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For many West Australians, cost-of-living pressure does not end at the supermarket
checkout.

It follows them home in the form of rent arrears, an eviction notice, mounting debt or the
impossible question of whether they can afford to leave an unsafe relationship.

The recent Priced Out report estimated that a single Australian now needs to earn about
$130,000 a year to comfortably afford the average rental. For someone on a low income, a
person living with disability or a parent escaping family and domestic violence, the gap
between what they earn and what it costs to live can be devastating.

Community legal services see firsthand what happens when that gap becomes a crisis.
Our members — 23 community legal services working tirelessly across the State — are
helping people facing tenancy disputes, debt, family violence, homelessness, family law
problems and difficulties accessing income support.

These issues rarely occur in isolation. A job loss can lead to rent arrears. Rent arrears can
lead to eviction. An eviction can lead to homelessness, which makes every other problem
harder to resolve. One of our members summed it up: “The first priority is shelter.”

People are being forced to focus on finding somewhere to sleep and putting food on the
table while legal and safety issues go unresolved. By the time they seek help, what may
have begun as one manageable problem has often become several urgent and
interconnected ones.

Our recent consultation with community legal services for Community Legal WA’s
forthcoming State Budget submission shows that this pressure is being felt across the
sector.

Members told us that clients are presenting with more complex problems and in greater
distress. They often need more time and support to understand their options, provide
instructions and take the steps required to resolve a legal problem.

Family and domestic violence remains a major driver of demand. One program reported
being consistently at capacity and having to prioritise matters assessed as having the
highest risk to women’s safety, including homicide.



Our members are also seeing family violence overlap with housing, family law, child
protection and financial hardship.

In regional WA, the challenges are compounded by distance, high travel costs, housing
shortages, limited digital access and a lack of local lawyers.

In some areas, people must travel to Perth or represent themselves because the assistance
they need simply is not available locally.

This is difficult work, but community legal services are achieving remarkable results.

In three recent hearings at one regional courthouse, legal assistance prevented people
from being evicted.

Other services are delivering hundreds of community legal education sessions, building
partnerships with Aboriginal and multicultural organisations, expanding outreach and
working with pro bono lawyers to reach people who might otherwise miss out on help.

These outcomes show what early, accessible legal assistance can achieve.

A tenancy advocate can help prevent an eviction. A financial counsellor can challenge an
unfair debt. A family violence lawyer can help someone obtain protection and make
decisions about their safety. All this important work which is being done each week by
community legal services across WA.

But the sector’s hard work and commitment cannot compensate indefinitely for
inadequate resources.

Many community legal services are closing waitlists, restricting intake, pausing referrals
and holding positions vacant because they cannot safely absorb any more work.

One service closed a wills waitlist after it reached 120 people. Another now closes its
advice line when it reaches capacity. Some services are drawing on their reserves or
relying on pro bono assistance to maintain access.

This is not a failure of commitment. It is evidence of a sector stretching every available
dollar and every available person as far as possible.

None of this means people should stop asking for help.

If you are experiencing a legal problem, please continue to contact a community legal
service. Our members remain deeply committed to helping people understand their
rights and will provide assistance wherever they can. Even when a service cannot take on



an entire case, early advice or a referral may help someone understand their options and
prevent the situation from becoming worse.

But the responsibility cannot rest with overstretched community legal services alone.
Government must ensure our members have the resources to provide help when and
where people need it. Legal assistance must be funded as an essential part of the response
to cost-of-living pressure, housing insecurity and family and domestic violence.

Funding needs to reflect the real cost of employing and supporting skilled staff, the
higher cost of delivering services in regional WA and the growing complexity of the legal
needs people bring through the door.

Community legal services are already demonstrating what works. They are preventing
homelessness, reducing debt, helping victim-survivors reach safety and ensuring people
are heard when decisions about their homes, families and futures are being made.

With adequate and secure resourcing, they could help many more West Australians
before a difficult situation becomes a crisis.

At a time when so many households are one unexpected bill, rent increase or lost job
away from serious hardship, access to legal help should not depend on whether a local
service has any capacity left.

Justice must remain available to people when they need it most.
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