Private practitioners received 70% of the grants of legal assistance for criminal matters. 

· 54% of these cases were assigned to 20 private practitioner firms.

· Total expenditure for criminal law matters received by private practitioners was $36.6 million (up by $2.0 million).

· 36% of the total private practitioner expenditure was by 20 private practitioner firms.

Top five matters* 
	Matter type
	Number of matters

	Theft
	5,718

	Driving while licence suspended
	5,632

	Common assault**
	4,890

	Miscellaneous criminal offences***
	4,124

	Breach of family violence intervention order
	3,840


* This includes matters for grants, advice, duty lawyer services and our phone service.

** 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’ includes 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.

Clients

· 32,894 unique clients*  (down by 3%)* 

· 16.8% presented with two family law problems and 7.5% with three to five 

· 6,016 or 18.2% from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds** 

· 1,177 or 3.6% 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
	2,297
	2,283
	4,580

	16–24
	2,085
	2,605
	4,690

	25–34
	3,761
	4,901
	8,662

	35–44
	4,306
	4,649
	8,955

	45–54
	2,258
	1,822
	4,080

	55–64
	757
	533
	1,290

	65+
	385
	246
	631


Program operating expenditure*   
	Income sources
	Expenditure
	% expenditure

	Commonwealth
	$38.6 million 
	70.9% of Commonwealth expenditure

	State
	$19.0 million 
	16.4% of State expenditure

	Total
	$57.6 million
	33.8% of total expenditure


* This excludes expenditure for community legal centres.
Key achievements

Increasing Independent Children’s Lawyer services in regional Victoria 

We expanded the reach of our Independent Children’s Lawyer services after our regional senior family lawyers were trained to become qualified Independent Children’s Lawyers. We are now able to better respond to the needs of the children we represent from most of our regional offices.
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Increasing the number of regional clients getting family financial support 

Single parent families in regional areas often face extra financial hardships, as they can have limited access to services and facilities. Other environmental factors, such as drought, bushfire and flood, may also impact on their financial situation.

To help regional clients we provide a state-wide outreach program for family financial support legal issues from our regional offices and some remote regional areas. In 2012–13 we worked with local services to increase public awareness of our outreach program. As a result, the number of regional clients who were provided with legal advice and representation about family financial support increased by 24%.
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Supporting the roll-out of New Model Conferences with skilled child protection lawyers
Following recommendations in the Report of the Protecting Victoria’s Vulnerable Children Inquiry, we worked with the Children’s Court and the Victorian Department of Human Services to roll out comprehensive dispute resolution conferences known as New Model Conferences.  

These conferences facilitate the early resolution of child safety applications through a non-adversarial process. They aim 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 also worked with the Children’s Court, the Department of Human Services and private practitioners to develop a multi-disciplinary mediation workshop designed to improve the experiences of parents and children in the child protection system. All our child protection lawyers now have the additional expert skills to provide legal representation at New Model Conferences.
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Preventing family violence in newly arrived communities 

People from newly arrived communities often have difficulties understanding the legal system. To help these people become more confident in understanding their legal rights and responsibilities in family relationships we commenced the Settled and Safe project in 2012.

Funded by a Legal Services Board grant, the project aims to prevent family violence by educating people about our laws. Community liaison educators in our Ringwood, Dandenong, Shepparton, Morwell and Melbourne offices have worked with settlement services to develop and deliver information tailored to the needs of people from newly arrived communities.

The connections that we are developing through this project will enable us to further develop clear pathways for clients so that they can get help earlier.
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Challenges

Prioritising services for our most vulnerable clients 
The current economic climate as well as federal and State government commitments to making the community safer, including to eliminating family violence and to improving child protection, have meant that more people need our services to help resolve their family law disputes or child protection matters.  

This year, we made significant changes to family law and child protection eligibility guidelines and duty lawyer services to ensure that we remain financially sustainable in the face of increased demand and increased costs, while continuing to provide assistance to priority clients. 

Responding to increased demand for family violence legal services

Federal and State government commitments to addressing family violence have led to a significant increase in both the reporting of family violence incidents and demand for family violence legal services. 
The challenge for us has been the continued pressure on our legal services to respond effectively to an increasing number of clients who need help with safety notices and intervention orders. This year our duty lawyers helped people with family violence matters more than any other family or children's law matter, representing 75% of duty lawyer services in this program.

Outlook

In 2013–14 we expect to:

· allocate resources to better address unmet need for family law services, particularly in regions of high growth and relatively high disadvantage

· continue to face challenges in responding to the increased demand for child protection assistance, while continuing to be more responsive to the experience of families in the Children’s Court.

We will also review the way in which our Commonwealth family law and State child protection services are provided to ensure our most vulnerable clients receive a consistent, efficient and quality service that is financially sustainable. We will target our resources to areas of the greatest need and disadvantage across the State.

We will also monitor the impact of changes made to family law eligibility guidelines on the community and the family law system. 

Family, Youth and Children’s Law sub-programs

Independent Children's Lawyers 

We ensure as far as possible that arrangements made by the court are in the children's best interests by helping children at risk in Family Law Court proceedings.

Parenting Disputes 

We achieve safe, workable and sustainable care arrangements for children whose parents have separated, by assisting families experiencing serious conflict who have been unable to resolve children's issues through family dispute resolution services to access the Family Law Courts.

Family Law Financial Support 

We ensure children of separated parents are financially supported in accordance with the law; a separated parent is supported financially by the other parent in cases where they are unable to adequately support themselves and the other parent has capacity to pay; and the assets and liabilities of separated parents are distributed fairly, by providing access to independent legal advice and representation where appropriate.
Child Protection 

We assist children removed, or at risk of being removed, from their families by the State, and their parents, to reach safe, workable and sustainable care arrangements. We also protect families' rights, by the informed participation of children and parents in decision-making before, during and after child protection proceedings in the Children's Court.
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 services to those adults and children and by actively contributing to public debate about the policies and practices of courts and governments.
Appropriate Dispute Resolution 
We deliver timely and respectful access to fair and appropriate dispute resolution processes to disadvantaged and vulnerable Victorians through the family dispute resolution program at Roundtable Dispute Management and through expanding delivery of appropriate dispute resolution processes to other areas of law.

