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Hold an annual legal services only CLSD meeting in all regions.

The CLSD Program unit to support deeper engagement between regional coordinators and
key people such as the solicitors in charge of Legal Aid NSW regional officers, local
community legal centres and the ALS NSW/ACT.

Regional coordinators be more strategic in ascertaining which services legal services would
like to connect with and cultivate relationships with services identified by legal services.
Schedule relationship building exercises and opportunities in the quarterly meetings and
events in all CLSD regions.

Continue to invest in face to face and online training as well as supervision, mentoring and
support for CLSD regional coordinators.

CLSD Program unit to share information about regional coordinators with specialist legal
services annually including brief information about the priorities in each region.

CLSD Program unit to share information about specialist legal services with regional
coordinators and consider annual exchange of information between them. This could
include online ‘showcasing’ of specialist service and their priorities in the regions.

Regional coordinators consult with local legal services about inviting specialist legal services
to annual legal services meeting.

CLSD program to investigate technical solutions for regional events calendars and sharing
of referral data from LawAccess.

Update the CLSD Program project guidelines to include principles of accessibility and equity
and on partnering with and promoting community-based organisations including Aboriginal
community-controlled organisations.

Ensure that the evidence used to develop CLSD partnership action plans includes feedback
from community controlled organisations.

The CLSD Program unit establish deeper and more direct communication with relevant
Legal Aid NSW Associate Directors and equivalent roles within partner organisations such
as CLCs and ALSNSW/ACT.

Update the look and feel of the CLSD Program e-update and align the content with the
CLSD Program quarterly report to NLAF.

Promote the website as the source of truth for CLSD partnerships within Legal Aid NSW and
externally.

Incorporate the outcomes of annual legal services meetings into CLSD partnership action
plans.

Work with the relevant Associate Directors at Legal Aid NSW to align CLSD planning and
Legal Aid NSW regional service delivery plans.

Use listening campaigns and community feedback as an evidence base for CLSD
partnership planning in addition to other sources of evidence.

Allocate more resources for planning including for stakeholder engagement.



1. Introduction

Legal Aid NSW has supported regional justice partnerships through the Cooperative Legal Service
Delivery Program (CLSD Program) since 2004. The purpose of CLSD partnerships is to increase
access to justice and improve legal and social outcomes for people in regional NSW who experience
economic and social disadvantage.

Initially operating in 2 regions, the Program has expanded to 12 partnerships: Central Coast, Central
Tablelands, Central West, Far West, Greater Albury, Hunter, Moree, Northern Rivers, Riverina,
South Coast, Taree Forster and Upper Mid North Coast (formerly known as Kempsey-Nambucca).
The CLSD Program is funded internally by Legal Aid NSW. Each partnership is supported at a
regional level by a regional coordinator working 1 day a week, and the Program is managed by the
CLSD unit within Legal Aid NSW which provides training and support for the regional coordinators,
disseminates information about the work of partnerships and trends and emerging issues, and acts
as a point of contact for all of the regional partnerships. CLSD partners work together through
quarterly meetings and place-based projects to leverage their different skills and resources to
collectively address emerging and unmet legal and related needs in their regions.

Core partners are Legal Aid NSW, the Aboriginal Legal Service NSW/ACT, community legal centres
(general and specialist), family violence prevention legal services, local court staff including the
Aboriginal Court and Community Support Officers, Women’s Domestic Violence Court Advocacy
Services, disability advocates including Disability Advocacy and the Justice Advocacy Service,
tenant advocates, and pro bono law firms with a relationship to CLSD regions. Other partners
include youth services, specialist homelessness services, domestic violence services including those
providing services to men, financial counsellors, government agencies such as Revenue NSW and
Services Australia, migrant services, neighbourhood centres and family support services.

Service disruption caused by the pandemic, ongoing changes in the delivery of legal assistance
services and changes to longstanding arrangements for CLSD regional coordination in the Far West,
Central Coast, South Coast and Riverina regions highlighted the need to investigate whether our way
of working is best suited to achieving our purpose.

