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Legal Information and Referral Forum report to NLAF, June 2011
The March meeting of the Forum discussed a coordinated legal sector response to natural disasters and has recommended that NLAF establish a disaster response working group (see separate paper). The meeting also discussed the Forum’s engagement with non-legal services and the work underway to update the legal sector taxonomy.  

Disaster response plan – National Pro Bono Resource Centre 

The Centre has developed a draft paper and template for States and Territories to use to organise their own action plan in the face of a (natural) disaster. They cover practical issues that will need to be considered in preparing a plan, including who should be on the emergency response team (from across the legal sector), what the immediate response from the legal sector needs to be, (including what role each organisation should play), if fact sheets are needed, who will prepare them, what the one point of contact for all legal services in that state will be (i.e. a hotline and/or website).  

The paper and template also identify processes and consultations that need to happen in each State and Territory to ensure that collaboration has taken place prior to a disaster so that the legal sector has a single voice and that the appropriate people from each organisation (i.e. Legal Aid, CLCs, LawAccess, private firms providing pro bono etc) have a common conceptual idea of how to proceed once a disaster strikes. 

Some of the immediate legal issues include access to bank accounts, identification documents, work arrangements (i.e. are people still paid if they don’t / can’t go to work), and rental issues (i.e. do people still have to pay rent if their house is destroyed). Three to six months later, after the immediate safety, food, housing, work etc issues have been (hopefully) addressed, legal issues like insurance become more prominent.   

Disaster response – Insurance law and credit and debt (CCLC)

Insurance issues: a big issue is the definition of a flood (vis a vis storm damage). The Insurance Council is collaborating with Legal Aid to identify a common definition of “flood”. Of course, defining what is meant by the term “flood” will not solve all the related insurance issues, including unfair terms and blanket exclusions and inclusions. Legal Aid is also working on the issue of unfair terms (from which insurance contracts were previously excluded). Different policies also have different coverage and people may need advice in order to make a claim. If that is challenged by the insurance company people may need further advice on what to do. 

Further down the track, the issue of people who can’t afford to have flood insurance will also need consideration. It is important to include financial counsellors in any discussions about disaster relief. 

Engagement with non legal services 

Forum members discussed briefly how we might better engage with relevant non legal services (i.e. Migrant Resource Centres, Family Relationship Centres, financial counsellors etc). It was decided that we would continue on as before, inviting relevant organisations to attend and /or speak at LIRF meetings as appropriate. In addition, each LIRF member would undertake to keep relevant non-legal services (particularly the ones with whom they have most contact) in the loop about LIRF, so that they can contribute and be included in initiatives and information sharing as appropriate.  However, it was also decided that the Financial Counsellors Association of NSW should be invited to become part of the Forum. 

Taxonomy sub-group  

The issue of a consistent sector wide taxonomy (or way of describing legal terms including processes and issues) has come up at LIRF a few times, including in the context of LIAC updating their online directory and the new local Court website (One Website).  It was suggested that the current Justice Sector Metadata Standards list of subject headings be updated (based as much as possible on user feedback) by a sub-group of the Forum.  This will provide organisations with a user oriented way of both categorising and describing legal terms and processes both on websites but also in resources. A standard taxonomy is also important for efficient and effective referral between public legal sector websites.

The taxonomy sub-group has met three times this year. The group has developed a new list of subject headings. The next task of the sub-group will be to start standardising (where possible) terms which describe the process for resolving a legal dispute and the terms which describe the practice and procedures of the courts. 

New Initiatives

Legal Information Access Centre (LIAC)

· Latest Hot Topics – Discrimination Law. The next one will be on employment law (Megan Cameron is writing the content).

· LIAC will be running legal information workshops for court staff and CLSD members in Lismore in June (similar to the Dubbo sessions last year).

· Legal books which are now online – five chapters of the Law Handbook, Drugs and the Law, Guilty Your Honour, Defending Yourself In Court

Community Legal Centres
· Kingsford Legal Centre is running workshops for Aboriginal community workers on discrimination. A representative from the Anti-Discrimination Board also attends so that complaints can be lodged on the spot. KLC recently received a Human Rights grant from the Department of Attorney General and Justice.  Will be developing CLE on human rights targeted to 10-12 year olds.   

· CCLC’s Mortgage stress handbook is being updated and will be re-published in the next few months and a bankruptcy toolkit will also be ready in the next few months. CCLC’s main CLE focus lately has been the Insurance Law Service’s presentations on insurance law for flood victims in Queensland.

