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2 February 2024 
The Hon. Anthony Albanese MP 
Prime Minister of Australia 
Chairperson, Expenditure Review Committee 
a.albanese.mp@aph.gov.au

Dear Prime Minister 

RE: Urgent investment in Family Violence Prevention Legal Service Units required to 
prevent and respond to family and domestic violence in Aboriginal communities in a 
culturally safe and trauma informed way.  

I am writing to you on behalf of Aboriginal Family Legal Service WA (AFLS) to express deep 
concern over the chronic underfunding of Family Violence Prevention Legal Service Units 
(FVPLS) across Australia, ahead of the May 2024-25 Federal Budget.  

For over 10 years, AFLS has been delivering integrated legal and social supports to Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander victims of family and domestic violence and sexual assault across 
Western Australia (WA). As the largest FVPLS in WA, AFLS has been leading innovation in 
the delivery of tailored, culturally safe, trauma informed and client centric services that meet 
the holistic needs of Aboriginal people. AFLS has offices in seven regions across WA, covering 
the East and West Kimberley, Midwest, Gascoyne, Goldfields, Pilbara and Perth Metropolitan 
area. Offices are located in Broome, Kununurra, Carnarvon, Geraldton, Hedland and Perth, 
from which outreach services extend to over 30 remote Aboriginal townships and 
communities.   

AFLS commends the Commonwealth Government on its commitment to addressing family, 
domestic and sexual violence, as evident in its provision of $1.3 billion over 6 years for 
measures to address family, domestic and sexual violence under the first phase of the new 
National Plan to End Violence Against Women and Children 2022-2032. We note that this 
includes $194 million over five years towards First Nations family safety initiatives to be 
implemented in line with priorities identified in the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Action 
Plan of the National Plan, per the Federal Government’s commitment to addressing violence 
against women and children in First Nations communities.  

While we support any tangible investment in prevention, early intervention, response and 
recovery to support all women to be safe from family and domestic violence, the $1.3 billon 
pales in comparison to the $20+ billion each year that family and domestic violence is 
estimated to cost the Australian economy. This includes costs associated with the pain, 
suffering and premature mortality of victims; the health system; the costs of children witnessing 
and living with violence; police, incarceration, court system, counselling and prevention 
program costs; being absent from work; replacing damaged property; loss of income; social 
welfare payments; victim compensation payments and other government services.  

We know that early access to culturally safe and trauma informed legal assistance is essential 
to ensuring that victims of family and domestic violence are supported to navigate and engage 
with the legal system, and have opportunities to protect themselves through the legal process. 

mailto:a.albanese.mp@aph.gov.au


Services like those delivered by the FVPLS units support victims to engage with the legal 
system while concurrently receiving intensive case management supports, which ensures an 
integrated and holistic approach to meeting client needs.  

A 2019 evaluation of the FVPLS units reported that FVPLS service strategies and activities 
actively contribute to reducing costs to the legal, court and child protection systems, by:  

• Lowering rates of breaches of Family Violence Restraining Orders with resulting 
reduced consequences for perpetrators and victims. 

• Supporting victims to negotiate parenting plans and property settlements out of court 
settlements in family law matters.  

• Supporting extended family members to apply to care for children outside of the court 
system.  

• Increasing the likelihood of perpetrators pleading guilty through support to the victim 
to be actively engaged in the legal case against the perpetrator and to appear in court. 

• Reducing rates of drop-out from legal processes by victims. 
• Supporting more successful prosecutions and more appropriate sentences. 

Yet, we highlight that FVPLS agencies across Australia, which are the only Aboriginal 
Community Controlled services across the country that deliver a combination of specialised, 
integrated legal and non-legal family violence prevention services and programs specifically 
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, have historically been and continue to be 
grossly underfunded.1  

A combination of chronic underfunding, inflationary pressures, inadequate indexation and a 
lack of long-term funding security represents a serious risk to the ongoing sustainability of the 
FVPLS units and quality of service delivery for Aboriginal people experiencing or at risk of 
family and domestic violence. We note the recent announcement that Far West Community 
Legal Centre and the Warra Warra Legal Service will cease delivering services by 31 July 
2024, due to staff shortages and the increasing costs of compliance.  

