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COMMUNITY LEGAL CENTRES — FUNDING 

Grievance 

MR S.A. MILLMAN (Mount Lawley) [9.33 am]: Members in this chamber know only too well my commitment 
to the community of Mt Lawley, but today my grievance to the Attorney General relates to a broader issue. 
Members are also aware that as well as being passionate about the electorate of Mount Lawley, I am also passionate 
about access to justice. It is this passion for justice that motivated me to work at Slater and Gordon and to pursue 
justice for people who had suffered workplace injury or unlawful discrimination in their employment or to work 
with traditional owners seeking a determination of native title. Ultimately, it was a passion for justice that 
motivated me to seek election to this place as the member for Mount Lawley. 

I have already commended the Attorney General on the appointment of His Honour Justice Peter Quinlan as our 
new Chief Justice. At the time of his appointment, Chief Justice Quinlan was interviewed by The West Australian. 
In that interview, he identified that the single biggest issue to our justice system is access. At his swearing-in 
ceremony on 20 August, the new Chief Justice said — 

I do not propose to outline a reform agenda this afternoon. Rather, what I hope to bring is a commitment 
to and a sense of urgency for our first and overriding responsibility—that this and other courts in this 
State be able to deliver justice according to law. It is that responsibility upon which public confidence in 
the court rests, and it is upon that confidence in turn that the rule of law ultimately depends. 

As to that confidence, a former American Chief Justice Warren Burger said … — 

A sense of confidence in the courts is essential to maintain the fabric of ordered liberty for a free 
people, and three things could destroy that confidence and do incalculable damage to society: 
that people come to believe that inefficiency and delay will drain even a just judgment of its 
value; that people who have long been exploited in the smaller transactions of daily life come to 
believe that courts cannot vindicate their legal rights from fraud and over-reaching; that people 
come to believe the law, in the larger sense, cannot fulfil its primary function to protect them 
and their families in their homes, at their work, and on the public streets. 

Preserving that sense of confidence is a heavy responsibility. It must be preserved and it must be 
increased. It is a responsibility which rests not only upon a Chief Justice but upon every judge of every 
court and on every member of the legal profession. Nor is it optional. I have a great love for the legal 
profession. It has given me so much and its work is important and fulfilling. It contributes enormously to 
the stability of our society. But we can do more, or at least we can do it better. 

If we as a profession, courts and practitioners alike as officers of an independent branch of government, 
do not find better ways to increase access to justice for the whole community, our independence will 
come under threat to the detriment of all. 

In addition to working at law firms that specialised in personal legal services, such as Slater and Gordon and 
Eureka Lawyers, before I became the member for Mount Lawley, I used to volunteer my time at two community 
legal centres. The first was the Welfare Rights and Advocacy Service and the second was the Employment Law 
Centre of WA. The mission of the ELC—I am quoting from its website—is as follows — 

The Employment Law Centre of WA (Inc) is an independent, not for profit community legal centre 
specialising in employment law. 

We provide free, confidential legal advice on employment matters to vulnerable Western Australian 
employees. 

We aim to help employees understand their rights and obligations so that they feel confident in pursuing 
their legal options. 

I particularly enjoyed my time as a volunteer at the ELC, providing legal advice to members of the community. 
The ELC describes its volunteer legal service in these terms — 

… ELC welcomes unrestricted legal practitioners with substantial employment law experience who wish 
to volunteer their time and knowledge through our … Legal Service. The … Legal Service is a free 
in-person (or over the telephone) appointment with a lawyer which is made available to particularly 
vulnerable and disadvantaged clients … The legal issues covered in these appointments vary. They can 
include interpreting and advising on employment contracts, preparing clients to represent themselves at 
conciliation conferences, and drafting court documents and correspondence. Lawyers are assisted by law 
student volunteers who provide administrative support such as taking notes throughout the meeting … 
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We receive very positive feedback from our pro bono lawyers about their experiences with the Evening 
Legal Service and many members of the legal profession have been long term supporters in enabling ELC 
to provide the service. 

Additionally, the ELC is substantially supported by the profession, with a large number of significant commercial 
firms providing support. I acknowledge the contribution, in particular, of my friend Nick Ellery of Corrs Chambers 
Westgarth, who has supported the ELC for over a decade. 

In addition to the ELC, I was very privileged to serve as the chair of the board of the Welfare Rights and Advocacy 
Service. This is a not-for-profit community legal centre that provides independent advice, information, referral, 
representation and advocacy in relation to Centrelink, family assistance, tenancy and social security prosecution 
matters. There is no charge for the services. I place on the record my high regard for long-serving members 
executive officer Kate Beaumont, principal solicitor Catherine Eagle and also the chair of the board, Owen Whittle. 

