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Background to Health Justice Partnerships 

Across Australia, over one in five people will have three or more legal needs in a given year (Legal Australia 

Wide survey, Law & Justice Foundation of NSW 2012). Among them, people living with disabilities, sole 

parents, people living in disadvantaged housing and people who rely on income support payments are 

highly represented. 

Many of these people are far more likely to raise their legal needs with a trusted health professional like a 

GP, community nurse or social worker, than to seek out a lawyer. 

That’s why health justice partnerships (HJP) bring 

legal services into health settings. HJP support 

collaboration between lawyers and health workers to 

better identify and respond to the legal needs that 

can undermine people’s health. 

HJP support populations that are particularly at risk of 

poor health and justice outcomes, like people 

experiencing domestic and family violence, people at 

risk of elder abuse, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, culturally and linguistically diverse 

communities and people experiencing poverty and inequality. 

Health justice partnerships provide legal support across a wide range of needs, such as: 

 Advocating for public housing tenants needing repairs to address untreated mould, or having 

handrails and other aids installed to continue living independently in their own homes; 

 Assisting people with accumulated fines or debt that cause stress or act as a barrier to meeting health 

costs like filling prescriptions; and 

 Advising on wills, powers of attorney and custody – the legal needs that can present at the most 

unexpected times, like following a diagnosis of serious illness.  

These are just some of the many legal issues that people can face in life. By 
integrating legal services into health settings, we can improve access to justice, 
address the social determinants of health and increase wellbeing. 

About Health Justice Australia 

Health Justice Australia is the national centre for health justice partnerships. We support the effectiveness 

of health justice partnerships in Australia through:  

 brokering, mentoring and facilitating partnerships;  

 building a body of evidence about health justice partnership through evaluation and research;  

 developing resources that support the practical elements of partnership between practitioners; and  

 achieving lasting change through policy advocacy and reform. 
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The Justice Project objectives1 

 Synthesising and collating existing 

literature and reports concerning 

impediments to access to justice for 

those identified as experiencing 

significant disadvantage; 

 identifying measures and strategies that 

have been effective in addressing barriers 

to access to justice; 

 identifying gaps in knowledge;  

 identifying overarching principles to 

guide the Law Council’s ongoing 

approach to access to justice initiatives, 

and reinforce its whole-of-profession 

commitment to action; and 

 providing a basis for advocacy in the 

community and government. 

 

Key questions addressed 

 Demographics – what do we know about 

this group generally? 

 What are this group’s legal needs? 

 How does this group respond to their 

legal problems? 

 What are the barriers that constrain this 

group from accessing justice? 

 What are the legal capabilities of 

individuals within this group? 

 Are there critical gaps in services which 

deliver access to justice? 

                                                           

1 Introduction and Consultation Questions, Consultation 

Paper, August 2017.  

 What are some of the laws, policies and 

practices which exacerbate access to 

justice barriers for this group? 

 What are the costs and consequences if 

this group cannot access justice? 

 What’s working and why? Including 

examples of: 

- What’s appropriate and 

accessible? 

- What’s proactive in reaching 

these groups? 

- What’s ‘joined-up’ (that is, 

collaborative, holistic servicing 

meeting multiple legal and non-

legal needs)? 

- What’s ‘timely’? 

- What else is innovative? 

- What has been done to address 

laws, policies and practices which 

exacerbate this group’s barriers? 

 What knowledge gaps exist regarding this 

group’s access to justice? 

 Possible priorities for discussion 

  

https://www.lawcouncil.asn.au/files/web-pdf/Justice%20Project/Consultation%20Papers/Introduction%20and%20Consulation%20Questions.pdf
https://www.lawcouncil.asn.au/files/web-pdf/Justice%20Project/Consultation%20Papers/Introduction%20and%20Consulation%20Questions.pdf
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Consultation Questions2 

How can the legal profession better support 

‘joined-up’ and collaborative service delivery with 

other sectors? What can it learn from other 

sectors in this regard? 

