ARC Justice
Feedback for Priority Area 1: Victim-survivors
ARC Justice believes victim-survivors achieve the best outcomes when they can access support early, through integrated services that address their legal and non-legal needs.
Across the 2025 financial year, ARC Justice helped 7,196 people, delivered 9,245 services and was part of 770 community activities – with 71% of our clients being women.
Alongside our work across tenancy, family law and civil law, we provide family violence duty lawyer services at Specialist Family Violence Courts in Bendigo and Shepparton, as well as at the eight regional Magistrates’ courts in Seymour, Echuca, Castlemaine, Kyneton, Benalla, Cobram, Mansfield and Maryborough.
One of our strategic priorities is ensuring people with intersecting legal needs receive support across multiple ARC Justice programs. By offering holistic support, we help people deal with these overlapping legal and non-legal needs. Across 2025, just under half (49%) of our casework clients were helped with multiple legal problems.
We know when people are supported through our services, it leads to better outcomes for them and to safer communities. It’s critical that services and supports:
•	help victim-survivors to participate in legal proceedings about their safety;
•	increase their access to rights that support recovery and safety;
•	address elder abuse as a specific type of family violence.
Our current funding limits us to providing advice and representation for people once they reach court, often without having received any earlier legal support. While this leads to better legal outcomes and reduces the harm caused by self-representation, it means we can only help people who’ve recognised they’re experiencing family violence and have had the capacity to navigate the legal system and file their own court proceedings.
We know that, with expanded resourcing, we can work with them to reach people earlier and prevent escalating legal needs from developing. Getting help early has a direct impact on the safety of victim-survivors, including children. See [redacted]'s story, which illustrates how ARC Justice’s support helped her shift from crisis help to lasting stability.
As the Royal Commission into Family Violence recognised, dispersed populations and the long distances between communities in rural, regional and remote areas create barriers to accessing support. Current funding means we are often only able to assist victim-survivors once they reach court, rather than intervening earlier.
The Royal Commission also recognised the value of health justice partnerships and integrated, place-based responses that build the capacity of universal services to identify and respond to family violence. We’ve seen the benefits of this approach through our health justice partnerships and community legal education programs.
However, outside our partnership with Rumbalara Aboriginal Co-operative, we have no dedicated funding to deliver health justice or other integrated service partnerships across the Goulburn Valley. Expanding these models is critical if we’re to intervene earlier, improve access to support and prevent family violence before it escalates.
The Second Action Plan should continue to invest in integrated services, health justice partnerships and early intervention so victim-survivors can access support earlier, regardless of where they live.
Feedback for Priority Area 2: Prevention and early intervention
ARC Justice believes governments should prioritise place-based, cross-sector responses in communities where family violence is increasing, backed by sustained investment in early intervention and integrated services.
Family violence incidents are increasing in 11 of the 13 council areas in ARC Justice’s region. Greater Shepparton, Moira, Benalla, Central Goldfields, Loddon and Mount Alexander shires have all seen sharp spikes across the last year, with some steadily increasing year-on-year. 
This places significant strain on the support service sector, including health and emergency services, child protection, women and children’s family violence services, family violence perpetrator intervention services, specialist homelessness services, hospital emergency departments, Victims Assistance Program, the Victims of Crime Helpline, the Orange Door and the legal assistance sector, which ARC Justice belongs to. 
The Public Understanding of Law Survey (PULS) indicates that unmet legal need is the norm and that, where legal need goes unmet, there is no access to justice. It also demonstrates that unmet need is particularly high for family problems.
The PULS “Resolution and outcomes of family problems” paper shows that family problems result in legal need at a far higher rate than other problem types and that unmet legal need was significantly higher for family problems – 70% compared to 46%.
The PULS also shows that most people with a single legal problem actually have more than one. And a high percentage have large clusters of problems. ARC Justice sees daily the intersection between family violence and family law, housing stress and homelessness, disasters and lower legal capability levels.
We see this every day through our work. People experiencing family violence often face multiple legal issues beyond the violence itself. This can include dealing with fines or debts caused by financial abuse or using their tenancy rights to stay safely in their home or leave without disadvantage during a housing crisis.