The Reflection Project is considering:

e Communication between the CLSD Program unit at Legal Aid NSW, CLSD regional partnerships
and key stakeholders.

e Whether CLSD partnerships effectively support collaboration between legal assistance services,
community services and government, and the delivery of legal services to people facing
economic and social disadvantage.

e  Opportunities to align the CLSD Program more closely with the objectives of key stakeholders.
Feedback was sought from legal stakeholders on the following questions:

What interests or motivates you and your team to participate in a CLSD partnership?

What difference do you seek to make by participating in a CLSD partnership?

What are your expectations of other partners in CLSD partnerships?

What are your service delivery priorities in regional NSW?

What challenges are you experiencing in service delivery in regional NSW?

How could the CLSD Program and partnerships provide greater value to the challenges you
see?

S e
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7. How do you get information about the CLSD Program and its partnerships?

How could we improve information about the CLSD Program and CLSD partnerships?

9. What improvements could be made to regional profiles and the data used to support
regional action plans and projects?

10. How could CLSD regional planning be strengthened and more closely aligned with your
objectives and priorities?

11. How could relations between regional legal teams and services, specialist teams and
services, CLSD regional coordinators and the CLSD Program be streamlined?

12. How could CLSD partnerships work more equitably?

13. How could CLSD partnerships be better equipped to address exclusion, discrimination and
racism?

@

Feedback on these questions was obtained via an online survey, in meetings with Legal Aid NSW
teams, and the Community Legal Centre NSW’s Regional Rural and Remote network. The feedback
was discussed at the annual CLSD regional coordinators conference held on the Central Coast on 3
and 4 July and suggestions arising from that discussion have been incorporated into the discussion
and recommendations in this report.

Many CLSD stakeholders value the connection and relationships that the CLSD partnerships
provide, particularly at a local and regional level, and appreciate the importance of these
relationships in ensuring that legal assistance services reach priority clients and understand their
legal needs. However, the findings also indicate that in some instances CLSD partnerships have
drifted from prioritising the goals of legal assistance services. It is intended that the recommendation
to hold annual meetings of legal services only in each region will address this issue.

Fewer people identified that they are motivated to participate in CLSD partnerships to address
systemic or policy issues, however there was support for CLSD partnerships to focus on systemic
issues such as advocating for more services in regional communities which was considered a
service priority for some stakeholders.

People acknowledged that skills and personal resources of the CLSD regional coordinators are vital
for the effective functioning of CLSD partnerships. One person made the point that “the energy,
relationships and hard work, are so essential to the success of the CLSD program.” Many of the
recommendations are directed towards improving the support given to the regional coordinators.

Responses given to the questions about equity indicate that it is important to pay attention to the way
that CLSD partnerships undertake their work, ensuring that community-controlled organisations have
a strong voice and that the partnerships have a role in providing education and training on
discrimination and anti-racism.

Feedback regarding action plans developed for each CLSD partnership every 2 years indicates that
it could be strengthened by focusing on local services and locally developed evidence about legal
needs and sharing of data and business plans of key stakeholders.
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2.Consultation findings

2.1 Motivation to participate in CLSD partnerships

Many people said they are motivated to participate in CLSD partnerships because they provide an
opportunity for connection and networking, and to understand the issues that community services are
seeing in the region. Related to this, CLSD partnerships are seen as providing opportunities to learn
about unmet legal needs, to communicate how legal services can assist people, to understand more
about other services in the region, and to build referral pathways between community and legal
services.

One person said “my local facilitator is great. | think my clients benefit from me being able to
know about what is going in the local area/other services.” Another person said they are
motivated to participate in the Program by “meeting partners to develop relationships and
being able to engage in discussion. Better assists to identify legal need we can assist in.”

Some identified the importance of taking a local approach to meet people’s needs, rather than taking
a top-down approach (which can be) irrelevant or not quite right.

Fewer people identified collaboration to address systemic issues or support access to justice as
motivators for participating in CLSD partnerships. However, a pro bono firm said that they are
motivated to participate by the opportunity to work collaboratively with other stakeholders and learn
about legal needs on the ground from the people who are working on the ground so they can
proactively identify ways that they can offer their assistance.

Some people identified cooperative or collaborative service delivery, working together for better
outcomes for people experiencing disadvantage, and finding meaningful solutions to improve access
to legal services for vulnerable people engaging with the legal system as the difference that they
seek to make by participating in CLSD partnerships.