We implore you to mitigate these risks and enable the ongoing sustainability of FVPLS service 
delivery across the country by supporting additional funding for FVPLS units in the May 2024-
25 Federal Budget.   

It is our expectation that the independent mid-term review of the National Legal Assistance 
Partnership (NLAP) Agreement, which is due to be released in late February 2024, will 
recommend significant additional Commonwealth funding for legal assistance generally, and 
FVPLS units in particular. We are confident the Attorney General will be leading efforts to 
secure this extra resourcing. We ask that your government substantively respond to the NLAP 
Review by also including forward estimate funding from 1 July 2024 in the May 2024 budget.  

We therefore request your support in the Expenditure Review Committee for targeted budget 
measures designed to address the unique funding challenges faced by FVPLS units. At a 
minimum, the 2024-25 budget must deliver:  

a. An injection of an additional $8 million in new annual funding to Aboriginal Family Legal 
Service WA (with a commitment to making this recurrent funding), to ensure the 
ongoing sustainability of service delivery to Aboriginal victims of violence across WA.  

We additionally echo Community Legal Centres Australia’s request for your support for any 
bid by the Attorney-General’s Department for additional funding for the entire legal assistance 

 
1 See for example: Productivity Commission 2014 Access to justice arrangements inquiry report 



sector in 2024-25 and over the forward estimates. In this respect, the 2024-25 budget must 
provide for:  

b. Adequate indexation (at least 4.6%2) on all NLAP funding contracts. This will assist 
legal services to absorb the impacts of inflation and increasing wages costs. CLCA 
estimates that this will cost $5.5 million.  

c. An immediate injection of new funding into the legal assistance sector to support 
service delivery until the current NLAP expires in June 2025. The Law Council of 
Australia estimates a current shortfall in legal assistance funding of $500 million per 
annum. This should serve as a guide for determining the appropriate global quantum 
of funding required by all legal assistance providers per annum in 2024-25 and under 
NLAP 2025-30.  

d. A commitment (via the forward estimates) to invest significant additional 
Commonwealth funds in the next NLA (due to commence from 1 July 2025). This 
commitment should identify the proportion of funding to be allocated to legal assistance 
services to provide certainty to service providers.   

We enclose for your reference our 2024-25 Pre-Budget Submission to Treasury, which 
provides detailed information on our AFLS specific funding requests.  

We would welcome the opportunity to meet with you to discuss AFLS and the broader FVPLS 
sector’s urgent funding needs. To arrange a meeting, or if you need anything further, please 
contact our Policy Manager, Laney Gould, at policy@afls.org.au.  

Kind regards, 

 

Corina Martin 
Chief Executive Officer  
Aboriginal Family Legal Service  

 

 
2 Nationally, the Australian Services Union and ACOSS recommend a minimum indexation rate of 4.6% for all 
funded social and community service organisation, including legal assistance services, as a matter of urgency.  
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Who We Are  

Aboriginal Family Legal Service WA (AFLS) is a specialist Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisation 

(ACCO) operating under the Family Violence Prevention Legal Service (FVPLS) program, funded directly 

by the Commonwealth Government through the National Indigenous Australians Agency.  

For over 10 years, AFLS has been delivering integrated legal and social supports to Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander victims of family and domestic violence and sexual assault across Western 

Australia. As the largest FVPLS in WA, AFLS has been leading innovation in the delivery of tailored, 

culturally safe, trauma informed and client centric services that meet the holistic needs of Aboriginal 

people. AFLS has offices in seven regions across WA, covering the East and West Kimberley, Midwest, 

Gascoyne, Goldfields, Pilbara and Perth Metropolitan area. Offices are located in Broome, Kununurra, 

Carnarvon, Geraldton, Hedland and Perth, from which outreach services extend to over 30 remote 

Aboriginal townships and communities.   

In the 2022-23 financial year, 860 West Australians accessed AFLS’s suite of prevention, response and 

intervention services across the core specialist areas of AFLS practice. This includes family law, family 

violence restraining orders, care and protection, criminal injuries compensation, redress, and wills. 