Rental vacancy rates across much of regional Victoria remain extremely low. At the same time, increasingly frequent and overlapping disasters are placing even greater pressure on housing and increasing the risk of family violence. This is a growing concern for our region as disasters become more frequent, more intense and increasingly happen in quick succession.
Our 2024 analysis of the 12 flood-affected communities in our catchment found that temporary flood funding significantly improved access to family law services. 
We’re also seeing more older people seek legal help, with clients aged 65 and over doubling from 7% to 14% in a single year.
Regional Victoria has an older and growing population, making elder abuse an increasingly significant issue for our communities. A form of family violence, elder abuse is often perpetrated by someone an older person knows and trusts. It can include financial abuse, coercive control, neglect and other forms of harm. Housing insecurity and cost of living pressures are adding to these risks, with financial stress and increasingly complex family circumstances contributing to a rise in older people seeking legal support, particularly for complex elder abuse matters.
We also note the importance of maintaining a distinct focus on sexual violence within the Second Action Plan. 
While family and sexual violence often intersect, they’re not synonymous. Prevention strategies should recognise that sexual violence frequently happens outside intimate and family relationships, including in schools, sporting clubs, workplaces and other trusted community settings and require dedicated prevention and community education responses. This is particularly relevant for young people, whose experiences of sexual violence mightn’t fall within the family violence framework.
From a legal assistance perspective, these victim-survivors often require Personal Safety Intervention Orders (PSIOs) rather than Family Violence Intervention Orders (FVIOs). However, community legal centres generally aren’t funded to provide PSIO services, leaving a significant gap in access to specialist legal assistance.
ARC Justice provides wrap-around legal and social support for people experiencing family violence, family law issues and related legal problems. This integrated, therapeutic approach helps victim-survivors navigate complex systems and address the multiple issues that often arise from family violence.
The Royal Commission into Family Violence recognised the value of health justice partnerships and integrated, place-based responses that build the capacity of universal services to identify and respond to family violence. We’ve seen the benefits of this approach through our health justice partnerships and community legal education programs.
However, outside our partnership with Rumbalara Aboriginal Co-operative, we have no dedicated funding to deliver health justice or other integrated service partnerships across the Goulburn Valley. Expanding these models is critical if we’re to intervene earlier, improve access to support and prevent family violence before it escalates.
To stop violence before it starts, governments must:
•	invest in place-based, cross-sector responses;
•	target communities where family violence is increasing;
•	provide long-term funding for prevention, early intervention and integrated services;
•	invest in climate disaster preparedness and recovery programs that recognise the increased risk of family violence.
Feedback for Priority Area 3: Children and young people in their own right
For central Victorian victim-survivors with dependent children, funding for a specialist child protection legal service enables holistic support for mothers where the department is involved.
In ARC Justice’s 2022 She didn’t ask for this report, every participant was a mother referred to the project because of her long and complex involvement with family violence legal processes. This reflects a common reality. Where victim-survivors share children with the perpetrator, parenting responsibilities often mean the perpetrator remains part of their lives long after the relationship has ended.
The majority of family law matters being adjudicated by the courts involve family violence. Non-adversarial mediation processes aren’t appropriate in the context of family violence. 
In 2024/25, ARC Justice supported 498 clients to access family law services who didn’t have the financial means to engage a private lawyer. We’re funded to provide child protection hearing duty lawyer services and family violence legal services through Loddon Campaspe Community Legal Centre.
Victim-survivors can also access legal support through several integrated service partnerships, including with the Centre for Non-Violence, where legal help is available in both Bendigo and Echuca. This partnership was partially funded by a philanthropic foundation, with that funding ending in July 2025.
The remaining funding comes through the Australian Government’s support for women experiencing family violence, which has now been incorporated into the National Access to Justice Partnership.
Elsewhere in the community legal sector, dedicated funding is provided for integrated legal services, including pre-court and post-court support for victim-survivors delivered in partnership with specialist family violence services.
In contrast, in the Goulburn Valley region, integrated legal services are only available to clients connected with the Rumbalara Aboriginal Co-operative. Despite recording some of Victoria's highest rates of family violence, there’s no integrated legal service working alongside specialist family violence service providers across the broader region.
