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Background

Victoria Legal Aid (VLA) analysed data relating to clients who had received family, youth and children’s (FYC) law legal aid services over a five year period (2009–10 to 2013–14).
 The specific FYC law services provided related to either a parenting dispute, family violence issue or a child protection issue. 

Key Findings

The data analysis shows: 

· between 2009–2014, the majority of VLA clients who received help for their FYC law problem only received assistance for one type of FYC problem (i.e. either for a parenting dispute, family violence or child protection issue)
· however a smaller proportion of clients (12 percent or 11 969 people), received help for at least two types of problems, and an even smaller number (less than 1 percent or 915 people) saw us for all three problems (i.e. they had a parenting dispute, a child protection matter and a family violence matter)

· even though a small percentage of our total clients are presenting with the need for more than one type of FYC legal help which we refer to here as complex issues or needs, this represents thousands of families. This indicates that there is a group of families with acute and complex FYC legal issues that need a number of services from VLA. 

When examining the client group presenting with complex needs, we wanted to test two different potential pathways for accessing services.

First, we wanted to see whether family violence or child protection issues (which are addressed by Victorian state courts) occurred at the same time as parenting dispute matters (which are addressed in the federal family law courts):

· about 30 percent of clients who received assistance with a parenting dispute under a grant of aid in 2012–13 also received assistance with a child protection or family violence issue either one year before or one year after receiving assistance for the parenting dispute
· the most common ‘cluster’ for this type of client was the combination of a parenting dispute and a family violence matter. These clients received help for both a parenting dispute and a family violence matter within a two year period
· amily violence and child protection matters were also sometimes linked. About one fifth of adult clients who received assistance with a child protection matter under a grant of aid in 2012–13 also experienced a parenting dispute or family violence issue in the year before and/or after the child protection issue.   
Second, we wanted to see over what time period clients were returning to VLA for help with FYC law legal issues. Of the clients who we assisted with a parenting dispute grant of aid in 2013–14:

· almost 75 percent were not receiving assistance from VLA for the first time
· almost 45 percent had first sought assistance from VLA for a FYC law issue at some point in the five year period prior
· most multiple contacts with VLA for FYC law problems were within a two to three year time span and were for a parenting dispute. The second most common reason for first contacting VLA was a family violence issue. For those that first contacted VLA four to seven years ago, however, a higher percentage did so for a child protection issue 
· nineteen percent of clients first sought assistance for a family violence issue. 
Data
During a five year period (2009–10 to 2013–14), VLA assisted 99 294 unique clients with parenting dispute, family violence and child protection issues.

Of these clients, approximately 87 percent (or 86 410 clients) received assistance for only one type (i.e. parenting dispute, family violence or child protection) of FYC law issue. Thus, the majority of these VLA clients over the five year period have only received assistance for one type of FYC law issue. 

Graph 1: Unique FYC Law Clients Assisted in the Past Five Years by Number of Legal Issue Types (i.e. Parenting Dispute, Family Violence and / or Child Protection)
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Of the remaining clients in the cohort from the five year period, we calculated what percentage received assistance for two types of FYC law issues (even if that second assistance had been delivered prior to the five year period). Approximately 12 percent (or 11 969 clients) have received assistance for two types of FYC law issues. Less than one percent (or 915) have received assistance for all three types of FYC law issues. 

Of those clients who received assistance for two or three types of FYC law issues, one of which was parenting disputes, the most common second issue was family violence (76 percent) (see Table 1). This is compared to 16 percent of such clients whose second issue was child protection. Only eight percent of clients who have received assistance for a parenting dispute issue have also received assistance for both family violence and child protection issues.   

Table 1: Clients Assisted with a Parenting Dispute Issue and One or More Other FYC Law Issue 

	Sub-Program
	Unique Client Count (No.)
	Clients with Parenting Dispute Issue and One or More Other FYC Law Issue (%)

	Family Violence
	8,550
	76

	Child Protection
	1,799
	16

	Child Protection + Family Violence
	915
	8

	Total
	11,264 
	100


A Cluster of Legal Issues 
We then wanted to see how many of our clients are experiencing family violence or child protection issues (which are addressed under Victorian legislation in state courts, most typically the Magistrates’ and Children’s Courts respectively) at the same time as they are receiving assistance for a parenting dispute matter (which are addressed under the Commonwealth Family Law Act 1975 in the Family Law Courts). 

To undertake this analysis, we have taken as a starting point the clients who received a grant of aid for a parenting dispute matter in the 2012–13 financial year (1 604 clients). 

We then checked whether they received assistance for a family violence or a child protection issue in the one year prior or the one year after receiving assistance for the parenting dispute issue. 

Almost 70 percent of this group of clients (1 116 clients) received no assistance for a child protection or family violence issue in the year prior or the year after receiving assistance for a parenting dispute issue. 

The remaining 30 percent of clients (488 clients) have had a family violence and / or child protection issue either in the one year prior or the one year after receiving assistance for a parenting dispute issue (see Table 2). 

The most common cluster of legal issues was a parenting dispute with a family violence issue in the one year prior (173 clients). VLA’s data system does not track whether children are listed as affected family members on family violence intervention orders. However, given the close proximity of the family violence issue to the parenting dispute issue, we would expect that many are linked to complex issues within the one family. This finding supports the view of family lawyers that the family violence lists at state Magistrates’ Courts are increasingly the first point of contact with the legal system for parents who also have a parenting dispute to resolve. 