One person said, “increasing access to legal services in regions with inadequate access and
identifying and contributing to systemic change in areas where there are legal systemic issues.”

Another person said, “more coordination between legal services with clearly defined referral
pathways.”

One person responded that they seek to reduce inequality by participating in a CLSD partnership.

2.2 Expectations of others

Many people noted that they expect regular attendance (at meetings) and open communication from
partners. People said this involves coming with information to discuss, questions to ask and a
willingness to offer any time and energy they can to collaborating to improve access to justice
(projects, information, connecting with us and other legal service providers).

Collaboration was identified by several people. One person said their expectation of other partners is
that they will “bring ideas, networks and knowledge to help address legal issues and problems for
people in the community.” Another said their expectation of partners is “to listen, to share, to
collaborate, to be open and to be professional in providing services and the collaboration process.”

Several people identified agencies that were not attending such as police, or some legal
services. Two people said that they expect the NSW Police to be more involved and
engaged. Consistent attendance was mentioned, to enable relationships to be built and that senior
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and frontline staff should attend at times if decisions are being made. One person said “attendance,
engagement and connection with our work.” And another said, “attend meetings and participate in
implementing agreed initiatives.”

One person said their expectation of partners is that they will facilitate “accurate and timely
referrals.”

Some people identified higher expectations about how partners work together. One person said that
they expect “consultation on changes to services which affect our service area, cooperative referral
arrangements, collegiate collaboration to meet out joint aims of providing legal services to the most
disadvantaged members of our community.” Another person said they expect that partners “will
understand the legal need in their community and work cooperatively to address that need at an
individual and systemic level.” Another person said they expect partners “to participate respectfully
and frankly and commit to finding /enacting solutions where possible.”

2.3 Service priorities and challenges in regional NSW

Feedback about services’ priorities in the regional areas fell into 2 broad areas:
e addressing systemic issues; and

e meeting unmet legal needs of high priority clients and reducing barriers for them to access legal
services, and ensuring that people in the regions are aware of services.

Other people, not based in the regions or having a permanent presence in the regions, indicated that
servicing regions is a priority.

People also raised the specific issues of housing and tenancy, homelessness, domestic and family
violence, debt, family law, care and protection, traffic, and fines. Others said that they are focused
on cohorts of clients: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and communities, tenants, young
people, people with disability, people experiencing mental health issues, refugees and asylum
seekers, culturally and linguistically diverse communities and those who are experiencing deep and
persistent disadvantage or displacement.

Closing the Gap commitments and community legal education for community workers were also
identified as priorities.

Many people identified lack of resources and funding, temporary funding, combined with need and
demand for their services as affecting their ability to meet client needs and deliver their services.
Related to this are the cost of providing services over large distances, the cost of travel, the lack of
counsellors and psychologists available to support people in regional locations and difficulty getting
lawyers to do work in regional NSW, including panel lawyers.

People commonly raised connecting with individuals who are most in need of legal help in a timely,
effective, and appropriate way, and understanding what other services exist in the regions as
challenges. One concern is that people needing legal help don’t seek help until the problem has
become urgent which is compounded by a lack of outreach services and lawyers at legal assistance
services having insufficient time to build relationships, manage large groups of stakeholders and
undertake community engagement. One person commented that outreach is an effective way to
reach clients but resource intensive.

People identified challenges in identifying key stakeholders in the community, especially Aboriginal
services that are trusted by their community, in maintaining relationships with community services
and maintaining up to date knowledge about local services to ensure referrals. It was noted that it is

CLSD Reflection Project Report November 2024 | Legal Aid NSW



challenging to maintain relationships when a service has no physical presence or office in a region in
a context of high staff turnover in community services.

Some challenges in relation to the use of technology were raised including client capability, digital
literacy and resources available to those most in need of assistance.

Other challenges cited were:
e Lack of coordination with community legal centres to avoid duplication of services.
e Service delivery to inmates coupled with high turnover of staff in prisons.

e Not having a guide or resource that outlines services or stakeholders in a region, or if it exists,
not knowing where to find it.