Operating expenditure
	Sub-program
	Operating expenditure
	% of total expenditure

	Independent Children's Lawyers 
	$7.7 million 
	4.5%

	Parenting Disputes 
	$13.6 million 
	8.0%

	Family Law Financial Support 
	$1.9 million 
	1.1%

	Child Protection
	$17.2 million
	10.1%

	Family Violence
	$3.5 million
	2.0%

	Appropriate Dispute Resolution 
	$13.7 million
	8.1%

	Family, Youth and Children’s Law program
	$57.6 million
	33.8%


Family Law services: facts and figures

Our phone services

Our phone service dealt with:
· 32,187 family law matters (up by 9%) [image: image89.jpg]NPA




· 28,555 family law calls (up by 8%).

Referrals

We made 23,196* referrals to appropriate external agencies (up by 84%). [image: image90.jpg]NPA




The top five referrals were private practitioners, the Law Institute of Victoria, generalist community legal centres and courts. 

We also referred clients to non-legal services, including family relationship centres, dispute resolution 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. The significant increase in is due to implementing the new triage, intake and referral model and better practices in recording referrals across the organisation.
Free legal advice 

We provided 14,330* legal advice, minor assistance and advocacy services (down by 7%). [image: image91.jpg]NPA




We also provided legal advice at court for people who need it most through our duty lawyer service. 
* This includes unique count of files categorised as minor assistance. Previous reports only counted minor assistance that was linked to legal advice.
Number of duty lawyer services for family matters [image: image92.jpg]NPA




	Legal provider
	Number of services
	% changes*

	Victoria Legal Aid lawyers
	14,182
	3% down

	Private practitioners 
	1,506
	15% down

	Total
	15,688
	4% down


* Percentage changes are based on comparison with 2011–12.
Family in-house duty lawyer services

· 75% 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 43% were dealt with by our Melbourne Child Protection team.

· 78% of duty lawyer services were provided in the Magistrates’ Court of which 6% dealt with personal safety intervention orders. 

· 9% of duty lawyer services were provided in the Family Law Courts.

Number of grants of legal assistance for family matters [image: image93.jpg]NPA




	Legal provider
	Number of grants
	% changes*

	Victoria Legal Aid lawyers
	2,385
	12% down

	Private practitioners 
	11,828
	15% down

	Community legal centres
	144
	25% down

	Total
	14,357
	14% down


* Percentage changes are based on comparison with 2011–12.

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

	Appropriate Dispute Resolution
	2,781

	Child Protection
	6,314

	Family Violence
	2,154

	Family Law Financial Support
	628

	Independent Children's Lawyers
	789

	Parenting Disputes 
	1,691

	Total program
	14,357


*This is the first time we have reported the number of grants by sub-program.
Services provided by private practitioners 

· Private practitioners received 82% of the grants of legal assistance for family law matters. 

· 40% of these cases were assigned to 20 private practitioner firms.

· Total expenditure for family law matters received by private practitioners was $30.0 million (down by $1.8 million).

· 29% of the total private practitioner expenditure was by 20 private practitioner firms.

Top five matters* 
	Matter type
	Number of matters

	Family violence intervention orders
	19,515

	Spending time with children
	13,553

	Child protection
	8,400

	Property settlement
	6,003

	Who children live with
	3,894


* This includes matters for grants, advice, duty lawyer services and our phone service.
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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 are funded by Commonwealth and Victorian governments, but are independent of government.

Our responsibilities are set out in the Act, which gives us authority to provide legal aid in accordance with this 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 2012–13.

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.
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 Council of Australian Governments’ National Partnership Agreement on Legal Assistance Services, 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

Strategic goal: To build strong effective relationships with other organisations for the benefit of our clients.
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Organisational responsiveness

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

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 2012–13 we:

· provided 146,158 people with information, advice, community legal education and other early intervention services

· helped 3,183 regional and rural Victorians with civil law issues (see p. 34–40)

· provided 71,337 client referrals (see p. 21)

· had 61 accredited specialists helping clients (see p. 73–74)
· briefed 52% of significant cases to female barristers (see p. 30–31).

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 nine times in 2012–13.

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, 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 Guy 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
[image: image112.jpg]Stock image



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​
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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
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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
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David Thompson has more than 30 years’ experience in the finance sector in senior roles in Australia and the United States of America, including as Chief Financial Officer for the NAB Business Bank. He holds a Masters in Applied Finance and graduate diplomas in computing, chartered secretarial practice and corporate administration. He is a member of the Institute of Chartered Accountants Victorian Regional Council. David was appointed in February 2013.

Farewell

We farewelled Board member Jennifer Shaw during the year. We acknowledge and thank Jennifer for her contribution to Victoria Legal Aid.

Audit committee

The Audit Committee assists the Board to fulfil its governance responsibilities. 

It provides oversight of financial performance including:

· 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, approved by the Board, specifies the committee's purpose and objectives, authority, membership, attendance at meetings, and roles and responsibilities.
Members
The Audit Committee met on a quarterly basis and its membership comprised:

David Thompson
Chair of Audit Committee

Andrew Guy
Non-executive Audit Committee member

Catherine McGovern
Non-executive Audit Committee member

Virginia Rogers
Non-executive Audit Committee member

The Managing Director, Executive Manager and Chief Financial Officer attend all meetings at the invitation of the Audit Committee. 
The external auditor has an open invitation to attend all meetings, and receives a copy of the meeting papers and minutes. Our external auditor is the Victorian Auditor-General's Office.

KPMG provide our internal audit services. Our internal auditing procedures assist the Audit Committee and look at control and risk management practices, and if these 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 met four times in 2012–13. A report was presented at each meeting on audit activities undertaken, advisory services provided and audit support carried out.

Reports and advice during the year included:

· information technology general controls

· simplified grants compliance

· financial data integrity

· accounts receivable

· review of program cost driver management.

Organisational structure
In 2012–13 we substituted the former executive officer role of Director of Business Services with a new executive officer role of Chief Counsel, and introduced Victoria Legal Aid Chambers – a specialised group of in-house advocates who provide accountable and high quality advocacy for legally assisted clients.  

Our corporate services functions are led by a Chief Financial Officer, Associate Director People and Culture, and Chief Information Officer, who are not employed on executive officer contracts and whose terms and conditions of employment are subject to our enterprise agreement. 
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Agency executive 

The senior 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
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.

