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Acknowledgement of Country

Ngaala kaaditj Noongar moort keyen kaadak nidjar boodja.

We acknowledge and pay respect to the Whadjuk people of the Noongar
Nation as the original custodians of this land.

We extend this respect to Traditional Custodians across Western Australia
where community legal services operate, recognising their continuing
connection to Country, culture, and community.

The colour scheme of this publication has been chosen from the Western
Australian Peppermint Tree (Wonnil) as it reflects the heart of lived
experience work and our deep respect for Noongar people and Country. The
Wonnil symbolises resilience through harsh seasons, protection in its shade,
healing through its oils, and renewal in its scent. Like the journey of lived
experience, its roots run deep in community, its strength grows quietly over
time, and it offers comfort, understanding, and healing to others.

Community legal services across
WA are here to listen and help
where they can. To find a service
near you, scan the QR code or
visit: communitylegalwa.org.au.
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Hello and welcome to
Justice Through Our
Eyes: 100 Voices

for Change

This publication brings together the voices of more than 100 people across
Western Australia who, like us, have needed legal help. Through our stories, we
want to remind people that behind every policy, service, or case is a person
who deserves to be heard, respected, and treated fairly.

Recognition of Lived and Living Experience

We acknowledge and thank everyone with lived and living experience of
legal need who shared their stories, insights, and courage to shape this work.

Between 2023 and 2025, Community Legal WA gathered these voices through:
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Acknowledgement of Lived
Experience project team
(in alphabetical order)

* Affinee Lai

« Alison Coats

* Clare Harrison
* Cheri Garson

* Kerry McEvoy
* Phillip Clarke

This collective wisdom gives life to every page and strengthens our shared call for a fairer, more compassionate justice system.

Why this work matters

Our goal is to make our collective voice impossible to ignore by:
+ Sharing stories that bring hope, meaning, and connection

« Calling for fairer access, funding, and reform

* Ensuring lived experience is heard and valued

Through advocacy, we turn our hardship into purpose and show others that they’re not alone. Our voices don't just highlight

what is broken, they show what can be better.

This is more than a collection of stories. It's our call to action. The justice system must change to serve everyone. We invite
service providers, decision-makers, and community members to listen, learn, and act. Change is possible and it starts here.
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How to navigate this publication Practical tips
Step into our curated gallery of lived experience, where each theme is a You don’t have to face Iegal

chapter and space full of stories, visuals, and insights. Choose your own path,
linger where you need to, and discover the barriers, the breakthroughs, and p ro b I ems a I one
the hope.

We're calling for bigger reforms so everyone can get the legal help they need.
The six themes you can explore are: But change takes time. In the meantime, we don’t want you to feel stuck or
alone. If you're facing legal problems, here are some tips that might make

1. The struggle to find legal help page 6 o [T e B Gt

2. When legal help is missing page 8

3. Who faces extra barriers page 12

4. What kind of help is needed page 14 What you can do What you can ask
5. The impact of legal help page 18 Keep a diary

6. Ideasfor change and advocacy page 22 e i o

it easier to tell your story later.

Take small breaks
What we hope to achieve

This gallery of stories is not just for looking. It's for learning, feeling, and acting. We want to be transparent about our goals, so you
know what we hope this publication sparks for you.

Parks, libraries, or community spaces
can give you breathing room and help
lower stress.

Together we can make a difference
Work out which type of law applies
Civil, family, and criminal law cover
different issues. Working this out early
can get you to the right help faster.

X Legal help exists, and you're not alone
For people needing legal help

Ol B

Reach out, access support, and ask for help

Lived experience should guide service improvements .
Community legal services P g P Look for practical supports

Embed lived experience perspectives in decision making Childcare at the Family Court, local
support groups, or free community

services can take some pressure off.

Q
&

op

Understand what the system is really like

B dslanch sty Support your loved ones and encourage them to seek help

Talk to someone

Call Citizen’s Advice Bureau of WA

on (08) 9221 5711 between 9:30am —
4:00pm on Monday to Friday. They will
ask you some questions and help you

find the right legal centre.
Invest in funding, staffing, and partnerships = & These steps won't solve

everything, but they can give
you a little more clarity and

. Collaboration drives better outcomes for everyone
Support services

Strengthen partnerships with community legal services

Change is urgent and requires more resourcing

Funders and the justice system

Investing in justice changes lives and strengthens communities

N 2K 200 2KV

itici . . . . i i - i i support on your journey.
Politicians Lead change through fair policies, funding, and systemic reform This s.ectlon wa.s co=createdwith Clare, one of our lived
experience project team members. Most importantly:
Community legal services across WA are here to listen and You're not alone. Don't
help where they can. To find a service near you, scan the QR give up and ask for

code on page 2 or visit www.communitylegalwa.org.au what you need.
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The struggle to find legal help
Getting Iegal help ShOUIdn’t feel Finding legal help can feel like finding
like winning the lottery your way through a maze <

