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Executive summary 
Community legal centres are integral to domestic and family 
violence prevention and responses. 

Legal assistance is critical to domestic and family violence prevention and response. 
Community legal centres’ work in this space is integrated into the broader domestic and family 
violence service system and exemplifies best practice. Centres are embedded in the 
communities they serve and develop innovative, tailored, locally appropriate programs that 
effectively combat the drivers of violence, respond where harm has already occurred, and 
reduce the risks of future harm.  

Community legal centres are experts at supporting victim-survivors to untangle the 
intersecting legal, financial, health and social problems in their lives that have been caused or 
made worse by domestic and family violence. Almost half of our sector’s frontline work is 
supporting victim-survivors. This jumps to 75% in rural, remote and very remote communities, 
where rates of domestic and family violence can be higher, and access to services more 
limited. 

Our integrated service model ensures access for victim-survivors and their families to a range 
of allied professional supports. In 2023-24, 82% of centres employed allied professionals 
including social workers, educators, community development and Aboriginal community 
engagement workers; 41% partnered with a domestic and family violence service, and 26% 
with a hospital or health service to reach victim-survivors of domestic and family violence 
early.  

Government must build on recent investment to secure and expand 
legal supports for victim-survivors.  

Like much of our sector’s work, community legal centres work to prevent and respond to 
domestic and family violence is under-funded. Chronic under-funding and high and growing 
unmet legal need, force the sector to turn away hundreds of thousands of people a year. In 
2023-24, community legal centres turned away almost 400,000 people. This figure included 
3,000 victim-survivors of domestic and family violence each week.  

At the same time, the sector’s community education and prevention programs rely on 
piecemeal, short-term funding centres cobbled together from a range of sources. Sometimes 
funding contracts don’t include sufficient funding for independent evaluation. Even where they 
do, programs are often defunded after an initial pilot phase despite excellent evaluation 
outcomes.  

The government’s modest increase in legal assistance funding delivered through the National 
Access to Justice Partnership Agreement 2025-30 (NAJP) was a welcome first step in improving 
access to justice for victim-survivors of domestic and family violence and addressing its root 
causes. However, the uplift has not benefitted the different parts of the community legal sector 
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equally. Our sector’s ability to do effective domestic and family violence work relies on the 
entire sector – place-based, generalist centres, specialist Women’s Legal Services and other 
specialist centres – working together. Government decisions that pit different centres against 
one another, or require them to compete for funding, undermine our ability to provide the best 
possible supports to our communities. 

We need long-term investment in community legal centres’ primary 
prevention programs. 
Community legal centres’ service model and values are grounded in the principle that 
prevention is better than cure. Community legal education (CLE) has been integral to our 
services since the first centres emerged over 50 years ago. Our CLE programs aim to empower 
people and communities to understand their legal rights and remedies, identify and resolve 
problems early, and prevent them from escalating. They reach over 160,000 people a year. 
Many focus on laws and legal problems related to domestic and family violence, including 
family law (parenting and property matters), civil domestic and family violence orders, financial 
and elder abuse, consent laws and coercive control, and child protection. 

Increasingly, community legal centres are delivering community education (CE) programs that 
go beyond providing legal information and advice and instead aim to challenge the ingrained 
societal attitudes that enable and excuse violence. Too often, however, the long-term efficacy 
of these programs is limited by short-term funding contracts, which are not renewed despite 
promising evaluation findings and the long timeframes required to change deeply ingrained 
societal attitudes and norms. 

Some community legal centres work with people who use violence 
to reduce future risk and systems abuse. 

Trauma-informed services for victim survivors have long been – and will remain – business as 
usual for community legal centres. However, effectively addressing the crisis in domestic and 
family violence requires a multi-pronged approach. This includes holistic, trauma-informed 
legal and allied supports for victim-survivors, and community wide prevention and education 
programs to shift deep-seated attitudes and behaviours that enable and excuse domestic and 
family violence. It also includes work to support rehabilitation, accountability and behaviour 
change for people who have caused harm. 

Some community legal centres provide legal or allied professional services to people who have 
used violence. This includes centres that specialise in working with criminalised women, older 
people, people with disability, children and young people, and First Nations people, all of 
whom experience domestic and family violence in unique ways, and require tailored, trauma-
informed, culturally appropriate responses. 