Helen Fatouros

Director, Criminal Law 
Director for Goulburn region and North Western suburbs
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In her previous role as Legal Prosecution Specialist, Helen was the lead in-house advocate on behalf of the Victorian Director of Public Prosecutions in all indictable criminal matters across the Magistrates', Coroners, County and Supreme Courts. She has an extensive criminal law background, having held several other roles at the Office of Public Prosecutions including Directorate Manager of the Specialist Sex Offences Unit. Helen also led the profession-wide implementation of the Sexual Offences Interactive Legal Education Program, earning her the Law Institute of Victoria's 2012 President's Award for Government Lawyer of the Year. Helen commenced as Director, Criminal Law in January 2013.
Leanne Sinclair

Acting Director, Family, Youth and Children's Law 
Acting Director for Central highlands and Wimmera regions
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Leanne has extensive knowledge of family law having worked in a busy private family law practice and the community legal sector, including as Principal Lawyer at Women's Legal Service Victoria. Leanne is committed to promoting access to justice for vulnerable clients and protecting the rights of children at risk by ensuring that safe workable care arrangements are put in place for families. She was previously a board member of the Women's Domestic Violence Crisis Service. Leanne started working at Victoria Legal Aid as the Family Violence Program Manager in 2011. 
Saul Holt, SC

Chief Counsel
Director for Loddon–Campaspe and North West regions
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Saul has specialisation in appellate law and practice, and was previously a Crown Prosecutor in New Zealand for nine years. He is committed to advancing the interests of legally assisted clients and helping us build on our strengths as one of the largest legal services providers in Victoria. Saul commenced as our Director, Criminal Law in September 2009 and was appointed Senior Counsel and a member of the Victorian Law Reform Commission in 2012. In July 2012, Saul commenced as our first Chief Counsel, leading our team of civil, criminal and family law advocates.

Meagan Keogh

Director, Legal Practice
Director for North Eastern, Outer Eastern and Western suburbs

[image: image121.jpg]Meagan oversees implementation of quality practice standards throughout the Victoria Legal Aid network, including Melbourne, suburban and country offices. 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 Law Institute of Victoria Council member and a member of the Legal Practices Committee of the Legal Services Board. Meagan commenced as Director, Legal Practice in October 2010.

Nicole Rich

Director, Research and Communications
Director for Westernport, Peninsula and Gippsland regions

Nicole is experienced in developing legal research and policy, including as the former Director, Policy and Campaigns at the Consumer Action Law Centre. She has practised in the private profession and community legal centres and is a current board member of CHOICE (the Australian Consumers’ Association) and the Telecommunications Universal Service Management Agency. Nicole commenced as Director, Research and Communications in May 2011.
Farewells

During the year we farewelled our former Director, Family, Youth and Children’s Law Services, Judy Small, when she was appointed as a Judge of the Federal Circuit Court. We also farewelled former Director, Business Services Tony Matthews. We thank Judy and Tony for their valuable contributions to the organisation. 
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 of decisions relating to a grant of legal assistance 
	Nature of review
	2012–13
	2011–12

	Independent reviewer agreed with our decision
	129
	112

	Independent reviewer changed our decision
	32
	21

	Total
	161
	133


Review relating to proposed removal or exclusion of a lawyer from one of our practitioner panels
	Nature of review
	2012–13
	2011–12

	Independent reviewer agreed with our decision
	0
	1

	Independent reviewer changed our decision
	0
	0

	Total
	0
	1


Independent reviewers

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

· John Nixon (Chairperson)

· Brook Hely 

· Carmel Morfuni.

Mr Martin Ravech QC ended his term of appointment as member and Chairperson of the panel of independent reviewers on 30 July 2012 after 15 years of service and commitment. We thank Mr Ravech QC for his valuable contribution to the panel.   
Community Consultative Committee

Our Community Consultative Committee helps us identify ways to target services more effectively for people who are, or are at risk of becoming, socially excluded. It also helps us identify opportunities for cross-sectoral collaboration to improve access to justice.

The committee makes recommendations about various matters referred to it by our Board. Members are appointed by the Board and must include a person nominated by the Federation of Community Legal Centres and a person representing Victoria Legal Aid staff. 

This year the committee met three times and discussed:

· our Family Violence program and its work in contributing to the safety of adults and children impacted by family violence

· the work of our Equality Law program in providing advice and representation on anti-discrimination law matters

· how we can effectively collaborate with the social welfare sector to achieve more integrated responses to social and legal problems.

Members
The committee is made up of representatives from a wide range of organisations we work with, or that are impacted by our work. The Community Consultative Committee is chaired by the Chairperson of the Victoria Legal Aid Board, Andrew Guy. Members in 2012–13 were:

Professor Marie Connolly
Chair 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 Chair, 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
Lawyer, Equality Law Program, Victoria Legal Aid (staff representative)

Our people

Victoria Legal Aid is committed to fostering workplace diversity, 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

We apply merit and equity principles when recruiting and appointing staff. Our selection processes ensure that applicants are assessed and evaluated fairly and equitably on the basis of key selection criteria and other accountabilities, without discrimination. 
Upon appointment all employees are bound by the Code of Conduct for Victorian Public Sector Employees. 

We also have a suite of employment policies that are implemented across the organisation, including policies about grievance resolution, recruitment, redeployment, equal opportunity, and managing under-performance.
Recruitment and induction

This year we implemented an improved candidate management system to improve recruitment processes and communication with job applicants. 

To support successful candidates transitioning into their new role we run an induction program. This year we included further experiential learning activities and introduced compulsory learning for new legal and legal administration staff. A specific induction program for senior staff has also been developed.

Employee benefits
We continue to provide a range of flexible options to enable staff to appropriately balance their work lives with other commitments. Twenty-eight per cent of our staff work part time and the vast majority of staff access flexible working hours.

We provide a range of learning and development opportunities in an environment striving for professional excellence. Our people are supported to access challenging and engaging work with exposure to experiential and formal learning. 

Our parental leave provisions support staff retention. Fifty-one staff accessed paid maternity leave entitlements this year and five staff accessed paid parent/partner leave. 

Many maternity leave absences were for periods greater than 12 months. We expect maternity leave absences to continue at relatively high levels due to our current staff profile which is 79% female, of which 59% are between 22 and 40 years of age.  

Employee avenues of redress

We continued to improve grievance processes to build employee confidence in impartial management of complaints and grievances. Our processes emphasise informal and timely resolution of issues. 

We received five formal requests to resolve grievances with four resolved in accordance with current policy. One grievance remains open as at June 2013 with an informal resolution underway.

We received two bullying complaints with one resolved and one currently in the early stages of investigation.

Industrial and employee relations

We reached agreement in May with our staff on the Victoria Legal Aid Enterprise Agreement 2013–2016. The agreement was certified by the Fair Work Commission in June 2013.  