· Shoalhaven CLC – Youth Diary has been distributed.   “Children’s Court, Care, My Children And Me” booklet is available on website.  Radio show covering a range of legal issues up and running - 2 hours of material already recorded.  Also continuing Rural Women’s Outreach Program, which includes CLE.    

· Redfern Legal Centre – working on Boarders and Lodgers Kit.

· Illawarra Legal Centre – have updated their resources on fines (new leaflets now available), doing lots of work on Community Work Orders and are preparing and education session on police interviews.  

· Women’s Legal Services – As part of the “Reaching out for Rights” project AVO Breach diaries and cards were produced.  The diaries are almost all distributed.  Focus on WDVCAS workers handing them out directly to clients.  

· Tenants Union –New fact sheets now available on website on new legislation, including new fact sheet on Tenancy + DV laws.  

· Hunter CLC – working with Macquarie Legal Centre to replicate the “Real Deal” playing cards, with modifications to ensure relevance to the Hunter Area.  

· TARS – Older Persons Legal Service – re-doing website at present.  Also received a grant from SBS to have TV advertising.  

· CLC NSW- received a Human Rights grant in conjunction with NACLC and Macarthur CLC to produce a DV toolkit.  The Toolkit will cover practical steps to leaving violence, including information on financial issues.  Intended to be given directly to clients by WDVCAS workers.  

· Hume/Riverina CLC- re-established spot on local ABC to discuss local issues and relevant legal topics.  Also attending field days in partnership with CLSD and reaching out to clients that way.  

· Central Coast CLC- working on CLE in women’s refuges with funding from Premier and Cabinet.  This CLE project began this year.

· Elizabeth Evatt CLC- putting together a resource of community workers on care and protection matters.

Legal Aid NSW  

· Bulk debt negotiation work to assist people on Centrelink benefits who have debts. LA is working to have the debts written off. So far over $4 million worth of debts have been written off in Victoria and there are plans to do the same thing in NSW.

· Legal Aid has new civil law outreach workers in Dubbo, Lismore and Nowra.

· Legal Aid has reviewed their top 50 users and young people have come up as big users of the service, particularly the criminal service.

· Legal Aid and Kingsford Legal Centre are updating the Discrimination Law Toolkit. 

· Bring your bills day – open to the public, who can bring their utilities bills and any fines and will receive advice on the issue. Will be run in both metro and some RRR areas.

· Victim’s compensation – huge need in Western NSW. LA will pilot working with private practitioners in Walgett and the Tribunal to process a lot of claims at once. Referrals will come from CLSD partners. 

LawAccess
· LawAssist on AVO’s is now ready. The next topic will be Neighbours (either fences or trees). 

· Their annual customer satisfaction survey is starting now.

Cooperative Legal Service Delivery - Projects underway or recently completed within CLSD include:

· New region – Albury and Wodonga were previously one region and have now been split into two.

· CLSD has a quarterly newsletter, contributions welcome (circulated to around 600 people).

· CLSD is sponsoring a youth workers conference in Newcastle in June.

· The law for community workers program will continue into 2011 and will be held in Sydney, Parramatta, the Hunter, Illawarra and some other CLSD regions.

Family Court of Australia 

· The Family Court has one hotline number for services (National Inquiry Centre), so this is useful in times of natural disasters. They also have internal arrangements to deal with disasters (i.e. Sydney did Brisbane’s work during the floods). 

· The court is rolling out a combined portal for the Family Court, Federal Magistrates Court and the Federal Court. Clients can access listing dates and details of their proceedings, can file divorce applications online and now also initiate applications online, as e-filing continues to be taken up by the profession. Online filing makes processes easier and faster. 

· A bill to merge the Family Court and Federal Magistrates Court will be presented to Parliament in the next sitting.

Law and Justice Foundation (LJF)

· New grant underway – Shoalcoast CLC is running CLE and producing resources for Indigenous women experiencing domestic violence.
· Northern Rivers CLC has been funded to produce a DVD on youth employment issues called “Stand Up For Your Rights”. The DVD will be used as a tool to deliver CLE in local schools in term two 2011. 

· A new plain language fact sheet is available (part of the LJF’s publishing toolkit) on copyright issues to be aware of when producing resources. http://www.lawfoundation.net.au/information/publishing/toolkit  
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