Concurrently, our team of in-house social workers (Family Advocates) delivered intensive case 

management to ensure clients’ holistic needs could be met beyond the demands of their legal matters.  

AFLS has a unique understanding of the complex context in which Aboriginal people experience family 

and domestic violence, directly informed by its understanding of the specific drivers of violence against 

Aboriginal women and children in the communities we service. This is complemented by our 

knowledge of the broader social, cultural and political context in which family and domestic violence 

is perpetrated by and against Aboriginal people. Every day we work with clients who continue to be 

displaced and discriminated against by the systems that dispossessed Aboriginal people from their 

land, their culture and their communities at the time of colonisation.  

We are writing to urge the Australian Government to prioritise funding to respond to the pervasive 

health and welfare issue that is the overrepresentation of Aboriginal women as victims of family and 

domestic violence across the country. At AFLS, we walk alongside our local communities to prevent 

and respond to family and domestic violence across Western Australia in culturally safe and trauma 

informed ways. Yet, in the 14 years since AFLS commenced service delivery, and despite rising rates of 

family and domestic violence against Aboriginal women, we have been subject to numerous funding 

cuts and administrative changes that have negatively impacted on the service delivery capacity of our 

organisation.  

AFLS provides high quality integrated services at scale that are value for money. A 2019 Charles Darwin 

University evaluation of the FVPLS units reported that FVPLS service strategies and activities actively 

contributed to reducing costs to the legal, court and child protection systems by:  

• Lowering rates of breaches of Family Violence Restraining Orders with resulting reduced 

consequences for perpetrators and victims. 

• Supporting victims to negotiate parenting plans and property settlements out of court 

settlements in family law matters.  

• Supporting extended family members to apply to care for children outside of the court system.  

• Increasing the likelihood of perpetrators pleading guilty through support to the victim to be 

actively engaged in the legal case against the perpetrator and to appear in court. 

• Reducing rates of drop-out from legal processes by victims. 
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• Supporting more successful prosecutions and more appropriate sentences.1 

In the case of legal assistance to Aboriginal victims of family and domestic violence, the FVPLS agencies 

around Australia must receive additional annual funding concurrent with legal need and the actual 

cost of providing services, to ensure the ongoing sustainability of essential legal and non-legal front 

line services to Aboriginal people. 

We are seeking an additional investment of $48 million over 5 years to enable the ongoing 

sustainability and development of our organisation, as part of the Federal Government’s obligation to 

reduce the rate of all forms of family violence and abuse against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

women and children by at least 50%, as progress towards zero, under the National Agreement on 

closing the Gap.  

Executive Summary 

1. The State Emergency  

The Australian Government recognises the disproportionate and severe forms of family violence 

affecting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in Australia, and published the following data in 

2022:2 

• First Nations women report 3.1 times the rate of violence compared to other women in 

Australia.  

• 3 in 5 First Nations women have experienced physical or sexual abuse by a male intimate 

partner.  

• First Nations women are almost 11 times more likely to die due to assault.  

• Hospitalisation rates from family violence are 32 times higher for First Nations women 

compared to other women in Australia. 

• Intimate partner violence contributes 10.9% of the burden of disease for Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander women aged between 18 and 44, which is higher than any other health risk 

factor including alcohol or tobacco use.  

• Family violence against First Nations women is the “leading reason for the disproportionately 

high numbers of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children removed from their families.” 

In Western Australia, violence against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women in Western Australia 

is particularly pervasive and severe:  

• Aboriginal women in regional and remote WA are 45 times more likely to be assaulted by their 

spouse or partner than non-Aboriginal women.3 

• Aboriginal women in regional and remote WA are 17.5 times more likely to be murdered by 

