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INTRODUCTION

· I would like begin by acknowledging the traditional custodians of the land on which we are gathered, and pay my respects to their Elders past and present.

· I would also like to thank the organisers for giving me the opportunity to address this important conference.

THE VICTORIAN LEGAL ASSISTANCE FORUM

· It is my great pleasure to be here with you all this morning at the Victorian Legal Assistance Forum. 

· Today’s forum is a joint initiative of a number of key legal assistance providers, including the Victorian Law Foundation, Victoria Legal Aid, and the Federation of Community Legal Centres…

· …service providers who undertake invaluable work to ensure that all Victorians, regardless of economic status or cultural background, are given a fair go in our legal system. 

· Sometimes, I think we forget how valuable this right is. 

· In fact, the ability for all Australians to freely access the legal system is a pivotal component of our democratic society. 

· However, the reality is that for some communities, free access to legal services is more difficult than for others due to disadvantage and vulnerability.

· This includes a number of our migrant communities – especially those who have arrived more recently, including refugee and humanitarian migrants.

· Our migrant communities are disadvantaged in a number of ways, including:

· Lack of education and low levels of English language skills;

· Inadequate employment and income;

· Negative environmental influences such as family violence, drug or alcohol abuse; and

· Geographic isolation.

· As the Chairperson of the Victorian Multicultural Commission, I work with Victoria’s CALD population on an everyday basis. 

· Through our work at the VMC, we see the impressive and long lasting contributions the CALD population makes to our society.

· But we also see their challenges and their struggles.

· One of these challenges for our refugee and migrant communities is to access the legal system…and that is what I’ve been asked to speak about today.

VICTORIA’S DIVERSITY

· But before I delve into this topic, I would like to first like to make some brief points about Victoria’s growing cultural, linguistic and religious diversity.

· We often refer to this diversity without a second thought, but I occasionally like to remind myself of its sheer extent.

· The very fabric of our society is built upon the continuous waves of immigrants to our shores.

· From the Italian and Chinese immigrants during the gold rush era, to the more recent wave of African and Middle Eastern immigrants, each and every CALD community has assisted in shaping Victoria to be the wonderful State it is today.

· To give you an idea of the breadth of our diversity…

· …here in Victoria, we come from more than 200 countries of origin, speak more than 230 languages and dialects and follow more than 120 faiths.

· In fact, of the 5.1 million people in Victoria, over 2 million were either born overseas or have at least one parent who was.

· These figures show that diversity is now very much a defining factor of our society. 

· However, at the same time, diversity does not come without its challenges.

· And as I mentioned before, legal access is certainly one of the many hurdles we must overcome.

VULNERABILITY OF THE CALD POPULATION

· As many of you here today are aware, the migrant community is subject to a number of vulnerabilities, which makes it difficult for them to easily access the legal services which many of you here provide. 

· One of these issues relates to their perception of the law and its enforcers.  

· Many of our migrants come to Australia as refugees, having escaped a society of brutality and oppression, where luxuries such as legal assistance were non-existent, and authoritative figures were often corrupt and could not be trusted. 

· Based on a lifetime of negative experiences with the law and authorities, many of our refugees and migrants are understandably wary of the honesty, commitment and morality of the law and its enforcers. 

· It remains questionable to them that this, in fact, exists.

· This often results in reluctance amongst members of the CALD population to report legal issues, and to access legal services despite knowing they exist. 

· Another issue is the fact that many migrants come to Australia with little or no English skills. 

· In fact, according to the 2006 Census, almost 4% of Victoria’s total population claim to have low proficiency in English – that’s over 186,000 people.

· And we must keep in mind that these statistics were from 3 years ago. No doubt the figure will have increased since then. 

· While some may argue that legal information is readily accessible to all, unfortunately, without comprehension of English, this information becomes useless to members of the CALD community.

· Without English skills, many refugees and migrants have little opportunity to develop an understanding of Victorian or Australian law…let alone how it may apply to them in any particular situation. 

· Therefore, even though a breach may have been committed against or by them, without a good grasp of legal concepts and an understanding of their rights, members of the CALD population do not know when to engage legal services. 

· Finally, there is the general perception amongst the CALD community that legal services cost too much.

· As a result, many CALD individuals and families shy away from legal assistance due to their low income. 