The agreement delivers fair and sustainable pay and employment conditions which recognise staff expertise and commitment to service delivery. 
Workforce data

We continued our commitment to better aligning people resources to priority client service delivery, improving efficiencies and achieving financially sustainable employment levels for the longer term. In achieving this, we actively pursued a reduction in staffing and associated costs.

Careful and responsible decision-making has resulted in a significant reduction in our workforce which will deliver salary and related savings in 2013–14 and beyond. Immediate salary savings were offset this year by retrenchment payments, a 31% increase in maternity leave payments and salary increases through performance progression pay conditions contained in the previous enterprise agreement.

We end this year with 26.3 fewer full-time equivalent positions and 54.5 fewer working personnel compared with June 2012 (see ‘Productive workforce’ below). Reduction in staffing was achieved partly through natural attrition and partly through redundancy. 
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 23.7 FTE maternity leave absences from our workforce data as these positions are usually backfilled by contract staff who are included in the count. 

	Productive workforce
	2013
	2012
	Variance

	Staff on payroll
	546.5*
	580*
	–33.5

	Agency (labour hire)
	6**
	27**
	–21

	Total
	552.5
	607
	–54.5


* Full-time equivalent

** Headcount of agency staff engaged in relevant period
This table demonstrates a reduction in our productive workforce of 54.5 FTE achieved through a reduction in staff on our payroll and careful management of labour hire staff performing the work of vacant budgeted positions. 
Total headcount and full-time equivalent employees 

‘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.

The data demonstrates an overall reduction in staff numbers and a significant shift from maximum term contracts to ongoing staffing. Total headcount at June 2013 is 639 and total active FTE is 570.2. The 2013 active FTE includes 23.7 FTE maternity leave absences.

Full-time equivalent staffing trends from 2009 to 2013

	2013
	2012
	2011
	2010
	2009

	570.2
	596.5
	583
	554
	522


Gender breakdown of ongoing employees*
	Gender
	2013 headcount
	2012 headcount
	2013 FTE
	2012 FTE

	Male
	123
	125
	118.7
	121.8

	Female
	436
	398
	380.5
	365.7

	Total
	559
	523
	499.2**
	487.5***


* Staff engaged on an open-ended contract of employment or executives engaged on a standard executive contract
** Includes 23.3 maternity leave FTE
*** Includes 16.5 maternity leave FTE
Gender breakdown of maximum term/casual employees*
	Gender
	2013 headcount
	2012 headcount
	2013 FTE
	2012 FTE

	Male
	18
	33
	16.5
	30

	Female
	62
	91
	54.5
	79

	Total
	80
	124
	71**
	109


* Staff engaged casually or on a contract for a maximum period

** Includes 0.4 maternity leave FTE
Age breakdown of ongoing employees*
	Age
	2013 headcount
	2012 headcount
	2013 FTE
	2012 FTE

	Under 25
	9
	10
	8
	9.1

	25–34
	183
	164
	167.5
	157.9

	35–44
	162
	146
	139.3
	135.5

	45–54
	125
	121
	110.4
	108.4

	55–64
	68
	69
	62.4
	64

	Over 64
	12
	13
	11.6
	12.6

	Total
	559
	523
	499.2
	487.5


* 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
	2013 headcount
	2012 headcount
	2013 FTE
	2012 FTE

	Under 25
	6
	7
	6
	3.9

	25–34
	45
	69
	40.6
	64.8

	35–44
	18
	28
	15.5
	23.2

	45–54
	6
	11
	5
	9.2

	55–64
	2
	7
	2
	6.5

	Over 64
	3
	2
	1.9
	1.4

	Total
	80
	124
	71
	109


* Staff engaged casually or on a contract for a maximum period
Classification breakdown ongoing employees*
	Classification
	2013 headcount
	2012 headcount
	2013 FTE
	2012 FTE

	VLA 1
	1
	1
	1
	1

	VLA 2
	132
	126
	109
	110.3

	VLA 3
	192
	179
	172.5
	171

	VLA 4
	155
	140
	139.7
	129.3

	VLA 5
	59
	60
	57
	59.1

	VLA 6
	14
	10
	14
	10

	Executive
	6
	7
	6
	6.8

	Total
	559
	523
	499.2
	487.5


* Staff engaged on an open-ended contract of employment or executives engaged on a standard executive contract
Classification breakdown of maximum term/casual employees *
	Classification
	2013 headcount
	2012 headcount
	2013 FTE
	2012 FTE

	VLA 1
	2
	2
	2
	2

	VLA 2
	16
	33
	12
	25.9

	VLA 3
	41
	65
	38.2
	59.4

	VLA 4
	12
	14
	10.4
	12.1

	VLA 5
	6
	6
	5.4
	5.6

	VLA 6
	3
	4
	3
	4

	Executive
	0
	0
	0
	0

	Total
	80
	124
	71
	109


* Staff engaged casually or on a contract for a maximum period
Executive officers at 30 June 2013
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
	No.
	Variation 2011–12

	EO-1
	0
	0

	EO-2
	2
	0

	EO-3
	4
	-1

	Total
	6
	-1*


* One executive officer position was vacant at 30 June 2013.

We have no ‘special projects’ executive officers.
Breakdown of executive officers into gender

	Class
	Male
	Variation 2011–12
	Female
	Variation 2011–12

	EO-1
	0
	0
	0
	0

	EO-2
	2
	0
	0
	0

	EO-3
	0
	-1
	4
	0

	Total
	2
	-1*
	4
	0


* One executive officer position was vacant at 30 June 2013.

We have 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
	2013
	2012

	
	Executives with total remuneration over $100,000 
	7*
	6

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

	
	Sub-total (as reported in Financial Statement Note 15)
	8
	7

	Add
	Vacancies
	1
	0

	
	Accountable Officer (Managing Director)
	1
	1

	Less
	Separations
	2
	1

	
	Non-executive role
	1
	0

	
	Executive role removed
	1
	0

	
	Total executive numbers at 30 June
	6
	7


* Includes one non-executive role (reported at Financial Statement Note 15)

Staff wellbeing 

Vicarious trauma continues to be one of the greatest although less prominent risks mitigated by our ongoing wellbeing strategy. 

Our wellbeing program continued to focus on annual wellbeing checks for staff engaged in legal practice and targeted debriefing in areas of identified risk. Staff continue to be supported by access to a 24-hour employee assistance program providing counselling for personal and work related issues. Regular onsite counselling is also provided for work related concerns.