…. In particular, it appears that there are 

opportunities to explore access to justice as a 

social determinant of health in further detail, 

given the emergence of Health-Justice 

Partnerships in Australia and the expansion of 

Medical-Legal Partnerships in the United States. 

The links between research into social exclusion 

and entrenched disadvantage, currently 

undertaken by the welfare and university sectors, 

and access to justice, could also be investigated. 

Strengthening these links may help to broaden 

community perceptions of why justice matters, 

beyond its current narrow portfolio focus, and 

better inform access to justice debates by placing 

them in a broader social context.  

Health justice partnerships feature in a number 

of the Justice Project’s papers, which make note 

particularly of the following issues:  

 The opportunity for health justice 

partnerships in regional, rural and 

remote settings, particularly in respect to 

improving access to justice for people 

experiencing mental health problems.  

 The extensive role health justice 

partnerships are playing in improving 

health and human service system 

responses to family violence, including 

but not limited to the improvement of 

hospital responses.   

 The engagement of health justice 

partnerships with the needs of Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander communities.  

                                                           

2 Consultation Paper 1, August 2017. 

We note here a particularly important element of 

these partnerships is the involvement of 

Aboriginal Community Controlled Health 

Organisations.  

 The broad implications of economic 

disadvantage on unmet legal need and 

the particular opportunity offered by 

health justice partnerships to address 

these needs.  

While improving access to justice is at the heart 

of health justice partnerships, how this is done is 

equally important. The assumption is that there is 

something new and different to be achieved 

through a collaborative model that seeks to 

address unmet legal need though partnership 

between different professionals. This is important 

because it points towards how health justice 

partnerships might differ from some of the other 

innovations in community legal service such as 

outreach or colocation, many of which have a 

long history themselves.  

This collaborative effort is also part of the 

challenge we face in expanding and improving 

the effectiveness of health justice partnerships. It 

is a model that is inherently cross-portfolio, 

bridging the siloes that exist between health and 

legal services in many settings. This makes health 

justice partnerships inherently difficult to fit 

within existing policy frameworks and funding 

models, particularly within government.  

It also makes it difficult to ensure that evaluation 

encompasses the full range of innovative 

elements of a health justice partnership. For 

example, evaluations conducted by legal service 

funders may struggle to reflect adequately the 

importance of building trusted relationships 

between health and legal service providers, yet 

these are critical to the effectiveness of health 

justice partnerships.  

https://www.lawcouncil.asn.au/files/web-pdf/Justice%20Project/Consultation%20Papers/Introduction%20and%20Consulation%20Questions.pdf
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Finally, the collaboration at the heart of these 

partnerships raises a challenge in terms of how 

we take the groundswell of innovative and 

effective work in health justice partnerships to 

date and elevate that into a successful and 

sustained model of service delivery across the 

country.   

These are challenges Health Justice Australia is 

working to address. We are doing so by:  

 elevating evaluation of health justice 

partnerships into a national, 

comprehensive evidence base;  

 working directly to support health justice 

partnership effectiveness in local 

communities; and  

 connecting what we see through those 

partnerships with opportunities for policy 

advocacy to achieve lasting change.  

We would welcome the Law Council’s recognition 

of the need for policy settings and funding cycles 

to support collaborative, cross-portfolio 

approaches as an effective way to improve access 

to justice through integrated services like health 

justice partnerships.  

We would also welcome the Law Council’s 

advocacy that unmet legal need is a critical 

element of the evidence-base about 

disadvantage and inequality in Australia. There is 

a key opportunity here to expand the capability 

of professionals through collaborative working 

approaches. Already, health justice partnerships 

have a focus on lawyers helping health 

professionals identify and respond appropraitely 

to the legal needs of their patients. Ideally, 

working in partnership would enable this transfer 

of knowledge to become two-directional, so that 

lawyers also learn how to identify and respond 

better to the health (for instance mental health 

                                                           

3 Consultation Paper 8, August 2017. 

or drug and alcohol-affected) needs of their 

clients. This would enable both a natural 

extension of the principles underpinning legal 

secondary consultations; and also an important 

innovation in how lawyers drive best practice in 

their own capability to meet community needs.  