¢ Need for greater shared understanding between legal services of their catchment areas, the
need within these catchment areas, who is meeting that need and the gaps that are remaining.

e Lack of face-to-face services and confusion about who to contact for help.

e Too many new services including on-line services.

2.4 How CLSD partnerships can help with the challenges in delivery of legal
services in regional NSW

The consultation confirmed that stakeholders value local coordination between legal and non-legal
services.

Some people suggested that CLSD partnerships should focus on systemic issues, such as
advocating for more services in the bush, advocating for more face-to-face services in communities,
lobbying to expand legal support in regional communities, and providing information about systemic
issues to specialist legal teams.

One person suggested that we could be more creative and collaborative in how we identify,
understand, and address legal needs, and find intuitive pathways for people to access help. They
commented that CLSD partnerships provide an opportunity to talk about how legal services might
measure their impact and what outcomes they want to contribute to. The point was also made that
legal services need to see themselves as partners in collaborating rather than in competition.

Many people offered more specific and practical suggestions for how CLSD partnerships could
improve connections between legal and non-legal services, and those needing legal assistance such
as:

e Increase awareness about legal services, give clear guidance about who is doing what and
create more permanent referral pathways.

e Engage with social workers in the regions and provide better local knowledge about services.

e Provide opportunities for collaboration between legal and non-legal services and offer events
where services can engage with community members.

e Encourage attendance by the whole legal sector in regional meetings and activities.

e Prioritise locations that don’t have a Legal Aid NSW office (which could be extended to areas
that have no permanent legal assistance services).

e More topic-based events as opposed to regular CLSD meetings and invite specialist teams to
events.
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e Ensure that there are meaningful outcomes from meetings.

Some responses recognised the limitations of CLSD funding for regional coordination and suggested
more funding for regional coordinators; one person said that “the success of the program is almost
entirely dependent on them.” Some cautioned about the capacity of the CLSD partnerships to take
on challenges, or to expect too much from legal services and others participating in the partnerships.

Recommendations

1. Hold an annual legal services only CLSD meeting in all regions.

Legal services meetings only were held in a number of CLSD regions in 2024 and in regions with
new regional coordinators and regional coordination services, such as the South Coast, Central
Coast, Upper Mid North Coast and Far West, they were a strategy to establish relationships and
early direction in regions. Legal service meetings would be one of 4 CLSD meetings held each year
with the purpose of the meeting being to share service priorities and plans and determine how the
CLSD partnership can support those priorities and plans.

2. The CLSD Program unit to support deeper engagement between regional coordinators
and key people such as the solicitors in charge of Legal Aid NSW regional offices, the
local community legal centre and the ALS NSW/ACT.

3. Regional coordinators be more strategic in ascertaining which services legal services
would like to connect with and cultivate relationships with services identified by legal
services.

CLSD meeting and event invitees should be determined by meeting purpose, theme and location.

4. Schedule relationship building exercises and opportunities in the quarterly meetings and
events in all CLSD regions.

Relationship building exercises and events are already used in some CLSD meetings and regions.
One recent example is the legal information and referral forums held in the Northern Rivers and
Central West regions where community services have an opportunity to have informal and direct
contact with lawyers and advocates.

5. Continue to invest in face to face and online training for CLSD regional coordinators.

2.5 Working with specialist legal services more effectively

Specialist legal services at Legal Aid NSW, the ALS NSW ACT/NSW and within the community legal
centre sector are usually based in Sydney or larger cities such as Newcastle and Wollongong. The
following suggestions were made about how CLSD partnerships could more effectively include
specialist services, given that many of them have a focus on delivering services in regional NSW:

e Organise legal outreach events to connect key services.
e Share an events calendar.

e Provide specialist services and teams with the goals and objectives agreed to by the CLSD
partnerships.
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e Find ways to connect allied professional staff at Legal Aid NSW with peers in CLSD regions.
e Share CLSD communications more broadly.

e If a CLSD partnership is working on an issue relevant to a specialist team the CLSD program
should alert them.

e Involve specialist teams in CLSD planning.

e More speed networking events (like those held in the Northern Rivers and Central West regions)
that involve specialist lawyers.

e Strategically invite specialist teams to be involved in CLSD meetings.
e More events that include all stakeholders and that are topic based.