their spouse or partner than non-Aboriginal women.4  

 
1 Charles Darwin University – Northern Institute, Family Violence Prevention Legal Services: Evaluation Report, 2019, 
https://www.niaa.gov.au/sites/default/files/publications/fvpls-evaluation-national-report.pdf.  
2 Department of Social Services – Government of Australia, National Plan to End Violence against Women and Children 
2022-2032, February 2022, https://www.dss.gov.au/the-national-plan-to-end-violence-against-women-and-children/the-
national-plan-to-end-violence-against-women-and-children-2022-2032.   
3 Ombudsman Western Australia, Family and Domestic Violence Fatality Review, 2017, 
https://www.ombudsman.wa.gov.au/Publications/AR1617/HTML/Annual_Report_201617_Family_Domestic_Violence_Fata
lity_Review.htm#:~:text=In%20Western%20Australia%2C%20it%20is,all%20victims%20(page%204). 
4 National Aboriginal Community Controlled Health Organisation, Women’s Health News Communique, 2016, 
https://nacchocommunique.com/2016/07/14/naccho-womens-health-news-new-study-finds-aboriginal-mothers-are-17-5-

https://www.niaa.gov.au/sites/default/files/publications/fvpls-evaluation-national-report.pdf
https://www.dss.gov.au/the-national-plan-to-end-violence-against-women-and-children/the-national-plan-to-end-violence-against-women-and-children-2022-2032
https://www.dss.gov.au/the-national-plan-to-end-violence-against-women-and-children/the-national-plan-to-end-violence-against-women-and-children-2022-2032
https://www.ombudsman.wa.gov.au/Publications/AR1617/HTML/Annual_Report_201617_Family_Domestic_Violence_Fatality_Review.htm#:~:text=In%20Western%20Australia%2C%20it%20is,all%20victims%20(page%204)
https://www.ombudsman.wa.gov.au/Publications/AR1617/HTML/Annual_Report_201617_Family_Domestic_Violence_Fatality_Review.htm#:~:text=In%20Western%20Australia%2C%20it%20is,all%20victims%20(page%204)
https://nacchocommunique.com/2016/07/14/naccho-womens-health-news-new-study-finds-aboriginal-mothers-are-17-5-times-more-likely-to-be%20%20murdered/#:~:text=The%20study%2C%20published%20in%20BMC,behind%20a%20child%20under%20five
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• Of the 154 FDV fatalities in WA between 1 July 2012 and 20 June 2022, 36% (54) were 

Aboriginal, despite Aboriginal people comprising only 3.5% of the WA population.5 

• Of the 154 FDV fatalities in WA between 1 July 2012 and 20 June 2022, 42% were living in 

regional or remote locations, compared to the 26% of the population of WA living in these 

locations.6 

The complex vulnerabilities of Aboriginal victims of family and domestic violence, who regularly 

experience a diversity of impacts from intergenerational trauma, mental health issues and long 

histories of alcohol and other substance abuse among a myriad of other factors concurrent to their 

victimisation, means that they rarely have one service need. And yet, the service system continues to 

discriminate against and dispossess Aboriginal women, children and families.  

In practice, we see highly vulnerable women who flee FDV and are unable to access refuge 

accommodation because they cannot pay for it. We see Magistrates failing to recognise electronic 

declarations as equivalent to an affidavit, in direct contradiction to the clear intention of Parliament, 

and requiring victims who have been hospitalised to leave hospital to attend court to apply for an 

FVRO. We see Police officers refusing to service FVROs on high risk perpetrators, because they do not 

agree with the terms of the Order. We see failures by State and Federal Governments to adequately 

invest in intensive family support that keeps Aboriginal families safe and together, and instead a 

tendency to ignore cultural planning requirements, refusal to negotiate on the length of time-limited 

orders, and failure to afford mothers of children in care who are themselves victims of violence with 

appropriate support or dignity.  

In a family and domestic violence context, early access to legal assistance is critical. The Australian 

Government’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Action Plan 2023-2025 recognises that the “legal 

and justice systems are not well adapted or informed to respond effectively to the interlocking and 

compounding forms of violence that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women experience”, which 

is why facilitated access to Aboriginal controlled legal assistance for Aboriginal victims of family 

violence is essential. Integrated legal and social supports are core to preventing violence from 

escalating, reducing rates of violence, supporting victims to navigate the complex and often isolating 

justice system, and supporting families, including children, to be safe and strong. 

2. National Policy and Funding Context 

In 2022-2023, the Federal Budget provided $1.3 billion over 6 years for measures to address family, 

domestic and sexual violence under the first phase on the new National Plan to End Violence Against 

Women and Children 2022-2032. This included $194 million over five years towards First Nations family 

safety initiatives to be implemented in line with priorities identified in the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Action Plan, per the Australian Government’s commitment to addressing violence against 

women and children in First Nations communities.    