People Experiencing Economic 

Disadvantage3 

Are there laws, policies and practices which 

exacerbate access to justice barriers for this 

group? 

As laws expand and as research about people’s 

needs and how best to meet them develops, so 

too specialties evolve within professions and 

services. Law is no different. Whether in private 

practice or community legal services, lawyers 

increasingly focus their area of practice to 

particular specialties, such as criminal, family, 

corporate or civil law.  

For some clients, these specialties ensure they 

receive an appropriately targeted level of advice 

specific to a particular legal problem. 

But for many people, their ‘legal needs’ – as 

understood by lawyers and legal researchers - are 

simply the problems of life:  

 knowing what income to report and 

when, to maintain social security 

payments; 

 getting the public housing authority to 

install a handrail in your mother’s home 

so she can continue living there 

independently;  

 understanding why the mental health 

tribunal wants to know if you’ve seen a 

social worker regularly;  

https://www.lawcouncil.asn.au/files/web-pdf/Justice%20Project/Consultation%20Papers/People%20Experiencing%20Economic%20Disadvantage.pdf
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 making sure you don’t lose your job 

because you’ve taken time off caring for 

a family member; 

 credit card debt that means you can’t pay 

your bills, causing stress and anxiety. 

Moreover, many of these problems intersect and 

compound each other, like when drug and 

alcohol or mental health problems lead to family 

breakdown or child protection concerns. The 

legal help people need to navigate these 

problems doesn’t always fit neatly into 

specialised professional practice. More often, 

there are several problems that are impacting 

actually, for which legal advice may be part of a 

range of responses that can assist someone.  

One of the key areas being explored by health 

justice partnerships is whether legal services 

delivered in health settings are more effective as 

a specialist or as a generalist service.  

Health Justice Australia is developing a basis for 

comparable evaluation that will enable further 

exploration of this question.  

Ultimately, community impact should be the 

barometer of effectiveness. It may be that certain 

approaches work best for particular communities 

of need. For instance, advice on family law may 

work well in health justice partnerships within 

ante-natal programs in hospitals that are 

targeting people experiencing family violence. 

Whereas general legal services may work best in 

community health settings.  

 

                                                           

4 Consultation Paper 8, August 2017. 

Alternative service models and 

funding mechanisms  

Pro bono partnerships 

The majority of legal help delivered through 

health justice partnerships is resourced by 

lawyers employed in the community legal sector 

(community legal centres and legal aid 

organisations). However there has been an 

important contribution made through pro bono 

legal advice in a number of health justice 

partnerships. Beyond the legal philanthropy (ie 

grant funding) referenced in the Discussion 

Paper,4 key contributions to health justice 

partnerships from pro bono lawyers to date have 

included:  

 advice and drafting o MoUs between 

health and legal partners;  

 casework in matters where law firms 

have legal expertise, such as victims 

compensation; and 

 involvement in governance and advisory 

processes underpinning HJPs.  

This contribution has been welcome and is likely 

to continue, as health justice partnerships grow 

and more firms become aware of their value. But, 

as pro bono lawyers themselves have warned 

Health Justice Australia, the private sector does 

not have capacity to fill the gaps in unmet legal 

need across Australia; nor to address the specific 

issues that can compound vulnerability, such as 

for people with complex or high-needs or who 

are geographically isolated.  

One of the important questions to consider in 

relation to the role of pro bono legal advice in 

health justice partnerships is whether this is a 

service model that is inherently more intensive 

and sustained than those that rely more heavily 

https://www.lawcouncil.asn.au/files/web-pdf/Justice%20Project/Consultation%20Papers/People%20Experiencing%20Economic%20Disadvantage.pdf
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on advice and referral processes. This is explored 

in some of the literature from both Australia and 

the USA and is something Health Justice Australia 

will be examining further through our evaluation 

framework. 

We look forward to continuing to work with the 

Law Council of Australia in the interests of 

improving access to justice and addressing unmet 

legal needs, particularly of people experiencing 

disadvantage in Australia. 
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