Coordinating and supporting legal outreach events forms part of the core business of CLSD
partnerships and they are a regular feature of regional action plans. These events take many forms;
roadshows visiting multiple locations, wills clinics for Aboriginal communities in partnership with pro-
bono services, birth certificate and fines clinics in partnership with community services, forums for
community workers on specific legal topics, and responding to invitations from partners to participate
in events that they are organising. The form and frequency of outreach depends heavily on the
capacity of legal partners and synergy with service priorities.

Creating an events calendar has been suggested numerous times as a means of connecting people
to legal help via CLSD Program events. In response, the CLSD Program unit investigated
establishing an online calendar with Legal Aid NSW'’s IT department. Ultimately, the project wasn’t
progressed due to structural considerations like the regional coordinators being external to Legal Aid
NSW, the transition to an integrated website for Legal Aid NSW and LawAccess, and the preference
that partners regularly express for specific, local information.

The recent changes to the coordination service in 4 regions and the start of new regional
coordinators in a further 2 provide an opportunity for the CLSD Program unit to improve how it works
with specialist legal services within the Program’s key legal partners for the benefit of those services,
and the regional coordinators in servicing their regions. During the 2024 regional coordinator
conference, held at the beginning of July, long-standing regional coordinators shared their
experience of holding legal networking events and meetings of legal services only with newer
coordinators and the CLSD Program unit agreed to formalise annual communication for regional
coordinators about the availability of specialist legal services, and for specialist legal services about
the current regional coordinators and regional priorities. The possibility of connecting Legal Aid
NSW:’s allied professional staff with their counterparts in the regions can be explored conveniently as
the CLSD Program unit and the network of allied professional staff are both managed within the
same Division of Legal Aid NSW — looking at connecting relevant counterparts within ALS NSW/ACT
and CLCs would also add value.

Recommendations

6. CLSD Program unit to share information about regional coordinators and regions with
specialist legal services annually including brief information about the priorities in each
region.
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7. CLSD Program unit to share information about specialist legal services with regional
coordinators and consider annual exchange of information between them. This could
include online ‘showcasing’ of specialist service and their priorities in the regions.

8. Regional coordinators consult with local legal services about inviting specialist legal
services to annual legal services meeting.

9. CLSD program to investigate technical solutions for regional events calendars and
sharing of referral data from LawAccess.

2.6 Equity and diversity

The consultation sought feedback about how CLSD partnerships might work more equitably and be
better equipped to address discrimination and exclusion.

The feedback indicated that this might be achieved by seeking the wisdom and experience of those
who experience discrimination and services working closely with them, ensuring representation from
all key services in a region including giving a voice to those individuals and workers within the
partnerships. This could also be achieved by focusing on connecting and working with Aboriginal
community-controlled organisations in each of the regions and engaging in community consultation.
One suggestion was to ensure that all key agencies are represented, and their clients’ stories of
these experiences be inserted into conversations at higher levels about systemic changes.

Others suggested that CLSD partnerships have a role in organising and delivering education on
discrimination and equity including how legal services can address individual and systemic change.

It was suggested that education could include raising awareness of the different ways in which these
inequities can manifest and ensure that all CLSD partners are working from an anti-racist perspective
and have adequate cultural awareness training that is implemented in their work. One person gave
positive feedback about how their CLSD partnership dedicated time to a presentation of the legal
issues around the Voice Referendum and suggested more events on issues relevant to inequity,
discrimination and racism.

One person made the point that while these questions are significant, CLSD partnerships can ensure
equity by paying attention to how projects, such as birth certificate events, are promoted and
delivered. It was suggested that more projects focus on marginalised communities and that projects
should be delivered in locations that are accessible and comfortable and where clients are treated
respectfully.

Recommendations

10. Update the CLSD Program project guidelines to include principles for accessibility and
equity and on partnering with community-based organisations including Aboriginal
community-controlled organisations.