For some centres, working with people who have used violence looks like providing legal 
support to respondents to civil domestic and family violence orders to reduce the risk of 
breaches and systems abuse. For others, it encompasses the development of specialised, 
targeted programs to reduce people’s risk of causing future harm.  
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Community legal centres who work with people who have used violence are acutely aware of 
the risks of systems abuse (across legal and other systems) faced by victim-survivors. They do 
this work with an explicit aim of improving safety for victim-survivors during legal proceedings, 
and to support accountability and behaviour change for people who have used violence, to 
reduce the risk of future harm. 

Community Legal Centres Australia is currently working on a comprehensive report to 
document the best practice work community legal centres are doing with people who use 
violence. The report and recommendations will be available at the end of August 2026.  

Children and young people need specialist legal help.  

Within the community legal centres movement there are several national and state-based 
specialist youth legal services. In addition, several place-based, ‘generalist’ services run 
specialist youth practices, including duty lawyer services, and school lawyer programs. These 
services and programs work with young victim-survivors, as well as young people who have 
used violence.  

These centres report that children and young people face unique barriers to accessing support, 
particularly legal support. These barriers often relate to compounding complexities associated 
with mandatory reporting, parental involvement and family relationships, and limits placed by 
schools on the kinds of information and services that centres can provide to different age 
groups. Such barriers contribute to people aged under 18 being an underserved group. 

To address these barriers, some community legal centres are partnering with schools, to 
establish school lawyer programs, and to deliver education programs to young people, 
particularly relating to healthy relationships and consent. Centres report that young people 
feel safer disclosing experiences with violence when other supports, like safety planning or 
ongoing casework, are also available. 

Acute workforce challenges risk our sector’s domestic and family 
violence work.  

Community legal centres, particularly those located in regional and remote communities, are 
facing an acute workforce crisis. Community Legal Centres Australia’s recent National 
Workforce Demographic Snapshot revealed that our legal workforce is most at risk, with 
lawyers in our sector most likely to be young, and to leave the sector after a few years due to 
poor pay and limited career pathways. Centres in regional and remote communities report 
particular challenges recruiting senior family lawyers capable of taking on complex matters, 
including those involving domestic family violence, and supervising junior lawyers.  

Governments must ensure that funding for community-based legal assistance providers 
supports equitable wages and conditions across the legal assistance sector. It must also 
ensure that the national legal assistance strategy currently being drafted under the National 
Access to Justice Partnership adequately addresses the specific challenges faced by providers 
operating in regional and remote communities.   
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Governments must pursue wider reforms to reduce domestic and 
family violence. 

Despite recent, positive law reform, the family law system continues to be too easily 
weaponised by people who perpetrate domestic and family violence, and to enable ongoing 
systems abuse of victim-survivors. Chronic under-resourcing of the Federal Circuit and Family 
Court of Australia continues to cause significant delays and backlogs, and under-investment in 
training for family law practitioners related to domestic and family violence and trauma-
informed practice. These shortcomings enable victims-survivors to become trapped in harmful 
legal proceedings for years. Community Legal Centres Australia endorses submissions and 
recommendations for family law reforms to improve safety for victim-survivors made by 
Women’s Legal Services Australia and First Nations Advocates Against Family Violence. 

Beyond the family law system, Community Legal Centres Australia’s Vision for Justice and 
Actions for the 48th Parliament advocate for wider policy reforms, many of which will help to 
address the root causes and impacts of violence against women and children. 
Recommendations include several in relation to access to restorative justice for victim-
survivors of sexual violence, Closing the Gap targets, supports for women in and leaving 
prison, and safety for migrant women experiencing violence. We encourage the Federal 
Government to consider these recommendations as it develops the second national action 
plan. 
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Summary of recommendations 
1. Urgently reduce the number of victims-survivors turned away from community legal 

centres by investing an extra $95 million per year, from 2026-27. Funding should flow to all 
community legal centres that support victim-survivors of domestic and family violence. 

Community Legal Centres Australia also endorses targeted funding recommendations 
made by specialist Women’s Legal Services, First Nations Advocates Against Family 
Violence and National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Legal Services. 

2. Start work towards a whole-of-government approach to resourcing for legal assistance, 
including assessing the benefits and cost savings that legal assistance delivers across all 
portfolio areas.  

Begin by requiring the Departments of Health and Social Services to participate in the mid-
point review of the National Access to Justice Partnership agreement. Assess department 
priorities and desired outcomes to identify opportunities where modest targeted 
investments in community-based legal assistance would deliver significant benefits. 
Starting with the Department of Social Services, deliver these investments. 

3. Use findings from the 2023-24 mid-point review of the National Legal Assistance 
Partnership agreement to drive supplementary research into the true cost of delivering 
services in regional and remote communities. Ensure models for funding community legal 
centres under the next national partnership agreement (to begin in 2030) are informed by 
this research and are targeted to reduce geographic gaps in access to justice.  