~
For too many people, accessing legal help is confusing, stressful, and Legal Help
full of barriers. These are some of the challenges people face when
needing legal help. Py,

Asking Turned
Phil’s story friends away
Searching / blocked

. . . - -
How did you first try to find legal help? online

| was told by a friend about a lawyer who did the Country Courts and that | could find
her at a community legal centre.

What happened when you went there?

When | went into their offices and asked for the lawyer, the receptionist wanted to
know who had told me. My friend had asked not to be named, and when | told them
this, they said they wouldn’t help me. They then asked me to leave, stating that they
had women escaping domestic violence and that | couldn’t be there.

How did that affect you?

Ultimately, | had to represent myself and lost the case. This meant that | had a criminal
record affecting my employability. So not only did | end up out of pocket as a result of
fines and costs, but it also cost me future income.

What small change could have made a difference? Previously
If | had arrived at a bad time, the receptionist could have booked another time for me Cost barrier turned Stress and Didn't know
to attend. | felt as though my needs were put after others. 62% away or bad personal capacity where to go

experience 23% 31%
45%

Retaliation
and confidentiality
fears
22%

Shame and past
discrimination

Some people don’t even reach the maze

Our turnaway survey found that 82% of people needed legal help

‘ but didn’t reach out.
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Lived experience insights

When legal help is missing
Individuals suffer, families

5 O Legal problems make it harder to Navigating legal problems can be Navigating legal problems can leave
ff m m ff keep up at work, use up leave, and isolating, taking a toll on relationships people living in fear of losing their home.
S u e rl a n d C o u n I t I e S S u e r wear down confidence. with family and friends.

The graph below from our turnaway survey shows that when people don't
receive all the legal help they need, it has a negative impact on all areas of
their life.

Average impact

Better Same Worse Much worse

Relationships

Paying for legal help and the Without guidance, people feel Legal stress can make mental and

associated loss of work income, exposed, uncertain, and alone. physical health worse.

often means going without basics
and getting deeper into debt.

In our turnaway survey, the top 5 reasons people were
turned away were: 7

1. Service full or at capacity

2. Unable to provide ongoing help Fs)j:s:)i:ie:scl\fi: Z%r;z;;lty legal A
3. Couldn't help in time
4. Did not meet eligibility criteria
5. Conflict of interest We estimate that
After seeking help, understanding of legal rights dropped by 8% —
people felt more confused than when they started. 48 OOO l '
’ .

people will be turned away in 2025.

That’s more than 900 every week.
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When legal help is missing
The domino effect: One legal
crisis, ripple effects continue
13 years later

When people are turned away, the consequences ripple through
every part of life: work, family, housing, money, safety, and wellbeing.

Daisy'’s story

Daisy'’s story is just one of many. When people are turned away from legal
help, the impact ripples across every part of their life — parenting, health,
finances, and relationships — for years.

In our Lived Experience Survey:

100%

reported serious harm to mental

health and wellbeing

97%

97% reported major impacts on

finances and family relationships

Accessing legal help shouldn't be traumatic. Everyone deserves timely
support before a crisis turns their life upside down.

100 Voices for Change
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1. Legal crisis begins

“Two years taken away
from my life to deal with
legal appointments, family
court hearings, reading
legal documents, writing
and drafting my own
submissions.”

2. Parenting disrupted

“Time and cost of

arranging childcare for legal
appointments and hearings.
The constant juggling stole
precious time with my kids.”

3. Money drained

“I lost my job, and the help

| got from the Community
Legal Centre was only for
parenting matters. | had to
get a $50k loan from my
mum to pay for a private
lawyer but ran out of money
before the case was settled,
so then | had to represent
myself.”

I

4. Car taken

“The other party took my car
without consent. Speeding
fines were racked up in my
name, leading to my driver’s
license suspension. The
fines kept increasing over
time, requiring further legal
help to get them paid by the
other party and my license
reinstated.”

5. Made homeless

“A vexatious Violence
Restraining Order left me
homeless for months. When
it was finally dropped and |
could go back home, all my
furniture and belongings
were gone. Ultimately, | lost
my home.”