11. Ensure that the evidence used to develop CLSD partnership action plans includes
feedback from community-controlled organisations.
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2.7 Communication

The CLSD Program Unit maintains a website with information about CLSD regional coordinators, a
schedule of regional meetings, agendas and minutes of meetings from each region and other key
documents produced for regions such as local legal service guides and regional profiles. In addition,
the website has an archive of CLSD quarterly reports, CLSD e-updates and detailed information
regarding the birth certificate partnership with the Registry of Births, Deaths and Marriages.

A quarterly report is prepared after each quarter highlighting news and some selected events or
issues from the regions which is shared with the NSW Legal Assistance Forum and an e-update
(using Swift) is issued 4 — 6 times a year to subscribers and shared with regional coordinators.

People indicated that they are more likely to obtain information about the CLSD Program and
partnerships from emails sent by regional coordinators and the minutes of meetings, and less likely
to obtain information from the CLSD webpage or the CLSD e-update. It was also clear that some
teams within Legal Aid NSW don’t know about the work of the CLSD Program or partnerships, how
they could be involved and how the CLSD partnerships could be helpful to their work.

Suggestions made for improving information about the CLSD Program and partnerships were:

e The CLSD Program to work more closely with each of the Legal Aid NSW divisions to
understand and communicate the work of each division and provide information about service
gaps.

e Improve knowledge within Legal Aid NSW through induction and conferences.

e A new name as the current one is clunky and wordy to explain.

Recommendations

12. The CLSD unit establish deeper and more direct communication with relevant Legal Aid
NSW Associate Directors.

13. Update the look and feel of the e-update and align the content with the CLSD Program
quarterly report to NLAF.

14. Promote the CLSD Program website as the source of truth for CLSD partnerships within
Legal Aid NSW and externally.

2.8 Planning

Traditionally the CLSD Program unit has worked with each region to produce an action plan every
second year. One of the quarterly meetings is devoted to planning, which draws on information in
the CLSD regional profiles and gathered from partners about their interests and priorities in a survey.
CLSD regional profiles include maps and demographic data on priority client groups and the need for
legal assistance indicators by local government areas supplied by the Law and Justice Foundation of
NSW. This information is augmented by other data gathered by the CLSD Program unit on fine debt,
domestic violence and young people having contact with the criminal justice system.

Prior to the pandemic the planning process was reviewed, and shorter planning meetings and more
focused plans were introduced which emphasized local and more realistic goals. In practice this can
be challenging particularly where partners are concerned about systemic issues such as lack of drug
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and alcohol rehabilitation services in their region and high rates of technical bail breaches by young
people and children.

The consultation revealed mixed responses to the changes made. Some were positive, to the effect
that planning was now more effective with measurable priorities, others said the content for legal
service delivery and advocacy in plans had decreased. Others suggested that CLSD partnerships
should not engage in any planning to avoid duplication and to let the regions do it themselves. Some
concern was raised about relying too much on unmet legal need analysis and too little consultation
with local services.

The following suggestions were made to improve CLSD planning:

Move to annual planning because 2-year plans become out of date.
Provide more funding and resources for planning time and stakeholder engagement.
Ensure plans are evidence based.

Allow more time to formulate responses to information (such as the regional profiles) and more
focus on legal issues and services.

CLSD regional coordinators should more actively engage services and put them in the spotlight.

More sharing of service business plans and stronger alignment with other regional service
delivery plans.

Sharing of data by legal services.

Better integration with government services, private practitioners and more consultation with
local services.

Empower all services to think about the challenges experienced by their clients by workshopping

a scenario or bringing an active ‘bugbear’ to CLSD meetings.
Goals should be small and achievable.
Greater focus on legal issues and legal services.

Consider different measures, one way of doing this could be to put the spotlight on one service
who might want to see change for their clients and do some innovative measuring of change
over time for their clients.

Handpick services to be invited to CLSD planning meetings and ask them to come along for a
particular reason or to help with a particular initiative.

Recommendations

15. Incorporate the outcomes of annual legal services meetings into CLSD partnership action

plans.

16. Work with the relevant Associate Directors at Legal Aid NSW to align CLSD partnership
planning and Legal Aid NSW regional service delivery plans.

17. Use listening campaigns and community feedback as an evidence base for CLSD
partnership planning in addition to other sources of evidence.

18. Allocate more resources for planning including for stakeholder engagement.
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