4. Increase resourcing for community legal centres to deliver community-based preventative 
approaches including community legal education on identifying violence and unsafe 
relationships. 

5. Increase resourcing for community legal centres to deliver case management programs for 
people who use violence, to support rehabilitation and accountability, and to reduce 
domestic, sexual and family violence. 

6. Consider and implement the detailed recommendations included in Community Legal 
Centres Australia’s comprehensive report on community legal centres work to prevent 
domestic and family violence and with people who use violence, due for publication in the 
second half of 2026. 

7. Invest an extra $72 million a year from 2027-28 (indexed at 4.6% per year over the forward 
estimates) to increase the wages of workers at community-based legal assistance 
providers towards parity with workers in equivalent roles at Legal Aid Commissions. 

8. Ensure the workforce strategy developed under the National Access to Justice Partnership 
responds fully to the needs, experiences and challenges of regional and remote 
communities and the services that support them. 
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9. Increase investment in the family law system to improve outcomes for people experiencing 
domestic family and sexual violence. This should include: 

 Increased resourcing for the Family Court of Australia to address backlogs, implement 
trauma-informed processes, and improve cultural safety for Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people 

 Providing regular training to ensure all family law professionals are family violence and 
trauma-informed, culturally safe, child-rights focussed, and disability and LGBTIQ+ 
aware. Training should be delivered, developed, and regularly evaluated by subject-
matter and lived experience experts. 

10. Provide a targeted investment of $15.8 million per year through the NAJP to enable 
community legal centres in regional and remote communities to increase advice and 
representation services to women involved in Family Court proceedings. 

11. Take a leadership role in developing key principles to support the development (or 
amendment) of legislation in every jurisdiction to provide a strong framework for 
restorative justice and ensure that people who have experienced sexual violence are not 
disadvantaged in their experience of accessing justice based on where they live. 

12. Ensure all victim-survivors of sexual violence have access to legal assistance to navigate 
the criminal legal system and other processes such as restorative justice and seeking 
redress. 

13. Provide resourcing to support: 

 Independent expert organisations that are already successfully delivering community-
based restorative justice processes to consult and develop national guidelines for 
restorative justice 

 Community-based restorative justice providers to deliver restorative justice 
 Wrap-around support to ensure equitable, safe access to restorative justice for people 

who have experienced harm, regardless of income. 
 Mental health, legal, behaviour change and other therapeutic programs for people who 

have caused harm.   

14. Work with state and territory governments and the Aboriginal community-controlled sector 
to assess and reform all jurisdictions’ Working With Children Check, Blue Card or 
equivalent systems to improve cultural appropriateness and ensure Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people aren’t unjustly prevented from becoming kinship carers. Develop 
culturally appropriate frameworks for assessing actual risk to children, which consider the 
context of any existing or historical criminal records. Incorporate First Nations-determined 
protective measures to keep children safe from all forms of harm. 

15. Set a nationally consistent minimum age of criminal responsibility that is at least 14 years 
of age. 
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16. Work with state and territory governments and the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
community-controlled sector to develop a national framework to support Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander women in and leaving prison, which includes: 

 Supporting women to maintain contact with their children while in custody 
 Ensuring support for women ahead of release from prison to access ID, and to arrange 

income, a safe place to live, and access to health services. 
 Implementing clear and consistent rules of access to prisons for organisations 

delivering critical services, including legal assistance. This includes facilitating 
continuity of casework support for people leading up to, and following, release. 

17. Increase the base rate of JobSeeker, Youth Allowance, Austudy, Abstudy, Special Benefit 
and Parenting Payment to at least $82 per day ($574 per week). 

18. Implement the Robodebt Royal Commission’s call for increased resourcing for free legal 
services by investing an additional $5 million per year in Department of Social Services 
funding for specialist social security legal services, starting from 2026-27. 
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1. Community legal centres’ work to support justice 
and safety for victim-survivors of violence 
1.1 Community legal centres are a cornerstone of Australia’s 
frontline domestic and family violence service system.  

Community legal centres play a critical role in responding to domestic and family violence by 
providing frontline legal and wraparound help to victim-survivors. Domestic and family 
violence services make up the biggest area of work for our sector nationally. 