While we support any tangible investment in prevention, early intervention, response and recovery to 

support all women to be safe from family and domestic violence, the $1.3 billion pales in comparison 

to the $20+ billion each year that family and domestic violence is estimated to cost the Australian 

 
times-more-likely-to-be  
murdered/#:~:text=The%20study%2C%20published%20in%20BMC,behind%20a%20child%20under%20five. 
5 Ombudsman Western Australia, Family and Domestic Violence Fatality Review, 2022, chrome-
extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://www.ombudsman.wa.gov.au/Publications/AR2122/Family-
Domestic-Violence-Fatality-Review-2021-22.pdf.   
6 Ibid.  

https://nacchocommunique.com/2016/07/14/naccho-womens-health-news-new-study-finds-aboriginal-mothers-are-17-5-times-more-likely-to-be%20%20murdered/#:~:text=The%20study%2C%20published%20in%20BMC,behind%20a%20child%20under%20five
https://nacchocommunique.com/2016/07/14/naccho-womens-health-news-new-study-finds-aboriginal-mothers-are-17-5-times-more-likely-to-be%20%20murdered/#:~:text=The%20study%2C%20published%20in%20BMC,behind%20a%20child%20under%20five
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economy.7 This includes costs associated with the pain, suffering and premature mortality of victims; 

the health system; the costs of children witnessing and living with violence; police, incarceration, court 

system, counselling and prevention program costs; being absent from work; replacing damaged 

property; loss of income; social welfare payments; victim compensation payment and other 

government services.8  

We highlight that FVPLS agencies around Australia, which are the only services across the country that 

deliver a combination of specialised legal and non-legal family violence prevention services and 

programs to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people specifically, have historically been and 

continue to be chronically underfunded. From 2010, the number of FVPLS units was reduced from 31 

to 14, providing services in geographic areas of high need. In 2012, early intervention funding was 

removed from the FVPLS program. Following this, the FVPLS program was transferred from the 

Attorney General’s Department to the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet in 2014, along with 

more than 150 other programs into a new Indigenous Advancement Strategy. FVPLS funding levels 

were frozen at 2013-2014 levels until 2020, but the sector was nevertheless required to deliver 

additional services to higher caseloads. In 2019, the 14 units of the FVPLS program were transferred 

to the newly created National Indigenous Australians Agency, and in 2021 NIAA announced two new 

FVPLS units, bringing the total to 16.  

Funding for the FVPLS agencies is not based on legal need or the actual costs of providing services 

unlike other legal assistance providers, which was a criticism of the Productivity Commission in 2014 

that recommended Commonwealth funding for FVPLS providers should “be allocated according to 

models that reflect the relative costs of service provision and indicators of need given their priority 

clients and areas of law.”9 We have, however, seen no change to the FVPLS funding model since that 

time. In the lead up to the 2023-24 Commonwealth Budget, the FVPLS units across the country 

advocated for an additional $40 million in annual funding to provide essential legal and non-legal 

frontline family violence prevention services, programs and supports to Aboriginal people affected by 

family violence, to no avail. The 23-24 Budget confirmed the current funding levels for the FVPLS units, 

but failed to meet the funding increases required.   

In this context, AFLS’s reliance on the Commonwealth Government as our primary funding body is a 

threat to the ongoing sustainability of our service delivery. Without a tangible additional investment 

from the Federal Government in the next Budget, the substantial gap that exists between our funding 

contract and the actual cost of service delivery is a risk to our ongoing capacity to adequately service 

the communities across our service delivery area of approximately 1, 978, 622 square kilometres.  