GOVERNMENT PROGRAMS AND INITIATIVES

· But of course, these issues are not new to the Victorian Government.
· In fact, the Victorian Government continue to implement programs and initiatives with the hope of resolving these long standing issues for the CALD community.
· For example, Victorian Legal Aid has a multilingual telephone service which provides legal information to the CALD community in a number of different languages. 
· Interpreters are also often used by the VLA at interviews to assist CALD community members who are not confident speaking English.
· In addition, the VLA has translated a number of their publications and brochures for CALD communities in areas of family law, refugees and protection visas, fines and going to Court. 
· The Department of Justice have also developed the Justice for Refugees Program, which is a programmatic response to justice-related issues faced by refugee communities. 
· The program consists of three main initiatives:
· Responsive Justice Services which employs three Multicultural Liaison Officers to improve the communication between local justice agencies and refugee communities;
· Culturally Appropriate Information which employs Community Educators to develop and disseminate culturally and linguistically appropriate justice-related information in partnership with refugee communities, about the legal system; and 
· Early Intervention and Diversion which is a program specifically designed to prevent refugees from becoming negatively involved with the criminal justice system. The ‘Youth at Risk’ pilot project was undertaken between November 2008 and March 2009 under this initiative.
· In addition to the Department of Justice and Victoria Legal Aid, Consumer Affairs Victoria (CAV) has also led the way in disseminating legal information directly to our indigenous and multicultural populations.
· Some of the CAV’s projects include:
· A Partnership with the Springvale Community Aid and Advice Bureau which addresses legal problems experienced by the increasing refugee population in the City of Greater Dandenong;
· A collaboration with Monash University and other education providers to assist international students with the legal issues surrounding housing and tenancy; and 
· Working together with ethnic media to promote information on individuals’ legal rights and responsibilities. 
· We also support the invaluable work of the Refugee and Immigration Legal Centre, as they provide support to the ever increasing caseload of refugees and migrants.

· The Victorian Government has also acknowledged the key role that language plays in providing access to all information and services, including legal access.
· The Victorian Multicultural Commission is currently investigating the use of information communications technology, such as interpreting through video-conferencing, to ensure people with low English proficiency in remote locations are still able to access services. 

· The Commission is also responsible for developing a workforce strategy, which will consider ways to attract and retain interpreters and translators in languages spoken by both long-standing and newly arrived communities.

· These are just a small sample of the types of initiatives that the Victorian Government have been actively promoting to assist CALD communities in accessing legal services…

· …and I would like to acknowledge and congratulate the departments involved for their work thus far. 

CONTINUING PROBLEMS

· Of course, the hard work is not yet over.  

· In fact, as we continue to receive new refugees and migrants, we must continue to refresh and update our approach to ensure that we are building upon what we have already achieved as a State.

· So what problems seem to still persist despite all our work?

· In order to find the answer to this question, I felt it necessary to speak directly to the people who engage most frequently with CALD community members on legal issues – organisations like the Fitzroy Legal Services, and the North West Region Migrant Resource Centre in St Albans.

· In many ways, their responses were not surprising. 

· They noted that the major hurdles preventing CALD communities from accessing legal services include:

· Communities not being aware of free legal services; and

· Continuing language services problems.

· Despite the efforts of dissemination, CALD communities remain relatively uneducated in the area of Victorian and Australian law.

· Furthermore, access and availability of interpreting services also continue to prove difficult for many CALD populations.

· In particular, for our newer communities, such as the Chin and Southern Sudanese communities, language services and interpreters for Chin and Dinka remain scarce, which poses a problem in the dissemination of legal services and individual rights.

· In fact, in many situations, individuals are not even aware that a legal issue has arisen.

· Field workers also comment that the most common issues which CALD communities seek assistance for relate to finance & credit, contractual, traffic and tenancy issues. 

· Many CALD community members are not aware of their rights and responsibilities in these sectors and hence, may fall into existing legal traps. 

THE FUTURE OF LEGAL ACCESS FOR CALD COMMUNITIES

· So despite all that has been done, why do problems continue to persist?

· Of course, there is no simple answer to this question. 

· But what I can say, and I’m sure you will all agree, that many of these issues are interrelated and cannot be solved without the commitment of both the government and non-government sectors. 

· In my opinion, the solution is two-fold: 

· The Victorian Government needs to persist in this area by continuing to dedicate the resources necessary to projects and initiatives, to ensure their development, continuation and longevity.

· We also need to ensure that refugees and migrants are able to readily access interpreting services for situations such as court appearances and interviews with the police and legal aid providers.

· On the other hand, non-government organisations need to ensure field staff possess the necessary cultural competencies to better support CALD communities in Victoria…

· …especially in our newer communities, where the cultural fluency may not be as advanced as with our more established CALD communities, such as the Italians and Vietnamese.

· And finally, the dissemination of information needs to take into consideration the growing diversity of Victoria. 

· As I previously mentioned, Victorians come from over 200 countries of origin and speak over 230 languages and dialects.

· While we may not cater to every single one of those 230 languages, we must, at the very least, consider the major spoken languages in Victoria, together with the CALD communities who are considered at most risk of engagement with the law. 

CONCLUSION

· It is undeniable that there is still work to be done.

· But it is reassuring to know that the existing projects, programs and initiatives from government and non-government organisations have begun the process of positively responding to identified problems of legal access for the CALD community. 

· We have indeed been fortunate that the present and previous Victorian governments have – and continue to place a positive value not just on multiculturalism, but also on ensuring that all Victorians enjoy equal access to all aspects of our society.

· I believe that our current approach here in Victoria is pointing us in the right direction …

· … an approach that will enable us to maintain the gains we have made so far and continue to improve our response to the problems faced by our CALD communities.

· As a diverse and harmonious society, we all have a responsibility to do our best not only to ensure that all Victorians have equal access to our democratic institutions, but to also uphold the rights and responsibilities of all Victorians, 

· This will ensure the continuous promotion of principles of mutual respect and understanding – the bedrock on which our harmonious society is based.

· I hope you all enjoy the remainder of this forum.

· Thank you.