Funding these services is critical to ensuring children and young people affected by family violence can access co-ordinated support that helps keep them safe.
Feedback for Priority Area 4: People who use violence
Promoting healthy, safe relationships requires sustained investment in prevention, education and early intervention. It also requires timely legal responses that hold people who use violence to account, alongside access to evidence-based behaviour change programs.
The lessons from Respect Ballarat's 'saturation model' should be applied across central and northern Victoria, where communities are experiencing similarly high rates of gendered violence. ARC Justice is a member of the Gender Equity Coalition, helping build the service architecture and long-term commitment needed to drive society-wide behaviour change. The service system should be funded to strengthen this work, with support from Respect Victoria. 
Accountability must extend beyond the criminal justice system through co-ordinated, cross-sector responses that challenge the attitudes and behaviours driving family, domestic and sexual violence. It must also recognise that accountability measures need to address not only family violence, but also sexual violence that occurs outside intimate or family relationships.
Governments should continue to invest in specialist perpetrator interventions that are evidence-based, culturally safe and integrated with victim-survivor safety planning. Supporting meaningful behaviour change is critical to reducing future violence.
From a legal assistance perspective, accountability also depends on equitable access to specialist legal services for victim-survivors of all forms of violence. While FVIOs provide an important legal safeguard for victim-survivors of family violence, people experiencing sexual violence or other forms of interpersonal violence outside a family relationship often require PSIOs.
Community legal centres are generally not funded to provide PSIO services. This creates a significant gap in access to justice, limiting opportunities for early legal intervention, victim-survivor safety and holding people who use violence to account.
Feedback for Priority Area 5: System Integration and Workforce
ARC Justice believes the biggest opportunity to improve outcomes is through better integration between legal, family violence, health, housing and child protection services, backed by sustained investment in the regional workforce needed to deliver those services.
One of our strategic priorities is ensuring people with intersecting legal needs receive support across multiple ARC Justice programs. By offering holistic support, we help people deal with these overlapping legal and non-legal needs. Across 2025, just under half (49%) of our casework clients were helped with multiple legal problems.
We know when people are supported through our services, it leads to better outcomes for them and to safer communities.
The Royal Commission into Family Violence recognised the value of health justice partnerships and integrated, place-based responses that build the capacity of universal services to identify and respond to family violence. We’ve seen the benefits of this approach through our health justice partnerships and community legal education programs.
However, outside our partnership with Rumbalara Aboriginal Co-operative, we have no dedicated funding to deliver health justice or other integrated service partnerships across the Goulburn Valley. Expanding these models is critical if we’re to intervene earlier, improve access to support and prevent family violence before it escalates.
As the Royal Commission recognised, dispersed populations and the long distances between communities in rural, regional and remote areas mean specialist family violence services are often available only on a part-time basis or require victim-survivors to travel significant distances. For many, this creates a practical barrier to accessing support and can amount to a denial of service.
Service access is increasingly impacted by the breakdown of the mixed model of legal assistance provision, with private practitioners vacating Legal Aid work and chronic staff shortages across regional Victoria Legal Aid (VLA) offices.
ARC Justice has recently expanded family law services in the Goulburn Valley using funds redirected from private practitioner services under the VLA mixed model.

ARC Justice has several proven programs that are ready to be expanded to help meet significant unmet legal need. These programs have demonstrated strong outcomes and are supported by a robust monitoring, evaluation and learning framework that ensures accountability and continuous improvement.
Investment in integrated service partnerships, including health justice partnerships, would strengthen collaboration, improve information sharing and enable victim-survivors to access legal help safely through trusted health and community services before issues escalate.
To address the issues outlined, we recommend investment in:
•	funding to provide duty lawyer services at all 10 Magistrates’ courts in our catchment;
•	funding for pre-court and post-court legal assistance work at the two SFVCs;
•	funding to expand health justice partnerships and other integrated service models in the Goulburn Valley, enabling victim-survivors to access legal help safely through trusted health and community services, before issues escalate and without having to navigate the legal system alone.
We also support the Community Legal Centres Australia pre-budget submission, including the call for urgent investment in community legal centres’ domestic, family and sexual violence services.