Of the 150+ community legal centres in our membership,1 93% provide services to victims-
survivors of domestic and family violence for legal problems directly related to their experience 
of violence like parenting arrangements and property settlements (family law), family violence 
orders, child protection, and victims of crime compensation. For community legal centres in 
regional and remote communities, this figure rises to 98%, and for all generalist, place-based 
community legal centres, to 100%.2 

Community legal centres that don’t provide direct services for family violence-related legal 
problems – like specialist tenancy, social security, and credit and debt services – are also 
crucial parts of the network of supports on which victims-survivors rely. Victims-survivors’ 
legal problems in these areas are often connected to their experiences of abuse, and support 
to resolve them can be vital for safety and justice. 

Sector data shows that nationally, 40-50% of all people community legal centres support 
disclose that they are impacted by domestic and family violence.3 This is likely to be a 
significant under-count.4 In rural, remote and very remote areas, an average of 75% of 
community legal centre clients disclose that they are impacted by domestic and family 
violence.5  

By the time a victim-survivor seeks assistance, they have already experienced harm. 
Community legal centres are experts at supporting victim-survivors untangle the various 
intersecting legal, financial, health and social problems in their lives that have been caused or 

 
1 This number includes place-based, ‘generalist’ community legal centres, Women’s Legal Services and other specialist 
centres. It does not include the Family Violence Prevention Legal Services or Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Legal 
Services in our membership. Including these members increases the total proportion of our national membership that provide 
domestic and family violence services increases to 94%. 
2 Community Legal Centres Australia 2024, More Than Legal Services: Preventing Crises, Strengthening Communities, State of 
the Sector 2023-24 report: https://clcs.org.au/sots/.  
3 Data in this paragraph refers to national services data for 2023-24 held in Community Legal Centres Australia’s National Data 
Warehouse. 
4 This is because the community legal centres’ sector’s current data collection system results in under-use of the ‘family 
violence indicator’ for clients and because some clients choose not to disclose their experience of violence. 
5 Community legal Centres Australia breaks down location into five categories: metropolitan, regional, rural, remote and very 
remote. When referring generally to centres outside metropolitan areas, we use the term ‘regional and remote’. References, 
like this one, refer only to the specific named category/ies. 
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1.3 The Federal Government’s work to fund community legal 
centres to meet the needs of victim-survivors of violence is not 
done. 

Community legal centres turn away thousands of victim survivors each year. 
Under-funding forces the community legal sector to turn away at least 400 victims-survivors of 
domestic, sexual and family violence every single day. We estimate our network needs at least 
an extra $95 million per year to significantly reduce the number of victims-survivors turned 
away from community legal centres. 

We welcomed the modest increase ($800,000 over five years for 150+ centres) in community 
legal centre funding the Federal Government delivered via the NAJP from 2025-26.7 Any funding 
uplift to our member organisations is helpful, however: 

 The targeted Women’s Legal Services funding uplift fell far short of the amount these 
centres need to meet demand for specialist services from women and children 
experiencing gender-based violence 

 Most of the other 130+ community legal centres in our membership also play a critical 
role in domestic and family violence prevention and response. The very limited general 
uplift for community legal centres delivered via the NAJP means many of these centres 
have seen a very modest, or indeed no, real increase in funding to support victim-
survivors or domestic and family violence. 

Community legal centres are independent organisations that together make up the community 
legal centres movement. The connectedness of the centres in our movement ensures a 
network of services on which communities can rely. Place based and specialist centres often 
work together to provide holistic support to people, cross-refer clients, and run programs 
together. If one part of the sector is in crisis, it impacts service capacity and increases strain on 
our sector across the board. 

  

 
7 We also welcomed the increase in funding delivered to Family Violence Prevention Legal Services. Community Legal Centres 
Australia endorses submissions made by First Nations Advocates Against Violence in relation to adequate funding for the 
FVPLS sector. This submission focusses on the services and funding needs of community legal centres.  
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Funding shortages are most acute in regional and remote communities. 
As noted above, community legal centres in in regional, rural remote and very remote (regional 
and remote)8 areas have a disproportionately high rate of clients who disclose that they are 
victims-survivors of domestic and family violence. This is consistent with population-wide 
data, which confirms many regional and remote communities experience high rates of 
domestic and family violence.9 

Over time, regional and remote centres have grown and adapted to meet the unique needs of 
their communities. They have done so through maintaining an on-the-ground presence, 
delivering face-to-face services (often travelling long distances to do so), establishing 
innovative ways of meeting people’s needs, building strong relationships with other local 
services, and fostering reputations of trustworthiness and reliability over many years. 

Over 90% of regional and remote community legal centres offer outreach services to 
communities in their catchment areas, including some of the most remote communities on the 
continent.10 Many of the people serviced through these outreaches would not otherwise have 
access to free (or any) legal assistance or other related supports.  