(]

6. Kids uprooted

“My children were anxious
because they didn't know
which school they would go
to after being moved far from
our home and community.
They are now completely
rejected by their dad, who
didn't get what he wanted in
the parenting orders and has
refused to share their care.”

@

7. Mental health
shattered

“I was admitted to a
psychiatric hospital and
experienced severe mental
health deterioration, which
I'm still recovering from 13
years later.”

>

8. The ripple effects
continue

“I am still rebuilding
financially after the original
abuse while coping with
ongoing economic and
emotional abuse that |
don't have the capacity to
address. Ongoing shame,
stress, and loss of self-
esteem affect both me and
my children.”

A 4
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Who faces extra barriers

Housing is one of the most pressing issues for community

S 0 m e p eo p I e fa Ce ext ra ba r ri e rs legal service c.:lients and was the top problem type in 2924—25.

Tenancy services are underfunded and stretched, particularly
in regional areas which have higher barriers to secure and

W h e n n ee d i n g I eg a I h e I p affordable housing. For example, the entire Midwest Gascoyne

region, which is nearly three times the size of Victoria, has
funding for for only two part-time tenant advocates.

In 2024-25, the most common issues people brought to Community Legal Services in WA were:

1. Housing & Tenancy 5. Wills and estates Rural, Regional, and Remote (RRR) communities
2. Family Violence matters including Protection Orders 6. Family Law property Everyone should be able to access justice, no matter
3. Family Law parenting arrangements 7. Other family law problems where they live. Unfortunately workforce shortages, high
4. Employment 8. Credit and debt accommodation costs, and unfilled positions make it

harder to deliver legal services in RRR areas. People may
face conflicts of interest or have to self-represent if the
local centre cannot help.

While these issues affect many, not everyone experiences them equally. Some groups face extra barriers that
make accessing help even harder. Aboriginal communities

Access to legal help is vital to Closing the Gap, reducing overrepresentation in the justice system,

and addressing family violence. Services must be culturally appropriate, trauma-sensitive, and
informed by Aboriginal voices.
“Closing the Gap is underpinned by the belief that when Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people have a genuine say in the design and delivery of policies, programs and services that
affect them, better life outcomes are achieved.” — Closing the Gap, 2023
% 19% 10%
38% A o

of female clients were living in regional or remote areas from culturally and linguistically Culturally and linguistically diverse (CaLD) communities
experiencing family violence diverse backgrounds

“I can read and write and I'm so grateful for that. | mean if | didn't have
those skills... I really, truly, | don’t know. Like, | feel like you would — you would
feel defeated and give up because it’s just too hard.”

‘ Interpreter services are essential for clients to understand their rights,
. . . participate fully, and navigate the legal system. In 2024-25:

+10% of clients spoke a main language other than English at home

* 3% required an interpreter

o) o) (o) Interpreter provision is underfunded, inconsistent, and even more limited in
33 /o 1 5 /o 23 /o regional areas. Without it, people are excluded from justice.

of all clients were experiencing Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander with disability or mental

family violence health challenge Sexuality and gender diverse (LGBTQIASB+) communities

LGBTQIASB+ people are now recognised as a priority group for legal help under the new National Access to Justice
Partnership. In Western Australia, Sussex Street runs a monthly Rainbow Legal Service. It offers free advice on gender and
sexuality discrimination, disability rights, family and relationship violence, and help with identity documents for gender
affirmation.

In 2024-25, 88 people who listed their gender as “other” used community legal services in WA. We don’t know how many
LGBTQIASB+ people use legal services, as community legal services don't collect this data.

o) (o)
9 (o] (o) Our recommendation: Meaningfully engage and embed people with lived experience, especially those facing extra
and intersecting barriers, in designing and shaping services.
homeless or at risk of homelessness Young people (0-24)
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What kind of help is needed
We need help that is accessible,
trauma-informed, peer-based,

and holistic

Trauma-informed care

Legal processes can retraumatise. Repeating stories, confusing
instructions, or constant handovers adds harm. Services must:

» Recognise trauma and mental health challenges
» Respond with empathy, patience, and continuity
* Provide support tools: notes, recordings, follow-up summaries

Our recommendation: Invest in trauma-informed training for
services. Introduce dedicated case support roles so people
don't have to start from scratch each time.

