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1. Background to Community Legal Action Strategy (CLAS) 
Background and rationale for CLAS
In 2005, a number of community organisations working on legal issues and community law centres
 came together to discuss how they could work more closely together to advance human rights issues affecting groups experiencing poverty and social exclusion using legal strategies and how community participation within legal processes could be strengthened. 

It was acknowledged that a number of initiatives are being implemented to advance human rights using the law but little is being done to draw together the learning and strategic approaches so that collective outcomes can be achieved in the long-term on these issues. There is an ongoing concern that few sustainable relationships and partnership approaches exist between groups experiencing poverty and social exclusion and the legal system. Therefore, the need to develop strategies to create the conditions whereby groups experiencing poverty and social exclusion can become active participants within the legal system is a major priority. 

It was identified that a new initiative was needed to:
· Develop new relationships between groups experiencing poverty and social exclusion and the legal system, shaped and led by these communities,

· Provide opportunities and support for marginalised communities to work together on crosscutting human rights issues in order to bring about collective social change outcomes, for example, the delivery of the Right to Housing and Accommodation. 

The approach that informed the discussions was to avoid duplication of existing work and to design a strategy which compliments current developments in related areas such as:

· Public Interest Law Strategy being facilitated by FLAC,
· Rights Based Approach Work being piloted by the Combat Poverty Agency,
· The Participation and Practice of Rights Project,
· Advocacy and community legal education initiatives being developed by Comhairle, Equality Authority and Legal Education for All Project (LEAP)
,
· The Voluntary Assistance Scheme developed by the Bar Council of Ireland,
· The ongoing work of the community organisations working on legal issues, and 

· The ongoing work of the Community Law Centres.

In addition, the design of a strategy is a natural progression from the work of the organisations involved that have a long history of seeking to vindicate rights of groups experiencing marginalisation using legal strategies.
Actions Undertaken

The CLAS group secured preliminary funding from the Stephens Green Trust to carry out a piece of action research on how to develop community legal action strategies. The main issues discussed were as follows:

· How to build collaboration between community organisations and the legal profession: It was identified that there is no automatic way of transferring knowledge, sharing information, and working together on common legal issues. 

· How to develop community participation in legal processes: The lack of such participation results for groups experiencing poverty and social exclusion in having no say or real impact in legal arenas or on legal issues even though such issues affect their lives on a daily basis. 

· The need to highlight and learn from experiences of communities: The need to capture and document the experiences of community organisations in supporting groups and individuals to take a range of actions in the legal arena. This work is complex and it is important to capture how this takes place. From this it would then be possible to set out examples of community participation approaches in legal processes so we can highlight and further develop good practice in this area. 

· The need to identify the relevance of law to the work of community organisations: This would determine what barriers may exist for these groups in using legal approaches in their work and how such barriers could be addressed. 

Discussions were held with nineteen organisations which included a mix of rural, urban and issue based organisations
.
The following sections document the outcomes of these discussions, the conclusions and proposals for action to develop the work.
2. Outcomes of discussions to-date

This section describes the outcomes from the discussions and covers five key areas as follows:

· Description of the type of strategic legal work undertaken by community organisations and community law centres is described. In addition, some of the reasons why community organisations do not use legal strategies are set out.
· Barriers to engaging with the legal system are outlined.
· Key themes emerging from undertaking strategic legal work are described.
· The outcomes from strategic legal work are set out.
· A number of crosscutting human rights issues are highlighted.
Strategic Legal Work undertaken by community organisations
In most cases a community development approach informs the strategic legal work undertaken by community organisations. Community development is a process “whereby those who are marginalised and excluded are enabled to gain in self-confidence, to join others and to participate in action to change their situation and to tackle the problems facing their community”
. In cases where organisations do not use a community development approach they recognised the need for those experiencing the issues to be fully involved in participating in the strategy work and were examining strategies to bring this about.
First steps:
 Engaging with the community
· Outreach work and building trust with groups: Starting where ‘people are at’, building up relationships based on trust and solidarity is the key starting point to this work. This involves working in partnership ‘with people’ rather than ‘for people’ to ensure that people gain control and expertise over the solutions to their issues.  

· One-to-one advocacy work:  The provision of advocate support and representation to individuals is a key part of strategic legal work. This type of support significantly changed the attitude of the service providers to the person seeking assistance and usually meant that the person would access the right and entitlement they were seeking. All of the organisations believed that without this support the result for the individual would not be positive. A number of groups reported that it was difficult to get services to accept the right to representational advocacy and this is a huge challenge within the work. For example, in the case of people with Dementia, some institutions were questioning the appropriateness of providing advocacy.
· Referrals: Referring individuals to other organisations who had a greater expertise on the particular issue is a common practice between organisations to ensure that no duplication of the work occurs. The person whose rights are being denied then has the benefit of expertise in the area. For example, Cairde refers issues of exploitation in the workplace to the Migrant Rights Centre Ireland as they have the expertise in this area of work. 