Based on data from the most recent Community Legal Centres Australia State of the Sector 
Survey, the sector travelled a combined estimated 1.26 million kilometres in 2023-24 to 
provide services to people in regional and remote communities. To put that in perspective, 
that’s far enough to travel between Earth and the moon 3.3 times over, or to cross the entire 
width of this continent 315 times. The most kilometres travelled by a single centre in 2023-24 
to conduct outreach to regional and remote communities was 62,812km, across 41 trips. 

Victim-survivors who live in regional and remote communities face unique barriers to 
accessing justice. Many don’t have reliable access to a car, or even a mobile phone. 
Sometimes, the only way they can access support is when community lawyers and social 
workers drive hundreds of kilometres to see them face-to-face in their communities.  

Many remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities experience the intersection of 
the ongoing impacts of colonisation, deep and persistent socio-economic disadvantage, 
intergenerational trauma, and government decisions that limit education and employment 
opportunities, and drive high rates of engagement with child protection and criminal legal 
systems. These factors drive high levels of complex legal and related need.  

Courts and tribunals do not sit in regional and remote communities as regularly as they do in 
cities (or at all). Often, they do not have safe rooms, forcing victim-survivors to wait in the same 

 
8 Throughout this document we use ‘regional and remote’ to describe all centres operating in regional, rural, remote, and very 
remote communities. In specific cases, we use different formulation where the data we cite relates to centres in some but not 
all these locations.  
9 The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare’s 2023-24 Personal Safety Survey found that people in remote and very remote 
communities were at significantly greater risk than people in urban centres to be hospitalised due to domestic and family 
violence. Women in very remote places were 41 times more likely to be hospitalised than women living in urban areas. AIHW 
2024: https://www.aihw.gov.au/family-domestic-and-sexual-violence/understanding-fdsv/factors-associated-with-
fdsv.  
10 Community Legal Centres Australia 2024, More Than Legal Services: Preventing Crises, Strengthening Communities, State of 
the Sector 2023-24 Report: https://clcs.org.au/sots/. 
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2. Prevention and early intervention 
Community legal centres’ service models and values are grounded in the principle that 
prevention is better than cure. Prevention, early intervention, and empowering people and 
communities to avoid legal problems, are hallmarks of community legal centre services. 
Centres across the country are continuously developing and refining innovative models for 
service delivery to reach people early, before their legal problems escalate and require 
intensive support.  

Community legal centres are well-placed to identify the drivers of domestic, family and sexual 
violence in their communities. Some of this knowledge comes from professional training and 
expertise. Some comes from being embedded in communities in deep and longstanding ways. 
Centres use this knowledge – and local relationships and partnerships – to tailor innovative 
primary prevention and early support programs to their communities.  

This can look like sending lawyers out to hospitals, women’s health clinics, and doctors’ offices 
in health justice partnerships; helping young people with their legal problems in schools; 
developing bespoke community education programs on consent and healthy relationships; 
and making sure they have a visible presence at local community events. 

This section presents just a few examples of the community legal education and community 
education programs community legal centres are developing and delivering across the 
continent to: 

 Work with children, young people, and others in the community, to challenge misogyny 
and other structural drivers of domestic, family and sexual violence, and reduce the risk 
they will normalise or engage in harmful behaviours 

 Identify and support children and young people who are showing early signs they are at 
risk of using violence in future and provide appropriate supports. 
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3. Community legal centres’ work with people who 
use violence 
Trauma-informed services for victim survivors have long been – and will remain – business as 
usual for community legal centres. However, effectively addressing the crisis in domestic and 
family violence requires a multi-pronged approach. This includes holistic, trauma-informed 
legal and allied supports for victim-survivors, and community wide prevention and education 
programs to shift deep-seated attitudes and behaviours that enable and excuse domestic and 
family violence. It also includes work to support rehabilitation, accountability and behaviour 
change for people who have perpetrated harm.  

Community legal centres are on the frontlines of the domestic and family violence response 
system and see the devastating impact this violence has on the people and communities they 
serve every day. Through this work, community legal centres understand that the experience of 
domestic and family violence can be incredibly complex. This complexity can be extreme for 
people who experience intersecting forms of disadvantage and marginalisation, including 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, people with disability, young people in the child 
protection and youth justice systems and older people experiencing elder abuse.  