 We note that the final review of the National Legal Assistance Partnership, which is the mechanism 

under which funding is provided to all legal assistance sector providers except the FVPLS units, is due 

to be published in the coming months. The review will include an assessment of progress towards 

achieving the overall objective and outcomes of the NLAP, the appropriateness of the NLAP in 

achieving its objectives and outcomes and delivering its outputs, and whether mainstream, specialist 

and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander specific legal assistance services funded under the NLAP have 

been delivered in an effective, efficient and appropriate manner. The NLAP review will inform an 

 
7 Australia Institute of Health and Welfare, Family, domestic and sexual violence: Economic and financial impacts, 24 

November 2023, https://www.aihw.gov.au/family-domestic-and-sexual-violence/responses-and-outcomes/economic-
financial-impacts.  
8 Ibid.  
9 Productivity Commission, “Access to Justice Arrangements: Productivity Commission Inquiry Report”, 2014, p 28.  

https://www.aihw.gov.au/family-domestic-and-sexual-violence/responses-and-outcomes/economic-financial-impacts
https://www.aihw.gov.au/family-domestic-and-sexual-violence/responses-and-outcomes/economic-financial-impacts
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improved future legal assistance framework that supports efficient, sustainable, client-centric, 

evidence-driven service delivery, promoting best practice.  

In the meantime, we urge the Australian government to align significant investment in the 24-25 

Budget to its policy priorities as identified in the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Action Plan 2023-

2025, with a particular focus on justice and equitable outcomes. This investment will be a pivotal in 

realising the Australian Government’s commitment to upholding human and cultural rights and 

enhancing understanding of legal rights through access to culturally safe and appropriate legal 

assistance for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander victims of family and domestic violence.  

Key Recommendations 

AFLS requires an immediate injection of an additional $48 million over the next 5 years, on top of its 

existing recurrent funding totalling $26 million over the next 5 years, to continue to address critical 

service gaps:  

• $26 million of continued funding over the next 5 years to:

- Maintain integrated legal assistance and social support for Aboriginal victims of family and

domestic violence to ensure their holistic needs are met (Refer Column A of Attachment

A, which presumes no increase to additional funding and $5.235m per annum for 5 years).

• $49 million of new funding over the next 5 years to:

- Support and enhance the number of legal and social practitioners available to address

unmet need across the 7 regions already within the AFLS footprint (Refer Column B of

Attachment A, which presumes $3.263m for 2025 and incremental increases thereafter,

total $19.923m for 5 years);

- Reinstate 3x Family Advocate and 1x Solicitor roles that were previously funded by the

State Government under a COVID-19 Access to Justice Funding arrangement, which has

since been cut, for the next 2 financial years minimum (Refer Column C of Attachment A,

which presumes $739k for 2025 and incremental increases thereafter, total $4.513m for 5

years);

- Expand the AFLS operational model to include Aboriginal Court Advocates, who will give

ownership to Aboriginal people over working for their people in their local communities

and provide an essential voice in court for Aboriginal people who are unable to advocate

for their equitable access to justice (Refer Column D of Attachment A, which presumes

$1.702m for 2025 and incremental increases thereafter, total $10.388m for 5 years);

- Minimise the gap between funding contracts and actual service delivery costs, caused by

the failure of those contracts to allow for wage rate increase or CPI increases (Refer

Column E of Attachment A, which presumes $1.022m for 2025 and incremental increases

thereafter, total $6.240m for 5 years);

- Expand service delivery across the Perth Metropolitan area sufficient to meet demand for

services and client needs (Refer Column F of Attachment A, which presumes $770k for

2025 and incremental increases thereafter, total $4.702m for 5 years);
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- Assist AFLS to cover the costs of disbursements, which are critical components of

supporting victims of family and domestic violence to access justice, improve their safety

and feel dignified, for which AFLS is not currently funded (FOI, food vouchers, emergency

accommodation, bus fares etc) (Refer Column G of Attachment A, which presumes $400k

for 2025 and incremental increases thereafter, total $2.442m for 5 years); and

- Assist AFLS to cover the costs of staff housing and electricity in the regions,  which has

been significantly impacted by the cost of living crisis and is impacting staff retention

(Refer Column H of Attachment A, which presumes $120k for 2025 and incremental

increases thereafter, total $732k for 5 years).

The additional funding would be distributed over the next 5 years as follows: 

• 2025: $8,016,867

• 2026: $8,818,554

• 2027: $9,700,409

• 2028: $10,670,450

• 2029: $11,737,495

Refer to Appendix 1 for further detail of the funding requests. 




