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The federal government has re-
versed proposed cuts to commun-
ity legal centres and is pouring in
an extra $55.7 million as part of a
plan to spend record levels of pub-
licmoney on legal assistance.

Thisisintended to help victims
of domestic violence, improve
legal services for indigenous peo-
ple and ease a funding crisis that
threatened to leave many abused
women without access to legal
advice.

The extra funding will lift the
government’s commitment to
legal assistance to a record
$17 billion over the five years to
2020, an increase of $125m on the
previous five years. The new
spending will focus on areas of
greatest need, which could leave
otherlegal centresindifficulty.

The move, to be unveiled
today by Attorney-General Ge-
orge Brandis and Employment
Minister Michaelia Cash, is
aimed at wiping out a financial
shortfall that has been described

by Senator Brandis as “the Drey-
fus cliff”.

Just before Labor lost office at
the 2013 federal election, then at-
torney-general Mark Dreyfus put
in place extra funding for com-
munity legal centres that expires
on June 30. The additional
$557m will be provided over
three years and is aimed at pre-
venting what legal centres say
would havebeena 30 per cent col-
lapse intheir federal funding.

The government will extend
the program put in place by Labor
and wipe out earlier cuts by the
Coalition. It will not be offset by
reductions to other programs ad-
ministered by the Attorney-Gen-
eral’s Department.

The extraspending will be part
of next month’s federal budget
but is being unveiled today in a
move that could prevent job loss-

es as legal centres prepare their
own budgets.

“The government has always
recognised the essential role of
the legal assistance sector in pro-
viding access to justice for the
most vulnerable Australians,”
Senator Brandis said.

“This record funding commit-
ment acknowledges this, and has
been achieved despite strong
budgetary pressures and, unlike
the Labor Party, the available
funds are being prioritised and

committed to provide frontline
services to those who need them
most,” he said.

Most of the extra money is in-
tended to step up the govern-
ment’s attack on domestic
violence by earmarking $39m for
frontline family law and family vi-
olence services. There will be no
easing of the ban that prevents
legal centres spending public
funding on political advocacy in-
stead of providing legal services.

The rest of today’s package —
$16.7m — will go to legal services
for Aborigines and Torres Strait
Islanders, which means legal
centres that fall outside the pri-
ority areas could face difficulties.

This includes centres that
focus on refugees, migration and
human rights. However the gov-
ernments of Tasmania and NSW
have unveiled their own initia-
tives to ease the funding shortfall.

The extra $557m for legal
centres and Aboriginal legal ser-
vices is almost $3m greater than
the estimated shortfall provided
tothe government by the Nation-
al Association of Community
Legal Centres.

The government is already
committed to spending $100m
over three years onits third action
plan to curb violence against
women and children.

A separate women's safety
package, worth another $100m, is
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paying for the development of
specialist domestic violence units
at selected legal centres. More
spending under this program is
expected in next month’s budget.

Moves to improve indigenous
legal services follow a warning
from the Law Council that incar-
ceration rates among Aborigines
and Torres Strait Islanders grew
by 88per centin 10 years.