In addition, we recognise that there can be circumstances in which victim-survivors must (or 
want to) maintain some kind of relationship with the person who has used violence against 
them but want the violence to end. This can include situations like: 

 Separated parents who need to continue some form of relationship through a co-
parenting arrangement 

 An older person experiencing elder abuse from an adult child who wants to maintain a 
relationship with their child 

 An adult victim-survivor who does not want to leave a marriage or family relationship 
 A young person who has experienced domestic and family violence in a family unit that 

they remain a part of and from which they don’t want to be removed 
 A victim-survivor who lives in a regional or remote community where they are likely to 

have contact with a former partner even if the relationship does end. 

In circumstances like these, work to support changed behaviour of the person causing harm 
and prevent future violence will help to improve victim-survivor safety.  

Some community legal centres, including those with a specialisation in working with people 
who use violence, as well as some specialist Women’s Legal Services, Family Violence 
Prevention Legal Services, and disability services, also work with victim-survivors who have 
been misidentified by police as perpetrators of violence. Most misidentified women are victim-
survivors of domestic and family violence or have experienced significant trauma in their lives.  

Nationally, about 40 community legal centres provide services to people who have used 
violence, that are related to their use of violence. Centres do this work to improve safety for 
victim-survivors during legal proceedings and to support accountability and behaviour change 
for the person using violence to reduce the risk of future harm. 
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5. Community legal sector workforce 
Community legal centres, particularly those located in regional and remote communities, are 
facing an acute workforce crisis. Community Legal Centres Australia’s recent National 
Workforce Demographic Snapshot revealed that our legal workforce is most at risk, with 
lawyers in our sector most likely to be young and to leave the sector after a few years due to 
poor pay and limited career pathways. Centres in regional and remote communities report 
particular challenges recruiting senior family lawyers capable of taking on complex matters, 
including those involving domestic family violence, and supervising junior lawyers.  

Governments must ensure that funding for community-based legal assistance providers 
supports equitable wages and conditions across the legal assistance sector. It must also 
ensure that the national legal assistance strategy currently being drafted under the NAJP 
adequately addresses the specific challenges faced by providers operating in regional and 
remote communities.   

The community legal sector’s workforce is highly skilled, values-driven, and overwhelmingly 
made up by women. Workers in the community legal sector experience high rates of burnout 
and vicarious trauma in the face of overwhelming demand for services from people and 
communities. There is growing legal need in the community, and people are approaching 
community legal centres with more complex legal and related problems.  

Between November 2025 and February 2026, Community Legal Centres Australia conducted 
its first national survey of workers across the community legal sector. The survey was open to 
paid workers at community legal centres, Women’s Legal Services, Family Violence Prevention 
Legal Services and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Legal Services that are part of our 
national membership network in NSW, Victoria, Tasmania, South Australia, the Northern 
Territory and the Australian Capital Territory. Findings from this survey were combined with 
findings from similar workforce surveys conducted by Community Legal Centres Queensland 
and Community Legal Western Australia in their respective jurisdictions, to develop a National 
Workforce Snapshot. Some of its findings are summarised below. 

 Over 80% of our workers are women and nonbinary people. This follows through into 
leadership: over 80% of leaders in our sector are women and nonbinary people. In 
comparison, just 42% of partners in large law firms are women, despite women making 
up 58% of the legal professional nationally.12 There are positives to a predominantly 
female workforce. However, it also means that workforce challenges, including low pay,13 
disproportionately impact women and contribute to the national gender pay gap. 

 A little over five per cent of our workforce is made up of Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islander 
or South Sea Islander people. This rises to above 6% for workers in leadership roles. 

 
12 Tufvesson, A. (2026), ‘Closing the gender leadership gap in law’, Law Society Journal, 30 March 2026, 
https://lsj.com.au/articles/closing-the-gender-leadership-gap-in-law/ 
13 Mundy, W. (2024), Independent Review of the National Legal Assistance Partnership 2020-20 – Final Report, 
https://www.ag.gov.au/legal-system/publications/independent-review-national-legal-assistance-partnership-2020-25 
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 Over 20% of our workforce is made up of allied professional workers including social 
workers, education or training workers, advocates (including disability or tenant 
advocates) and identified Aboriginal community engagement, support and development 
workers. 

 Our workforce is highly educated, with over half holding a graduate level qualification, 
master’s degree, or higher. 

 Our workforce is young, particularly our lawyers. Young people in our sector are more 
likely to hold a practising certificate than older workers, and young lawyers are more likely 
than workers in other professions and higher age brackets to be looking for another job. 
There is a visible drop-off in mid-career workers (aged in their thirties and forties) at 
regional and remote centres. 