The second and third most common clusters were a parenting dispute with a family violence matter in the year after (123 clients) and family violence issues both before and after receiving assistance for the parenting dispute (53 clients).

Table 2: Number of Clients with a child protection or family violence issue in the one year prior and / or in the one year after receiving grant assistance for a parenting dispute in 2012-13
	Legal Issue One Year Prior to Receiving Grant of Assistance for a Parenting Dispute
	Legal issue One Year After Receiving Grant of Assistance for a Parenting Dispute
	Number of clients

	Family Violence
	 
	173

	 
	Family Violence
	123

	Family Violence
	Family Violence
	53

	Child Protection
	 
	48

	 
	Child Protection
	46

	Child Protection
	Child Protection
	12

	Child Protection
	Family Violence
	10

	 
	Child Protection and Family Violence
	7

	Family Violence
	Child Protection and Family Violence
	5

	Child Protection and Family Violence
	Family Violence
	4

	Family Violence
	Child Protection
	3

	Child Protection and Family Violence
	 
	2

	Child Protection
	Child Protection and Family Violence
	2

	 
	 
	488


Clients experiencing a parenting dispute and a child protection issue in the year prior and / or in the year after receiving assistance for the parenting dispute issue account for 22 percent of the clients with a cluster of legal issues.  

Similar to family violence, VLA’s data system does not track whether the children at the centre of these parenting disputes are the same as those involved in the child protection issue. However, given the proximity of the two activities, we would expect that these are commonly linked. 

We ran the same analysis above using a child protection issue as the starting point. In 2012–13, 2 982 adult clients received a grant of assistance for a child protection issue. Of these clients, 620 (approximately 20 percent) also experienced a parenting dispute or family violence issue one year prior and / or one year after receiving assistance for the child protection issue.   

The most common combination was a family violence issue in the one year prior to receiving assistance for the child protection issue (168 clients). Equal second most common was a parenting dispute issue in the one year prior or a family violence issue in the year following assistance for a child protection issue (120 clients each). 

This analysis indicates that there a group of VLA clients who present with particularly complex needs that need assistance with multiple legal issues within a two year time period.  
Long Term Clients 
Finally, we wanted to see over what time period clients were returning to VLA for assistance with FYC law legal issues. We took as a starting point, that VLA assisted 1 405 clients with a parenting disputes grant in 2013–14. 
For approximately 25 percent of these clients (356 clients), this was the first interaction with VLA for an FYC law issue (a parenting dispute, family violence or child protection issue).  
Table 3: Number of Years between VLA Assistance for a Parenting Dispute Grant of Assistance and First Contact with VLA

	First contact with VLA for clients who had a parenting dispute grant in 2013-14
	No. of Clients
	% of Clients

	Parenting dispute grant of assistance in 2013-14
	356
	25.3

	Up to 5 years prior to assistance in 2013-14
	626
	44.6

	5 to 10 years prior to assistance in 2013-14
	237
	16.9

	Over 10 years prior to assistance in 2013-14
	186
	13.2

	 
	1405
	100.0


Almost 75 percent of clients who received a grant of assistance for a parenting dispute in 2013–14 were not accessing FYC law assistance from VLA for the first time. VLA assisted 13 percent of the cohort with a FYC law issue for the first time over ten years ago. For 17 percent of the cohort, they first came into contact with VLA for a FYC law issue between five and ten years before the assistance in 2013–14. 

Seventy five percent of these clients, when they first contacted VLA, were seeking assistance with a parenting dispute. Nineteen percent first sought assistance for a family violence issue. 

For the clients who had received assistance for the first time in the five year period prior to 2013–14, most had contacted VLA within the three years prior and their first contact was most commonly about a parenting dispute issue. This is not surprising, as the client may have received a legal advice or a duty lawyer service for the parenting dispute, for example, before a grant of aid was approved in 2013–14. 

The data also indicates a slightly higher percentage of clients first contacting VLA for a child protection issue if their first contact with VLA was in the four to seven year period prior to the parenting dispute grant of assistance in 2013–14. This may be worthy of further investigation in order to determine if there is a link between child protection involvement and the need for further family law proceedings to determine living arrangements for children in the longer term. 
Conclusion

The majority of VLA clients who are receiving help for a FYC law problem are only receiving assistance for one type of FYC law problem – either a parenting dispute, family violence or child protection issue. 

However, there are a small proportion of clients (who represent thousands of families) who are receiving assistance for at least two types of problems. These clients are most likely to have a parenting dispute and a family violence issue. Child protection and family violence is also linked. 

VLA is assisting some clients multiple times mostly within a five year period. This indicates there are families with acute and complex FYC legal issues who receive an intensive service delivery by VLA. 
For these families with complex issues, the most common pathway is a family violence matter followed by a parenting dispute. 
This suggests there is an imperative to consider how the legal system incorporates design elements that maximise the effectiveness of the justice system for children in these families presenting with complex issues. This is particularly so given parenting disputes, family violence intervention order matters and child protection issues are currently addressed through three separate legal jurisdictions. 

� Legal aid services included legal advice, duty lawyering, minor work assistance (help with one-off tasks such as perusal of documents or writing a letter) and representation under a grant of aid, delivered by the VLA staff practice or legal aid funded private practitioners.


� The data period selected for each section of analysis enables the most up to date analysis of the issues. 
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