Social Justice

In pursuing its enduring purpose of achieving a just and secure society, the Attorney-General’s Department works to an extensive social justice agenda. The implementation of this agenda involves most areas of the Department and accords with access and equity principles and the Charter of Public Service in a Culturally Diverse Society.

While the report on performance documents numerous initiatives which progress particular social justice objectives, the functions of many elements of the Department are closely aligned to promoting social justice generally.

A primary responsibility of the Department is the maintenance and development of a federal system of justice which serves individuals, families, business and the community.

The Federal Magistrates Service commenced hearing cases on 3 July 2000. The Department continued to provide support and assistance to the new service as it established itself as a functioning court. The new service will provide a quicker, cheaper and simpler option for litigants who need to access the federal justice system to resolve their disputes. This significant structural change to the justice system will provide an alternative and more accessible forum for many matters that previously had to be heard in the Federal or Family Courts.

Alternative dispute resolution is an important means of resolving disputes without necessarily using the judicial system. The Department plays an important role in the development of alternative dispute resolution policy in Australia, taking into account the diverse needs of the community, ranging from those involved in family law disputes to those dealing with expensive commercial disputes. The Department provides the secretariat for the National Alternative Dispute Advisory Council in its development of advice to the Attorney-General on means of resolving disputes without the need for a judicial decision.

Under the Business Partnership Agreement with the Department of Family and Community Services, funding is provided to around 66 community organisations for family and child counselling, family and child mediation, children’s contact services and a contact orders pilot. An additional 39 projects in 33 high need regional areas have been established under this Agreement in the reporting period to address local primary dispute resolution service delivery needs. Also, seven community organisations were contracted to deliver conciliation services in the major metropolitan areas to replace the ‘pre-filing counselling’ previously provided by the Family Court in those locations.

The Family Relationships Services Program, which is partially funded by the Department, contributes to the development of safe, supportive, nurturing family relationships, and to the minimisation of the emotional and social costs associated with family separation.

Family law issues, especially those that relate to children, are a key priority area for Commonwealth legal aid funding. Protecting the safety of a child or spouse who is at risk is the highest priority when making grants of aid in family law.
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