 Workers are drawn to community legal centres because of their strong sense of justice 
and desire to help people. Those looking to leave are most commonly looking for better 
wages and opportunities for career advancement. 

The Independent review of the National Legal Assistance Partnership14 found that lawyers at 
junior levels earn similar amounts across all legal assistance providers, including Legal Aid 
Commissions, although workers at Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Legal Services 
experience some pay disparity even at this level.  

By the time lawyers have 3-5 years’ experience, there is substantial pay disparity between the 
community and public sectors, with lawyers at community legal centres earning on average 7% 
less than those at Legal Aid Commissions. This increases to a 14% wages gap for community 
lawyers with 5-7 years’ experience and then to 19% for those with 7+ years’ experience. 
Principal Lawyers at community legal centres earn 22% less than Legal Aid lawyers with 
equivalent levels of experience and seniority. 

As older leaders in our sector look towards retirement, and young lawyers move on to better 
paying roles with more prospects for career progression after a few years, there’s a real risk 
that we’ll experience a major skills shortage soon that may be hard to recover from. 

Community legal centres’ inability to offer competitive rates of pay due to under-resourcing 
means that centres, especially those in regional and remote areas, are struggling to recruit and 
retain suitably qualified workers. Staff are left overworked and overwhelmed, and centres are 
left unable to keep pace with increasing demand. In 2023-24, across all 164 centres in our 
national membership network, our sector needed (and was ready to employ) an extra 1,582 
full-time-equivalent positions to meet the needs of their communities.15 Many centres, 
particularly in regional and remote areas, regularly have roles vacant for months at a time due 
to challenges recruiting workers, in large part due to low rates of pay. 

 
14 Mundy, W. (2024), Independent Review of the National Legal Assistance Partnership 2020-20 – Final Report, 
https://www.ag.gov.au/legal-system/publications/independent-review-national-legal-assistance-partnership-2020-25 
15 Community Legal Centres Australia (2024), More than legal services: Preventing crises, strengthening communities, 
https://clcs.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/2024-11-25-More-than-legal-services-2023-24-state-of-the-
community-legal-sector.pdf 
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6.2 Additional actions the 48th Parliament should take to address 
domestic, family and sexual violence 

Beyond the family law system, Community Legal Centres Australia’s Vision for Justice and 
Actions for the 48th Parliament advocates for wider policy reforms that will help to address 
the root causes and impacts of violence against women and children. Recommendations 
relate to restorative justice, Closing the Gap justice and child protection targets, supports for 
women in and leaving prison, defamation and divorce laws, and systems abuse. We refer the 
government to these recommendations in full via the links above and summarise several 
below.  

Restorative justice  
People who have experienced sexual violence should have access to a range of different 
pathways to justice. The criminal legal system should better support victim-survivors to seek 
accountability without being retraumatised. People who don’t want to report sexual violence to 
the police should still have access to alternative pathways to seek accountability, justice and 
safety. 

The Australian Law Reform Commission’s (ALRC) 2025 inquiry into justice system responses to 
sexual assault highlighted that, ‘people who have experienced sexual violence have diverse 
justice needs. They may view access to ‘justice’ as something different from access to the 
criminal justice pathway, and that ‘having a range of justice pathways that can meet these 
different needs provides greater opportunity for people who have experienced sexual violence 
to access justice.’19 

Restorative justice is a trauma-informed and supported process, which prioritises the needs 
and justice goals of victim-survivors and requires a person who has caused harm to engage 
deeply with their actions and their consequences. Crucially, the victim-survivor can voice the 
outcomes they want, and what accountability and repair look like to them. It encourages 
people who have caused harm to evaluate their own behaviours and motivations, identify ways 
to make positive changes, and connect with ongoing supports and services. 

Restorative justice approaches have been around for decades, but their availability has been 
extremely limited due to piecemeal funding and strict eligibility requirements. For example, 
most programs require a criminal conviction first, which excludes victims-survivors who don’t 
want to engage with the police, or for whom the criminal legal process doesn’t result in a 
conviction. 

Restorative justice avenues must be far more widely available for victims-survivors of sexual 
assault. People who have been harmed should have consistent access to restorative justice 
pathways regardless of where they live, and whether they report the assault to the police. Key 

 
19 Australian Law Reform Commission 2024, Justice Responses to Sexual Violence: https://www.alrc.gov.au/inquiry/justice-
responses-to-sexual-violence/.  
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We have developed a briefing paper providing more detailed advice to the Federal 
Government as to how it can act to ensure restorative justice is available to all victim-
survivors.21 

Closing the Gap 
Outcomes are regressing on several Closing the Gap targets, including the number of First 
Nations children in out-of-home care (10) and rates of First Nations adult incarceration (12). 
Progress is stalled on other targets, including rates of First Nations child imprisonment (11) and 
rates of family violence and abuse against First Nations women and children (13). 