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 have completed a comprehensive review of our occupational health and safety (OHS) practices, policies, processes and compliance framework to ensure that OHS and risk management processes adequately support our future business strategy. We will begin implementing the outcomes of the review in 2013–14. 
There were 30 OHS incidents reported during the year. Almost half of all incidents were related to exposure to aggressive and threatening behaviour by clients. While no injuries resulted from these interactions, critical incident debriefing, onsite counselling and the employee assistance program were available to mitigate long term psychological harm. Of the remaining incidents, two resulted in minor claims for compensation. One standard claim for workers compensation was lodged shortly before the end of financial year. The WorkSafe Agent has not yet determined liability. 
The OHS committee continued monitoring our work environment and met periodically throughout the year as the consultative body on safety matters. 
Performance against OHS measures
Incidents
	Performance indicator
	2012–13
	2011–12
	2010–11

	No. of incidents
	30
	40
	39

	Rate per 100 FTE
	5.26
	6.25
	6.69


Claims
	Performance indicator
	2012–13
	2011–12
	2010–11

	Total WorkCover claims
	3
	2
	8

	No. of standard claims*
	1
	0
	4

	Rate per 100 FTE
	0.02
	0
	0.69

	No of lost time claims*
	1
	0
	4

	Rate per 100 FTE
	0.02
	0
	0.69

	No of claims exceeding 13 weeks*
	0
	0
	1

	Rate per 100 FTE
	0
	0
	0.17


* 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 $564 indexed annually) has been exceeded. 
Other measures
	Performance indicator
	2012–13
	2011–12
	2010–11

	Fatality claims
	0
	0
	0

	Average cost per standard claim*
	N/A
	N/A
	$6,252.48

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


* Data was sourced from WorkSafe Victoria’s authorised agent. A single standard claim was received on 12 June 2013. No costs were incurred at the time of reporting.

Staff achievements
Director Legal Practice Meagan Keogh won the Law Institute of Victoria (LIV) President’s Accredited Specialist Achievement Award. An Accredited Specialist in criminal law since 2002, Meagan was recognised for mobilising staff and practice resources to assist 81 staff and private practitioners to undertake Specialist Accreditation over the last two years.

Chief Counsel Saul Holt was appointed Senior Counsel in November. Appointees were selected after a wide and demanding consultative process involving the higher courts and tribunals, the Victorian Bar, LIV and senior members of the legal profession. At 37, Saul is one of the youngest lawyers to be appointed as Senior Counsel. The significance of the achievement was highlighted by the fact that only 20 of the 71 applicants for senior counsel were successful.
Shepparton Managing Lawyer Ian Michaelson won the LIV Regional Lawyer of the Year Award. Ian was recognised for his commitment to regional practice and his immersion in the local community, including his involvement in establishing our Goulburn Valley office and work in our Morwell office.

Program Manager Mental Health and Disability Advocacy Robyn Mills and Program Manager Child Protection Louise Akenson were both awarded a LIV Certificate of Service for their significant contribution to the legal profession.

Footscray Community Legal Centre Executive Director and part-time Victoria Legal Aid lawyer Denis Nelthorpe won the Community Lawyer of the Year Award for his work on the National Bulk Debt Project.
Youth Crime Senior Lawyer, Anoushka Jeronimus, and the youth legal team received the 2012 National Children’s Law Award for their work on the inquest into the 2008 police shooting of a 15-year-old who was affected by mental illness. The award recognises the outstanding achievements and commitment of individuals and organisations who advance the legal rights and interests of children and young people.
Commonwealth Crime Deputy Managing Lawyer Sarah Westwood and her legal team were finalists in the Australian Human Rights Awards for their outstanding achievements in advocating for the rights of poor and uneducated Indonesian boat crew prosecuted in Victoria under people smuggling laws.
Specialist accreditation

We continued to support the Accredited Specialisation program, as a Law Institute of Victoria approved assessment of expertise in areas of law. 

We supported lawyers to participate in the inaugural round of children’s law accreditation in 2012 and the new administrative law assessment program in 2013. Support included paying for application fees and the specialist workshops run by the Law Institute of Victoria, as well as the co-ordination of study groups and mock exams. We also continued to have staff on the specialisation advisory committees and the Specialisation Board.

At 30 June 2013 we have:

· 35 accredited criminal law specialists

· 6 accredited family law specialists

· 19 accredited children’s law specialists 

· 1 accredited immigration law specialist.

Number of lawyers supported through the specialist accreditation program in 2012
	Area of law
	Victoria Legal Aid lawyers 
	External lawyers* 
	Victoria Legal Aid lawyers who passed
	External lawyers* who passed

	Children’s law
	19
	26
	19**
	17

	Criminal law
	17***
	12
	11
	6

	Migration law
	2
	–
	1
	–


* Includes community legal centre, Department of Human Services and private lawyers
** Five Victoria Legal Aid staff obtained specialisation by being on the inaugural advisory committee
*** Three Victoria Legal Aid lawyers withdrew
Number of lawyers supported through the specialist accreditation program in 2013*

	Area of law
	Victoria Legal Aid lawyers 
	External lawyers** 

	Family law
	4
	3

	Administrative law
	2
	–


* Exams will be conducted in July–August 2013
** 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:

· introduced a new approach to managing conflict of interest to reduce the number of people who are unnecessarily excluded from receiving help from Victoria Legal Aid

· implemented new arrangements for private practitioner duty lawyers to ensure service delivery to clients where Victoria Legal Aid lawyers have a conflict of interest

· updated the records management policy for private practitioner duty lawyers to clearly set out how records should be created, stored and destroyed in compliance with professional and statutory obligations

· developed practice standards about how to conduct assessment of people seeking help with their legal matters and how to refer legal and non-legal matters

· developed standards to ensure consistency and quality in the way our staff approached witnessing documents, such as affidavits.

Using social media to serve court documents

This year we started using Facebook to locate difficult-to-find parents evading child support payment responsibilities. Social media is also an alternative means for serving court documents on people who cannot be contacted by traditional means or have been evading service of documents. We developed practice standards to guide staff in the service of court documents via social media.

Panels Project 

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

This year we developed a new section 29A panel membership model, which:

· provides improved flexibility to firms and their practitioners wishing to seek inclusion on a panel

· allows Victoria Legal Aid better access to information and quality assurance on work undertaken by firms and their practitioners.

We also:
· developed application processes, entry requirements and tools for acceptance on our section 29A panels

· consulted with stakeholders to finalise the entry requirements for the section 29A Independent Children Lawyer’s Panel and the Indictable Crime Panel which are opening in July and August 2013.  