Easier access to legal help

People struggle to know where to turn and how to connect
with legal help. Improvements include:

+ Clear, centralised information hubs so people know
where to go

+ Improved first contact by training frontline staff to be
trauma-sensitive and provide options

» Linked services and referral pathways to reduce repeated
storytelling and gaps in support

» More staff and lawyer availability so help is there when
people reach out

Our recommendation: Increase funding to recruit and
retain lawyers so advice is available when people need it.

nT 0%
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Peer support and guidance

Peer navigators who have “been there” build trust, reduce isolation,
and help people navigate legal systems. This also allows lawyers to
focus their time and energy on the legal issues.

Our recommendation: Invest in and embed peer navigators
in legal services.

Holistic support

Legal problems rarely exist in isolation; they affect family, finances, health,
and relationships. Services need to respond to the whole person, not just
the case. In our turnaway survey, only 28% were given referrals. Of those,
1in 4 found the referral to be helpful.

Our recommendation: Resource legal services to provide wraparound
care, including advocacy, counselling, and social support alongside
legal advice.
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From limbo and darkness
to lifeline and progress
Reimagining support

for families

Meet Cheri. Drawing on her own family’s experience
of navigating legal problems, she explores what
support could look like.

Right now, too many families are left in limbo. Support should include emotional and
social care, not just legal advice. Many legal issues often involve family and children.

Legal guidance alone isn't enough, parents need
— emotional, social, and peer support.

’
‘O’ Insight #1: Parents need support beyond the law

\/ . . L
‘O’ Insight #2: Children must not be invisible

Children experience legal proceedings as deeply as

parents, yet their needs are often overlooked.

N/
‘O’ Insight #3: Families need holistic, collaborative support

Services must work together and include the whole family, not
— just the primary parent.

Challenges

Unequal access

Some parents get help. Others have to face court alone.
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Opportunities

Equal access
Legal representation for both parties from the start.

o oo N
gl M -Illnl

Emotional trauma

Families experience deep emotional pain.

y

Help is hard to find

Help isn’t always available when it's most needed.

Healing support

Counselling and support for the whole family,
especially children.

Help when you need it most

Timely and responsive support services prevent
crises from worsening.

= o,
TR
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The impact of legal help
Legal help transforms lives

Legal help can help people feel safe, heard, and
empowered. It gives clarity, reduces stress, and
restores confidence when life feels overwhelming.

Kirsten'’s story on
family and recovery

“In 2022 my son was taken into care. | was trying to balance
feeling ashamed with actually having to seek out some help.
| tried to engage Legal Aid but | couldn’t because there

was a conflict of interest because his father had engaged
their services. | ended up engaging with [a community legal
centre] and the lawyer that | got was really great.”

“My continued journey of
recovery and doing the things
| needed to get my son back

Kirsten's lawyer helped her avoid making decisions she )
Y P 8 all happened a lot earlier than

wasn't ready for: “| was ready to sign my son over... she was

like, no, don’t do that. Let’s have a talk about it. We ended what would hfjve be.en if Ihadn’t
up working out details that were a lot better for me and my engaged their services. It gave
son in the end.” me the confidence to know that |
Accessing legal support accelerated her recovery. Kirsten have rights and my son has rights
now shares her story to inspire others: “Don’t give up if the and to respect them.

first door is closed in your face... you will find someone out
there that will be able to help you. You can’t be what you
can't see.. if | can give one person hope to find their way to
their feet easier, that's a bonus.”

“At the time, it allowed me some Kel Iy = s‘!:ory AL
breathing space because | had tenant I‘Ig hts

only had a stroke seven months
prior to that. | had newly acquired

“The property owner | was renting [from] wanted

a disability and | was feeling so to sell the house and they offered me a sales
pressured. It gave me hope that | agreement and | didn’t know what that was. |
could do some planning, which gave started to feel really pressured by that, and |
me like six months to put a plan needed to seek some legal advice.”
together until my tenancy ended.” The centre explained to Kelly her rights under

the Residential Tenancy Act and broke it down
clearly: “That gave me the information | needed...
| felt really empowered because | was able to
respond to the owner and the sales agent and
stand up for myself.”

Having legal guidance made a big difference.

Natalie’s story on regaining
her power

“I got laid off from a place where | was working and felt it was
unfair... It left me feeling really powerless. Yet | knew there was
something not quite right.”

Natalie attended a community legal education course and was
referred to a community legal centre. “[l] rang them up... they
made an appointment. Three days later, | spoke to somebody
and got information about what could happen.”

Using her lived experience, Natalie became a consumer
representative, advocating for others and using her voice
to influence change. “That growth from using my lived
experience to help others has given me a voice.”
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“The more knowledge | got,
the more power | got, the
more understanding | got of

my rights. With every bit of

information, | grew as a person

and out of the feelings of being
like a nobody... | can actually

fight it if | wanted to.”