· Telling the stories:  A key part of the work is assisting people to tell their own stories to submit to legal teams for case work or used to analyse situations to feed in to policy development work. For example, in relation to immigration cases supporting people to tell their story in a way which is understood here in a western context is an important part of this work. Concepts of rights and freedoms are understood differently in various countries. It is important that information is presented in a way that is understood here by immigration officials and by Irish and EU standards and references. 
Next steps: Developing legal cases

Supporting individuals or groups of people to take legal action involves significant support and resources as is captured below:
· consistent outreach to inform the person/s of their rights
· developing a relationship of trust with people who may be suspicious of mainstream services
· ongoing meetings to advance their case with services
· ensuring a file is built up on the cases and there is a paper trail documenting all of the events

· debriefing meetings to ensure that any issues of concern are addressed
· meetings with legal professionals and ensuring that people taking cases fully understands the implications of this work at all stages
· providing ongoing written documentation and information to legal teams
· supporting the individuals at tribunals and the court as this experience is extremely intimidating for all involved
· attending all of the hearings
· constantly updating those involved
· developing systems to log information for cases and  for research, so that the issues being experienced are fed in to policy developments and campaigns

· ongoing support to those taking cases through regular meetings and contact to ensure that those involved are fully briefed at all stages
· ensuring that person/s taking legal action have access to social protection e.g. food, accommodation while taking the case. For undocumented workers having these types of supports is critical to enable them to survive whilst taking a case
· sourcing expert translators to address language barriers to ensure all the information is being understood and correctly documented
· delivering information sessions to break down the complexity of the legal language and system to ensure that people understand the strategies at all stages. 
Ongoing Actions:
Developing and Reviewing Strategies
· Strategy work:  Ongoing strategy development on issues is required as new developments emerge within cases and policy work. When results are achieved or not achieved as the case may be, the information must be disseminated and its practical implications drawn out for the communities involved. This involves running information and discussion meetings and formulating new strategies as the need arises.
· Building relationships with legal professionals: This work takes up a considerable amount of time as access to legal expertise can be difficult to obtain. Once a relationship has been developed organisations tend to use the same legal professional/s for all their cases or strategic legal work. This is due to the fact that the relationship has built up the legal knowledge of the particular human rights issues for both the organisation and the legal team involved. Some organisations use legal experts for both case work and to develop legal strategies. For example, the Irish Traveller Movement (ITM) seeks legal opinion when writing policy documents regarding Traveller issues
. This supports them in deepening their analysis of the issues and problem solving on the barriers to provision of services to Travellers. The fact that ITM has a dedicated legal unit greatly facilitates this process. 
· Developing an analysis and understanding of the issues: Facilitating communities and individuals who have received support from the organisation to develop an understanding and analysis of the issues they face is a key focus of the work throughout the process. This creates the space needed to find appropriate solutions to the issues being experienced. Supporting individuals to share their issues as part of a group facilitates the move from an individual experience to a group experience which enables a community perspective to be developed. This encourages building solidarity and increases opportunities for people to change their situation together.

· Policy and campaign work is a key focus of the legal strategies of all of the organisations interviewed as it is recognised that without changes in policies and practices of state services little practical benefit will be felt in the lives of the community in which they work. 

Strategic Legal Work undertaken by Community Law Centres
· Promoting its services in the community through the use of outreach strategies
· Networking with a range of community and voluntary organisations to highlight the services they provide and contribute to developing responses to issue facing the community

· Provision of training on legal issues to the community sector

· Organising legal education programmes for the community

· Undertaking casework and providing legal representation on a range of issues
· Using case work to feed in to policy work: This involves collecting and analysing data on case work by category and type, writing up case studies on key issues and sharing this information with the community. This information also feeds in to the policy arena which has contributed to jurisprudence in social welfare cases which can in turn be used to contribute to change in this area
· Publishing resources to make the law more accessible to the community

· Working with other independent law centres on a range of access to justice issues
· Policy and campaign work is undertaken as it was recognised that without changes in policies and practices few significant and concrete changes would occur in the lives of communities. 

Why some community organisations do not undertake Strategic Legal Work
Legal strategies were not used by some community organisations for the following reasons:

· Other campaign strategies are used to resolve the issues facing the community. Where they were particular issues that need legal responses the organisations did not see that this was within their remit
· Using strategic legal work as a tool for social change was not seen as relevant or beneficial to some organisations
· The need to use legal strategies was acknowledged among some organisations but they were uncertain as to how this work could be developed given the high costs involved in “buying in” legal services
· The need to have relationships with legal professionals who understood community issues was seen as essential to develop strategic legal work but some organisation did not know how to go about building these type of relationships
· Lack of access to legal practitioners to advise on strategic legal work is a major gap
· Referrals were made to other organisations who had the expertise on legal issues
· Strategic legal work was avoided due to lack of resources and expertise to pursue this type of strategy