These are important milestones in the Panels Project.
Training, development and support

We provide training, development and support for our lawyers (and other staff who work directly with clients where appropriate) through:

· professional support lawyers

· ongoing professional legal education

· specialist accreditation support, including study groups and materials.

Professional legal education includes law and practice conferences, and training topics that span the compulsory fields of continuing professional development. We extend some training, development and support activities to community legal centres and panel practitioners. The 2012 Criminal Law and Practice Conference was attended by 33 community legal centre lawyers and 41 private practitioners.

We also contribute to a series of multi-disciplinary training and development events with the Department of Justice, the Children’s Court, and the Department of Human Services. This training assists child protection practitioners and lawyers to negotiate and perform more effectively at New Model Conferences and in general child protection practice. The training accords with recommendations from the Protecting Victoria's Vulnerable Children Inquiry and the 2011 Child Protection Proceedings Task Force.

New Lawyers Program

The New Lawyers Program provides first and second year lawyers with comprehensive training and development within Victoria Legal Aid. 
Participants who commenced in 2011 have been successfully placed in roles across the organisation, including our Ballarat and Shepparton offices. We also worked with the Federation of Community Legal Centres to place a new lawyer on a six month secondment at Flemington and Kensington Community Legal Centre.  

New lawyers recruited in 2012 participated in placements across our programs and offices including our Morwell, Warrnambool 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. This included offering:

· placements to students from the Leo Cussen Centre of Law who were given the opportunity to observe and participate in advice clinics and attend duty lawyer services

· an internship program with the University of Melbourne’s Law School to gain experience in infringements law.

We also maintained links with a number of tertiary institutions and legal learning organisations who are important stakeholders in developing understanding of the legal aid sector.

Three Indigenous law students gained work experience, developed practical legal skills and formed mentor relationships during their engagement for three weeks over the university winter break.

In June 2013 Victoria Legal Aid’s Preston office hosted its final cohort of Latrobe University students undertaking a clinical placement program. We would like to acknowledge the long and positive partnership with Latrobe University, which has existed for more than 20 years. We continue to offer Latrobe students opportunities through other programs.
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:

· further enhanced the capability of our ATLAS grants management system

· deployed digital dictation to our Melbourne offices

· deployed a new mobile-friendly website 

· deployed instant messaging

· began planning and working on the infrastructure to introduce mobile lawyering next year.

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. 

We focused on achieving compliance with the new and revised Public Record Office Victoria standards and specifications under section 12 of the Public Records Act 1973 (Vic).

In 2012–13 we began deploying an electronic document and records management system.

Managing our services to reach people who need it most 

This year we reviewed our services in Melbourne’s north east to ensure we continue to reach people who need legal aid the most.

After careful consideration of our financial resources, local legal need, and proximity to the courts and our other offices we closed our Preston office on 28 June 2013. 

Although pockets of disadvantage remain in Preston and surrounding areas, it is no longer experiencing the same levels of disadvantage as when the office first opened in 1981. The need for legal services has shifted to the outer northern suburbs, including the City of Whittlesea, one of the fastest growing local government areas in Australia. There is also a need around the West Heidelberg community, which is one of the most disadvantaged communities in Victoria.

We are commencing outreach arrangements in these areas to ensure our speciality legal services are accessible and continue to service the Heidelberg Magistrates’ Court and Children’s Court. 
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 contributed to eight joint submissions to government and other reviewing bodies on systemic legal issues and options for reform.

Legal aid commissions also jointly launched the Legal Australia-Wide (LAW) Survey, undertaken by the Law and Justice Foundation of New South Wales with substantial funding and support from National Legal Aid. 

The LAW Survey is the most comprehensive assessment of legal need ever conducted in Australia and analysed trends in how people experience and resolve legal problems. It also provided evidence of the disadvantaged groups that are particularly vulnerable to legal problems. We have used the findings from this important survey to inform our policy and law reform work and our services to the community. 

Our Managing Director, Bevan Warner, concluded his term in the annually rotating position of Chair of National Legal Aid in March 2013. 
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, Law Institute of Victoria, Public Interest Law Clearing House, 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 legal referral, disability, online legal information and culturally and linguistically diverse communities

· hosted VLAF forums on unaccompanied minors, the future of Victorian guardianship laws and strategic campaigning

· helped reform the structure of VLAF to be more responsive and focused on service delivery 

· 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. Ten per cent of duty lawyer services were provided by private practitioners through the support of local law associations.
This year we revised our records management policy for private practitioners who help people with duty lawyer services, to ensure records are created, stored and destroyed in compliance with professional and statutory obligations.
Private practitioners receiving grants of legal assistance
In 2012–13, 73% of grants of legal assistance were assigned to private practitioners on our panels. This included:
· 70% of criminal law work

· 82% of family law work

· 26% of civil law work.

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 1000 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 2012–13
	Rank 
	Private practitioner firm
	Amount paid $ (GST exclusive) 
	Number of new cases assigned

	1
	Robert Stary Lawyers Ptd Ltd 
	$3,441,570
	1,197

	2
	Revill & Papa Lawyers
	$1,897,068
	1,259

	3
	James Dowsley & Associates
	$1,839,599
	1,013

	4
	Doogue O'Brien George
	$1,712,227
	864

	5
	Dowling McGregor Pty Ltd
	$1,691,888
	629

	6
	Gorman & Hannan
	$1,459,479
	674

	7
	Emma Turnbull Criminal Law
	$1,155,662
	276

	8
	C Marshall & Associates
	$1,078,589
	403

	9
	Lampe Family Lawyers
	$1,069,407
	245

	10
	Leanne Warren & Associates
	$1,056,968
	457

	11
	Wabgat Pty Ltd (t/a Slades & Parsons)
	$895,136
	252

	12
	Cathleen Corridon & Associates Family Lawyers
	$866,438
	295

	13
	Valos Black & Associates
	$811,156
	206

	14
	Comito & Associates
	$754,826
	330

	15
	Michael J Gleeson & Associates Pty
	$751,210
	193

	16
	Dotchin Tan
	$735,813
	376

	17
	Tyler Tipping & Woods
	$730,578
	416

	18
	Tait Lawyers
	$707,110
	249

	19
	Mike Wardell
	$702,553
	459

	20
	Ann Valos Criminal Law
	$700,461
	387


Expenditure includes fees paid to third parties such as barristers, and disbursements. Disbursements include court fees, interpreters’ fees, service fees and those which 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. 

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 40 centres and the Federation of Community Legal Centres through the Community Legal Centre Funding Program, ensuring that centres meet their service agreements. We are increasingly focusing on how we can support the professional development of the sector through joint training initiatives.