Firms like Slater and Gordon, Maurice Blackburn and Eureka Lawyers, which offer many legal services on 
a no-win, no-fee basis, are promoting access to justice for members of the community who, were it not for that fee 
arrangement, may not be able to afford legal fees. Community legal centres such as the Welfare Rights and 
Advocacy Service and the Employment Law Centre provide eligible members of the public with the initial advice 
they require to understand their legal rights and entitlements. Each of these initiatives promotes access to justice 
and the more efficient administration of our justice system. 

There are two ways in which the provision of correct advice by legal practitioners aids the efficient administration 
of justice. Firstly, the provision of timely legal advice will promote only those matters with legal merit being 
brought before the courts. If a prospective litigant is advised that his or her claim has no reasonable prospect of 
success, they will not commence unnecessary proceedings. Secondly, in our adversarial system, a litigant’s case 
is the responsibility of the litigant to prosecute. Unfortunately, unrepresented litigants require extra assistance from 
the judiciary and can often consume valuable curial resources. 

I have often commended both the Attorney General and the McGowan government for promoting access to justice 
and the efficient operation of our justice system. My proposition is this: our community legal centres promote both 
access to justice and the efficient operation of our judicial system, yet these community legal centres are struggling 
to secure ongoing funding. What is the Attorney General and the McGowan government doing to promote 
sustainable funding for these community legal centres?  

MR J.R. QUIGLEY (Butler — Attorney General) [9.39 am]: As the Attorney General, I can say on behalf of 
the McGowan Labor government that access to justice is front and centre of our concentration. In a civil society 
law, of course, is crucial to the running of a civil and commercial society for the civil resolution of disputes between 
its citizens. Unfortunately, access to justice costs a considerable sum of money and the community legal centres 
service those who are unable to otherwise obtain legal advice. They are non-profit, non-government organisations 
and 28 of them operate in Western Australia, from the south coast of Albany right through to Kununurra. I have 
visited many of these community legal centres.  

The community legal centres receive funding from two sources—the federal government, according to the national 
partnership agreement, and the state government through the Legal Aid Commission of Western Australia. Under 
the national partnership agreement, the federal government’s contribution to community legal centres was 
$6 256 000 and the state government was funding them to the sum of $5 880 673. In 2017, former federal 
Attorney-General Senator Brandis announced that he was reneging on the national funding agreement and would 
reduce funding to community legal centres by 30 per cent. This would have seen a number of Western Australian 
community legal centres cease to operate. They found themselves in a dire situation through the federal 
government backflipping on its national partnership agreement. Under my hand as Attorney General, the state 
government dipped into Criminal Property Confiscation Act funding to top up their funding in 2017, and that has 
kept the community legal centres afloat. They are absolutely crucial for the delivery of justice in Western Australia. 
Shortly after, due to the outcry around Australia of the federal government reneging on its commitment to the 
national partnership agreement, I am pleased to say that the former Attorney-General then backflipped on his 
backflip and restored the funding. That is why the community legal centres are now getting the sum of $6 256 000 
and receiving that $5 880 000 from the state, including the top-up. This year again we have topped it up from the 
same confiscation account by over $1 million.  

In his speech, the member challenged me with: what is the government doing about it? We are doing everything 
we can to find the funding to keep these non-government community legal centres viable. They are crucial not just 
in providing cheap or free legal service to those who are least able to afford it, but, as the member has done himself, 
others have volunteered at the employment law centre; they receive volunteers from the penultimate and final 
years of law school and from restricted practitioners so that people aspiring to enter the legal profession get very 
valuable training at community legal centres in circumstances in which they could not find employment elsewhere.  
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I got a note from Midlas, a Midland-based community legal centre. It states, in part — 

The recent announcement that Midlas will receive $150,000 worth of Community Legal Centre funding 
has revolutionised the way we can run our service. We are revitalised. We will be able to increase our 
staff to 1.6 Solicitors, strengthen ties with other CLCs, private Law firms, and local businesses to increase 
our referrals, and start planning for new and exciting partnership models which will include a night clinic, 
a property law service, and much greater efficiencies within our organisation. 

The outcome of this for the community will be: 

• Capacity to double the number of people we support through free legal services 

• New outreach models including to women’s refuges, services for the elderly, and 
Aboriginal organisations (to reach clients we normally would not see), and 

• Greater access to our allied services (Financial Counselling, Tenancy Advocacy, 
Disability Advocacy, and Emergency Relief) 

We thank you greatly for your commitment to supporting Community Legal Centres and the vital work 
we all (in the not for profit sector) do for the community.  

I am very grateful for receiving this letter because it just shows, with a modest amount of funding, how far these 
voluntary organisations can stretch a dollar to provide real quality legal service to those members of the community 
who need legal advice but simply cannot get it through legal aid because their matter is not a matter that legal aid 
funds, or they cannot access legal advice for any other reason. There are 28 of these centres and the 
National Association of Community Legal Centres is run at the moment by a wonderful woman, Sharryn Jackson, 
who is at me all the time to make sure Western Australia continues to fund these to the best level.  
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