Leah’s story on finding help

“The staff were
respectful, and they
even asked if | needed
an interpreter. Luckily,
| didn’t, but it showed
they cared.”

as a migrant

“My very first experience with a community legal centre was about five years
ago. | was a migrant, and five years after coming to Australia, | found myself in
a women'’s refuge, not knowing anything. All of a sudden, | had a VRO taken out
against me by the perpetrator, and | didn't really know what was going on. My
case worker referred me to the community legal centre.”

Despite the complexity of Leah's case, she found compassion and flexibility.
“They had to refer me back to Legal Aid for funding, but my interactions with

the community legal centre were quite good. Making the appointment was easy;,
and because | was trying to find work at that time, they offered late-night legal
advice, like a night legal clinic. That really helped.”

Even when the centre couldn’t take on her case long-term, they made sure she
wasn't left behind. “They supported me by filling out the Legal Aid application so
| didn't have to wait on the phone for hours. They also referred me to [another
service] and helped with the family court side.”

Having both a lawyer and a social worker available made a huge difference. “They
had a social worker on site with the lawyer. The social worker made sure | was
mentally okay before the meeting so | could focus on the legal side.”

Now, she pays that support forward in her own work helping others. “| work in the
family and domestic violence space myself, at a hub where we also have lawyers
and advocates working together. We make sure clients see the advocate first...
before meeting the lawyer. That model really works.”
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The impact of legal help
Shifting the scales

Meet Alice, a Lived Experience Advocate. This is her story
of what happens when you don’t have to go it alone.

Without legal help and other support services

When one side has the money, the lawyers, and the privilege, the
scales are stacked against us.

“He could afford a lawyer and used a loophole with a Violence
Restraining Order to take over the house and keep the kids. | had to
go to Family Court, where it took three days just to get a hearing and
have the kids returned.

It was our word against theirs. Years of abuse meant nothing when
he could pay for a forensic psychologist report to convince Child
Protection that he wasn't abusive.”

The weight of power
and privilege

Socioeconomic
privilege
Property
and business
ownership
Paid
legal team
Community
standing
and

connections Limited support

The weight of power
and privilege

Property
and business
ownership

Socioecono
privilege

Community

standing
and

connections
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With legal help and other support services

Support can change the story and shift the scales.

“It was a very long haul. For eight years, on and off, my lawyer stood by me. She
was incredible. She gave me hope. She kept me alive. She wasn't just a lawyer. She
shared her own experiences of being a woman, divorced, with children. It made
me feel less alone.

Without her support, | would have given up. | would have gone back to using. |
would have ended up in jail.

But | didn't. 18 years later and I'm still not using. I've learned to advocate not just
for myself, but for others too. Through peer roles, | feel privileged to use my voice
and lived experience to create change.”

Community
legal help

Domestic
violence
counselling

Substance

mic addiction
recovery
program

Paid
legal team

With support

The ripple effect goes beyond one person

When you support one person, you're not just changing one life. You're
supporting their family. You're strengthening the community.

Today, Alice uses her lived experience to support others navigating the

justice system.
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ldeas for change and advocacy CLWA CEO message
Together we can change things rereston. i v oo e e e vt bt

choice. | want to thank and acknowledge the project working group for their grace,

fo r t h e bette r resilience, hope — and especially for their challenge to us all.

They have asked that we listen, engage with the stories in this gallery, and act. | urge you
to support their recommendations, and to take deliberate steps to centre their voices -

. . so that together we build a fairer WA, where everybody has access to the legal and social
People seeking legal help and community legal centres help that they need.

share the same goals: fairness, access, and support for all.

The system currently falls short, but it can .
absolutely get better. Lived experience must guide Join the movement People need help
service design, funding, and policy. To make that

vision real, we need to: Community Legal Centres want to provide it,

but can't.

Workforce shortages and underfunding are stopping
people from getting the legal help they need. The
Independent Review of the National Legal Assistance
Partnership 2020-25 shows community legal lawyers
are handling up to 600 cases a year, well above the
sustainable benchmark of 400.

“The reality is that while CLCs continue to be dramatically
under-resourced, lawyers will continue to overwork and
risk burnout.” — WA Community Legal Centre Manager

“We have only been fully staffed for about six weeks
in the last 18 months.” — WA Community Legal Centre
Manager

No one should be left unsupported because help wasn't
available. Reducing turnaways protects people, families,
communities, and the sector.

Fairer funding means more people get the legal help they
need, when they need it.
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