This year we committed more than $800,000 in new grants to community legal centres for projects addressing family violence, homelessness and rural, regional and remote communities. Grants included:

· the extension and expansion of funding to the Goulburn Valley Community Legal Centre 

· new initiatives addressing family violence in Melton, Springvale, Whittlesea and Ringwood

· a project at Women’s Legal Service Victoria aimed at improving the skills of community legal centre workers across the State in family violence work

· extended funding to YouthLaw to provide legal services to remote areas via Skype. 

We also developed new guiding principles for future community legal centre funding. These guiding principles will ensure that funds are better allocated to address unmet legal need in geographical locations of growth and disadvantage, and to centres that effectively target services to legal need. The guiding principles also recognise the importance of centres engaging in strategic advocacy and legal education, as well as legal advice services. 
We ensured that community legal centres were given appropriate additional funds to increase staff salaries under the Social and Community Services Award Equal Remuneration Order. 

We took decisive action to address longstanding concerns about the governance and performance of the Mental Health Legal Centre, opting not to renew the centre’s service agreement. Funding has been reinvested into strengthening and expanding our mental health and advocacy service across the State.
Community Legal Centre Funding Program 
Performance outputs

	Activity
	2012–13
	2011–12
	% change

	Information 
	51,641
	56,590
	 –8.75

	Advice
	49,666
	47,848
	3.79

	  Face-to-face
	36,446
	34,221
	6.50

	  Phone calls
	12,528
	12,876
	–2.70

	  Other (e.g. email and TTY) 
	692
	751
	–7.86

	Cases* opened
	23,065
	23,233
	–0.72

	Cases* closed
	22,804
	23,576
	–3.27

	Community legal education projects delivered
	938
	907
	3.41

	Law reform and legal policy submissions
	161
	233
	–30.90


* Community legal centre case definition is different from a case conducted under a grant of legal assistance. It involves 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 36 of the 41 community legal centres funded through the Community Legal Centre Funding Program in 2012–13. These figures do not include client service, community and law reform activities undertaken by the following funded centres: Aboriginal Family Violence Prevention and Legal Service (Vic), Emma House Domestic Violence Services, Homeless Persons Legal Clinic (PILCH), 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.  

Funding

We granted and administered funding to the Federation of Community Legal Centres and 40 community legal centres across Victoria. Funding for the centres is provided by the Commonwealth and State 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
	179,288
	179,288

	Barwon Community Legal Service 
	444,346
	438,107
	882,454

	Brimbank Melton Community Legal Centre, Community West
	104,390
	565,154
	669,544

	Broadmeadows Community Legal Service 
	187,718
	290,707
	478,425

	Casey Cardinia Legal Service
	178,145
	235,576
	413,721

	Central Highlands Community Legal Centre 
	246,586
	298,771
	545,357

	Consumer Action Law Centre* 
	147,725
	848,272
	995,997

	Darebin Community Legal Centre 
	54,683
	385,540
	440,223

	Disability Discrimination Legal Service* 
	191,860
	44,011
	235,871

	Eastern Community Legal Centre 
	197,500
	590,634
	788,138

	Emma House Domestic Violence Service
	0
	122,204
	122,204

	Environment Defenders Office (Victoria)* 
	96,279
	153,001
	249,282

	Federation of Community Legal Centres (Vic)* 
	0
	646,856
	646,856

	Fitzroy LegaI Service 
	328,657
	394,347
	723,007

	Flemington and Kensington Community Legal Centre 
	94,356
	214,127
	308,483

	Footscray Community Legal Centre 
	85,757
	345,867
	431,627

	Gippsland Community Legal Service, Anglicare Victoria
	318,363
	221,943
	540,306

	Homeless Persons' Legal Clinic, Public Interest Law Clearing House*
	153,298
	275,034
	428,332

	Hume Riverina Community Legal Service, Upper Murray Family Care
	430,184
	217,242
	647,426

	Job Watch* 
	0
	385,410
	385,410

	Loddon Campaspe Community Legal Centre, Advocacy and Rights Centre
	305,115
	693,067
	998,182

	Mental Health Legal Centre
	0
	371,132
	371,132

	Monash Oakleigh Legal Service 
	200,847
	26,918
	227,765

	Moonee Valley Legal Service 
	85,051
	221,924
	306,975

	Moreland Community Legal Centre 
	98,087
	194,478
	292,565

	Murray Mallee Community Legal Service, Mallee Family Care
	416,514
	144,432
	560,946

	North Melbourne Legal Service 
	87,745
	191,586
	279,331

	Peninsula Community Legal Centre
	671,520
	827,846
	1,499,365

	Refugee and Immigration Legal Centre* 
	0
	139,904
	139,904

	Senior Rights Victoria, Council on the Ageing*
	73,298
	481,164
	554,462

	Social Security Rights Victoria
	199,356
	37,804
	237,160

	Springvale Community Aid and Advice Bureau* 
	75,231
	3,438
	78,669

	Springvale Monash Legal Service 
	315,792
	242,541
	558,333

	St Kilda Legal Service 
	100,548
	258,873
	359,421

	Tenants Union of Victoria* 
	111,664
	526,121
	637,785

	West Heidelberg Community Legal Service 
	94,319
	166,180
	260,499

	Western Suburbs Legal Service (including International Student Legal Advice Clinic pilot project) 
	69,748
	259,486
	329,234

	Whittlesea Community Legal Service, Whittlesea Community Connections
	110,350
	404,457
	514,807

	Women's Legal Service Victoria* 
	972,703
	360,758
	1,333,461

	Wyndham Legal Service 
	111,604
	299,253
	410,857

	Youthlaw, Young People's Legal Rights Centre*
	209,481
	176,472
	385,953

	Total 
	7,624,491

(37.3%)
	12,824,226

(62.7%)
	20,448,757


* 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 and contributions from Commonwealth and State governments to assist funded community legal centres to meet increased staff salaries due to the Social and Community Services Award Equal Remuneration Order, which came into effect for the first time in December 2012. These additional investments mean that the figures reported are substantially higher than in previous years. Victoria Legal Aid’s ‘Comprehensive operating statement’ 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.  
Statutory reporting responsibilities

This report has been prepared in accordance with all relevant legislation. The disclosure index that identifies our compliance with statutory disclosure requirements (see Appendix 1, p. 143–145).
Client complaints

Our website explains what clients can expect from us and what we expect from them when they use our services. It also advises clients of their rights for review and how to make a complaint. We aim to resolve complaints quickly, fairly and without prejudice. We received 498 complaints in 2012–13, compared to 520 in 2011–12 (down by 4%).
At a glance
	Nature of complaint
	2012–13
	2011–12

	Grant of legal assistance being provided to a person who the complainant believed should not be funded
	114
	143

	Our services
	59
	38

	Services provided by private practitioners
	165*
	158

	Services provided by our staff
	73*
	52

	Other complaints
	87
	129

	Total
	498
	520


* These categories include complaints about independent children’s lawyers which were reported as ‘other complaints’ in 2011–12.