Stalling or regression on these Closing the Gap justice targets are interconnected. Systemic 
discrimination and trauma experienced by children taken from their families and placed in care 
away from their kin and culture drives the out-of-home care to prison pipeline. Over-
criminalisation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people drives high rates of removal of 
First Nations kids from family, culture and Country. 

Working With Children Checks 

The 1997 Bringing Them Home report concluded that forcible child removal was an act of 
genocide and that the treatment of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people represented a 
gross violation of human rights. A February 2025 report by The Healing Foundation, Are you 
waiting for us to die? The unfinished business of Bringing Them Home, found that after almost 
thirty years, only 5 of the 83 Bringing Them Home recommendations have been clearly 
implemented, and that ‘both the removal of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children into 
child protection systems, and the mass incarceration of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people, have increased dramatically’. 

When an Aboriginal child is removed, it is common for many First Nations family members to 
put their hands up to take on kinship care of the child but be denied. Every jurisdiction has its 
own system to determine whether the state deems a person to be an unacceptable risk to 
children. For the purposes of this document, we refer to all jurisdictions’ checks collectively as 
a “Working With Children Check” (WWCC). 

A person must have a current WWCC to care for children in the out-of-home care system, as 
must all adult members of their household. Checks look far back into a person’s history, and 
many things can disqualify a person, including pending and non-conviction charges and other 
disciplinary records. 

WWCC systems are biased, culturally inappropriate, and fail to account for the historic and 
ongoing systematic injustices perpetrated against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. 
At the same time, these systems do not place enough emphasis on the benefits of placing First 
Nations children with their kin (as required by the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Child 

 
21 Community Legal Centres Australia, Restorative Justice, briefing paper developed for the Federal Attorney-General’s 
Department, November 2025, https://clcs.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/2025-11-Restorative-Justice-Briefing-
Paper.pdf 
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Age of criminal responsibility 

In most jurisdictions, the age of criminal responsibility is just 10 years old (in Victoria and the 
ACT it is 12). This means kids as young as 10 across most of the continent can be detained, 
charged, and jailed. According to the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, in 2023-24: 

 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children were 27 times as likely to be imprisoned 
than non-Indigenous children. 

 Two thirds of kids in prison were Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander kids. 
 On average, First Nations kids in prison were younger than non-Indigenous kids, with over 

6% of First Nations kids in detention aged 10-13 years old. 

Many children engaged in the youth justice system have spent time in the child protection 
system or have experienced domestic and family violence. Imprisoning them simply 
compounds trauma and exposes them to further violence. In maintaining a minimum age of 
criminal responsibility that is so unacceptably low, governments in Australia are causing 
irreparable harm to children. 

Raising the age of criminal responsibility to 14 would result in around 8,000 children being 
diverted from the criminal legal system. To successfully divert these young people from the 
criminal legal system, the government would also need to work with communities to design 
and adequately fund developmentally appropriate and community-based alternative 
responses.22  
Legal advice released by the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Legal Service 
(NATSILS) in September 2024 makes clear that the Commonwealth government has the 
constitutional power to raise the minimum age of criminal responsibility to 14 nationally and 
set minimum legislated standards for the treatment of children and young people in state and 
territory criminal legal systems.23 

Section 51 (xxix) of the Australian Constitution (the external affairs power) empowers the 
Australian Government to make laws to give effect to international treaty obligations. The 
Government has such an obligation under the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, to 
protect children and young people against harm, including in detention.  

The release of this legal advice makes clear that the Commonwealth can no longer ‘hide’ 
behind the argument that states and territories are solely responsible for criminal legal 
systems and must take the lead. 

Governments’ law-and-order agenda for children and young people is driving adult 
incarceration. The current approach sees young children kept in cells for many hours a day and 
denied access to regular schooling, time outside, socialising with other young people, family, 
community, First Nations support workers and adequate mental healthcare. Children can 

 
22 Centre for Innovative Justice – RMIT University, Review of age of criminal responsibility Submission to the Council of 
Attorneys-General, February 2020, pg 2.   
23 NATSILS, Explainer: The Commonwealth Government’s constitutional power to protect children, 16 September 2025, 
https://www.natsils.org.au/resources/explainer-the-commonwealth-governments-constitutional-power-to-protect-
children/ , (accessed 18 December 2025) 










