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James Cook University has campuses in North Queensland (Townsville and Cairns) and Singapore. Its strategic intent is Creating a brighter future for life in the tropics world-wide through graduates and discoveries that make a difference. Our law school which operates out of Townsville and Cairns has embraced this intent through its understanding and commitment to ‘place conscious pedagogies’. Our place includes all of northern Queensland, including the two regional cities of Townsville and Cairns. We are over 1600 klms from Brisbane, the capital city of Queensland. We live in a diverse community with a relatively large population of Indigenous Australians. We believe that students who have a strong sense of their community and their place in it are more likely to contribute constructively to the community. To this end we are creating greater opportunities for law students to work within their communities through clinical legal education placements.Kennedy et al, ‘Educating Law Students for Rural and Regional Practice: Embedding Place Based Perspectives in Law Curricula’ (2014) 24(1) Legal Education Review 6.
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As the next presenter Michael will explain, JCU Law and the Townsville Community Legal Service have partnered together for over twenty years to provide a clinical legal education program for law students in North Queensland. As many of you would be aware clinical legal education, allows law students to work within a community legal service under supervision from qualified lawyers providing assistance to members of the community who cannot afford private legal services. The advantages of clinical legal education programs are well documented and include: the promotion of ethical legal practice within a social justice framework; community participation in legal service delivery; increasing access to justice and developing a probono culture amongst the next generation of lawyers. Clinical legal education programs are however resource intensive and require organizational capacity.  
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In this presentation I will be providing you with an example of how the TCLS and JCU law are building upon their current program by creating a community of practice in North Queensland through the development of a “super clinic”. The “super-clinic” has brought together a range of generalist and specialist community legal centres across North Queensland to build clinical legal education opportunities for students in a way that shares resources and organizational capacity. This broad collaborative multi-agency practice is likely the first of its kind in Australia.  The impetus to develop a ‘super-clinic’ came from a need to create more clinic placements for law students and a desire to build capacity in the community legal sector, through increased client intake; community education and policy work. Rather than seek out discreet partnerships with separate legal services and agencies that may all have differing models (and thereby be more resource intensive) the idea was to build upon the existing successful model with the Townsville Community Legal Service to create sustainable and enduring partnerships with a shared vision and practices.
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In order to do this JCU Law first met separately with the local community legal services including the  Queensland Public Interest Law Clearing House (QPILCH) in Townsville and Cairns, North Queensland Women’s Legal Service Townsville and Cairns, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Women’s Legal Service Townsville, North Queensland Environmental Defender’s Office Cairns), Cairns Community Legal Service, Queensland Indigenous Family Violence Legal Service and the Tenants Union of North Queensland to gauge their interest in being involved in the CLE program. For those that were interested; the next step was to hold joint meetings with all the organisations whereby the vision was discussedand the TCLS was able to share its twenty year experience in providing clinical legal education the plan was developed. The meetings were followed by a full day symposium, which included presentations and workshops with leading experts in the field; academics; educational designers and community legal service lawyers. The legal services were given the opportunity to share experiences, reflect on the current program and work together in developing the clinical program going forward. In this way the new partners being brought on board, shared community of practice with each other and JCU Law.
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The first iteration of the shared clinic model has been implemented in 2016. Prior to placements in the legal services, the TCLS provides a three day intensive workshop for all students preparing them for the clinical placement. Other legal services that are part of the ‘super-clinic’ participated in the workshop, so that students developed an understanding of how all the services together provide differing legal assistance to the community. Students were then placed in the various services, coming together three times throughout the semester to share their experiences.  The advantages of the “super-clinic” include: the ability for services to work more effectively together to address legal needs of the community; pooling of resources and the ability to develop collaborative projects; the next generation of lawyers developing a strong sense of community, place; social justice and a pro-bono culture.  Importantly by working together in this way there is the ability to provide ongoing support to each partner, to invoke a true sense of community practice and shared vision, providing the best opportunity for a sustainable and enduring future.To facilitate the sustainability of the collaborative program, JCU Law is developing a website which all services involved in the clinic program can share resources. The legal services are being provided with access to the university law library databases. We will continue to work in a collaborative model with the services to collectively review the “super-clinic program”; including curriculum development and assessment practices. We will continue to provide professional development opportunities through symposiums and workshops to support the clinic supervisors at the legal services. We have developed an action research framework to guide the program with surveys for students, clients and supervisors and evaluation tools to continue to inform and develop the program. We continue to be aware of the challenges that we face in sustaining the ‘super-clinic’. As noted earlier, clinical programs are resource intensive. We have been fortunate to date, that the staff at the TCLS have had the energy and enthusiasm for clinical legal education for over 20 years. This new initiative has served to re-energise and re-focus the TCLS to grow and share the program with new partners. Even so, community legal services throughout Australia are under threat of government funding cuts. We hope that their collaboration in this project, together with JCU will provide evidence to the government that by sharing resources through the clinic program they are able to deliver more effective and coordinated services to the community. As a final point I want to share with you an example of how the clinics are assisting students to develop a sense of place and community. Last year as part of the Townsville Community Legal Service clinic, students were required to research and prepare poster presentations in relation to a number of significant historical social justice events that had taken place in their own communities. They created posters about such issues as free speech in Townsville; local laws that saw Indigenous Australians forcefully and violently removed from public parks; the abuse of children at an institutional children’s home;  and the bombing of the AIDS council building; to name a few. Students (and many in the community) had no idea that their community had this significant social history. The students’ posters were displayed at an end of semester function to which members of the legal and community sector were invited. It provided an opportunity for all to reflect upon the significance of social justice issues within their own community. In turn this helped inspire legal services to be involved in the clinic program. It has been a long process to get our ‘supper clinic’ off the ground, but we hope that through our model of collaboration and community of practice the partnerships will continue to grow and endure.
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