Grants of legal assistance

We received 114 complaints about a grant of legal assistance being provided to a person who the complainant believed should not be funded (down by 20%). 

The greatest proportion of complaints were about eligibility, related to allegations of undisclosed income (41%), property (15%) or concerns about the merit of a legally aided case (14%). 

In 44% of complaints no further action was required because:

· the person was found not to be in receipt of a grant of legal assistance 

· the applicant had already disclosed the information to us. 

The most common outcomes for the remaining cases were:

· the complaint was referred to another team for assessment of eligibility (13%)

· we took no further action because the grant of legal assistance had already concluded (13%) 

· an active grant of legal assistance was refused or terminated (10%). 

Our services

We received 59 complaints about our services, which is up by 55% on the number of complaints for 2011–2012, but comparable to the number of complaints recorded in 2010–2011. 

This category includes all aspects of our service. The most common complaints were about:

· the administration of grants of legal assistance (36%)

· eligibility to receive a grant of legal assistance (12%) 

· dissatisfaction with our debt policy or process (12%).

These complaints were most commonly resolved by:

· providing the complainant with a more detailed explanation of our decision (29%) 

· further information about their legal matter (14%) 

· a finding that the complaint was not valid following an investigation (12%).

Services provided by private practitioners

We received 165 complaints about services provided by private practitioners, including services relating to a grant of legal assistance (up by 4%). 

The most common types of complaints were about:

· the practitioner’s handling of the legal matter (28%)

· improper requests for payment from a person in receipt of a grant of legal assistance (20%) 

· dissatisfaction with the preparation or representation of a case (12%). 

There were a range of resolutions reached for complaints about practitioners, the most common were that:

· the complaint was resolved by providing further information or explanation to the complainant (20%)

· the complaint was found not to be valid following an investigation (20%)

· no further action was undertaken (19%), for example because the complainant failed to provide us with further information. 

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

Services provided by our staff

We received 73 complaints about our legal and non-legal staff. This is up 40% on last year, however it includes complaints about Independent Children’s Lawyers, which were reported separately last year.  

The most common complaints were about:

· the conduct of a staff member (29%)

· dissatisfaction with advice or representation (20%) 

· preparation of a case (10%). 

The most common outcomes for complaints of this type were:

· resolution by providing an explanation to the complainant (27%)

· no further action was warranted (21%), for example due to the complainant not providing further information 

· the complaint was found not to be valid following investigation (15%).

Other complaints

We received 87 complaints that fit into other categories including:

· 47 miscellaneous complaints, which tended to be complaints outside of the scope of our complaints handling team, for example a complaint about Victoria’s road tolls 

· 25 general feedback complaints, for example, complaints expressing dissatisfaction about Victoria Legal Aid funding certain cases

· 15 complaints about outstanding fees owed to service providers, such as a barrister briefed through a grant of legal assistance.  

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 three privacy complaints this year. All three complaints alleged privacy breaches on our part. Of these:

· two complaints were resolved with no breach found and an explanation for the use of information provided to the complainant 

· one was dismissed when the complainant failed to provide further details.      

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 17 applications this year. Of these:
· eight applications were released in full

· one application was released in part

· one application was refused in full 

· two were not proceeded with by the applicant 

· five are still being processed. 

We received six applications that did not meet the requirements for a valid request, but were satisfied outside of the freedom of information process. 

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:
· phone 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 (formerly the Whistleblowers Protection Act 2001) 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.

There were no protected disclosures made under the Protected Disclosure Act (those made from 10 February 2013) or under the former Whistleblowers Protection Act in 2012–13.

For more information about reporting improper conduct go to www.legalaid.vic.gov.au. 

Compliance with the Disability Act 2006
We launched our second Disability Action Plan 2012–2014 in compliance with the Disability Act 2006 (Vic). The new plan includes clearer timeframes, accountabilities and performance measures. 

This year we:

· made a submission in support of the National Disability Insurance Scheme and trained staff in preparation for the introduction of DisabilityCare

· successfully advocated for improvements to the infringements system for fairer outcomes for vulnerable people, including people with a disability

· formed a partnership with the Victorian Department of Education and Early Childhood Development to educate young people with mild intellectual disabilities

· introduced an up-front assessment process to our Legal Help phone service, which includes determining if callers have a disability to assist us to tailor the information, advice and referral response

· improved the accessibility of our new website for people experiencing a disability to ensure it meets level AA of the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines 2.0 and government standards

· analysed and considered the responses from people with a disability who participated in our 2012 Client Satisfaction Survey.

Environmental sustainability and performance
Our Environmental Sustainability Policy and action plan sets targets for reducing our environmental impact. We are currently reviewing our policy in order to further reduce our carbon footprint, including raising staff awareness of environmental issues. 

This year we:

· reduced paper consumption by 9.4% through improved efficiency of printing facilities

· reduced travel distance via aeroplanes by 21.5%, leading to a reduction in emissions.

For more details about our environmental performance see Appendix 2 (p. 146–151).
Consultancies

In 2012–13, we engaged 19 consultancies where the total fees payable to the consultants were greater than $10,000. The total amount paid in relation to these consultancies was $630,270.

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. 
Reduced capital funds meant that only minor building works were undertaken. Priority was given to improving disability access in high usage areas. 
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 successfully implement key strategic project initiatives, including guideline changes

· failure to identify, forecast and respond to service pressures

· failure to identify, attain and enforce processes and standards that enable the delivery of quality services to legal aid clients.

Overall, we were effective in mitigating our strategic risks, identified in the May 2012 Victoria Legal Aid Risk Profile. We continue to prioritise our quality projects to address those risks relating to the quality of legal services, and of the remaining:

· 21 management actions were completed

· 13 are ongoing and are now part of day to day operations

· six have been carried over to the 2013 Risk Profile which was approved in February.

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 2012–13 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.
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� Section 4 Legal Aid Act 1978


� Section 6 ibid


� Sections 7 and 8 ibid
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