· The legal system and legal language are viewed as too complex to engage with
· Using legal strategies would have implications for the organisations as it raised the question as to the role of the organisation in supporting case work and how this would affect the relationship with people taking cases
· Lack of resources to undertake legal strategy work was highlighted as a key concern. For example, if resources were not available to support all of the possible cases and choices had to be made regarding whose case to support this may damage the relationship between the people whose case could not be supported and the organisation.
Barriers to engagement with the legal system

The following are some of the key barriers that were identified in the discussions with organisations to accessing legal services and the legal system in order to tackle human rights issues: 

· Business Model: All legal services operate from a business model with the exception of the Community Law Centres. The type of approach needed in a human rights context within the community sector does not fit easily within this model. For example, groups experiencing social exclusion need more support, in depth advice and more time is required working on these cases. This process invariably costs and does not yield the economic returns required by the business model.
· Costs: The financial costs involved in taking a legal action are prohibitive. Given the high incidence of poverty amongst groups experiencing social exclusion finding resources to pay legal fees is not an option. Access to legal aid is critical in these cases. Anecdotal evidence from organisations indicates that there is often a long waiting period to see a solicitor through legal aid and the limits on the Legal Aid System dictated by the Civil Legal Aid Act. 

· Knowledge and relationships: There is a lack of knowledge of how the legal system could work for the community. Community organisations do not have access to information or ideas on how to engage with the legal system in a way that could ensure greater access to services, information and enhanced understanding of the system for the benefit of communities experiencing social exclusion. In addition there are few strategic and sustainable relationships between the legal profession and the community sector.
· Strategic litigation: There is an ongoing tension between individual case work, and developing legal test cases as the solicitor-client relationship requires confidentiality.
 So if a number of individuals are experiencing similar issues it can be difficult to bring them together unless they are working on the issues through a community organisations. There can be tension between the strategic use of a case as a test case, i.e. to achieve a result which benefits a greater number of people in a similar situation, and the absolute duty of the solicitor to prioritise the interests of the individual client. For example, a law centre may take on a case hoping that it will set a useful precedent, but if the client subsequently decides to settle and therefore avoid a ruling, the client’s decision must be respected. Legal representatives and their clients need to be fully aware of and to explore openly the potential conflict between the principles of the solicitor-client relationship and the aims of public interest litigation. 
· Experience and expertise in human rights work: In general solicitors have a lack of experience and expertise in the human rights area so it can be impossible to secure expert legal advice. In some cases, poor legal advice has been received due to lack of expertise. For example, there are few immigration solicitors in the west of Ireland so people cannot easily access quality legal advice.

· Access to information and legal services: There is a lack of information to the public about legal aid and legal services available as there is no appropriate targeting strategy to inform people of their entitlements in this area.
· Access to legal services in urgent cases: Immediate legal responses are needed in certain cases. For example, deportation and eviction cases. However in such instances it can be impossible to secure legal advice. 
· Language barriers: The language of the courts is difficult for people to engage with and lack of English language skills further compounds this as there are no accredited interpretation services to counteract this. As a result in certain cases children of parents who cannot speak English are brought in to interviews with immigration to translate the case. To address this some organisations have sourced interpreters from the community to act as supports to migrants and asylum seekers which is an effective way of ensuring that people facing the issues have a confidence in the service and that their stories are being correctly articulated

· Complexity of the legal system: The complexity of the legal system and the way in which it operates alienates people from it. For example, a case may go to the Supreme Court to be reviewed on a point of law with very little input/involvement from the person who took the case. High court judgements in Irish Born Children cases, with the leading judgement being Bode, are being appealed by the state to the Supreme Court on a point of law.
Themes emerging from legal strategy work

· Vulnerable communities experiencing poverty and social exclusion: The vulnerability of communities experiencing poverty and social exclusion is a key factor that needs to be considered in the development of strategic legal work. The level of marginalisation that exists and how this manifests itself is poorly understood within the legal system. Many organisations highlighted that the struggle to live from day to day when living in poverty takes up all of people’s energy and little is left to engage in a further struggle to vindicate rights. Often in these cases people do not believe that they have rights and are sceptical about ever securing what they are entitled to. Significant fears and suspicions exist of the legal system and engagement with the legal system is usually utilised as a last resort in many cases. For example, in cases where asylum seekers are served with deportation orders and the court is the last opportunity to have their case reviewed and in cases where Travellers are served with an eviction notice to move on and have no where to go, the courts are the last procedure they can use to have their case reviewed. The level of people’s acceptance of discrimination and lack of enforcement of their rights is of major concern. This arises from the fact that many people are unaware of their rights and/or how to go about securing them. The lack of accessible information about rights is a major gap. For example, where information on rights is promoted through the internet, literacy and access issues prevent groups experiencing social exclusion from accessing it.
· Collective strategy building: There are no ongoing opportunities to draw out the experiences and learning and share knowledge and strategies with other organisations working on similar issues. This situation denies organisations the opportunity to respond to the issues in a comprehensive way. 

· Practical impact of Strategic Legal Work: The lack of impact of strategic legal work on the lives of people is a major issue of concern.  A legal judgment asserts that The lack of impact of strategic legal work on the lives of people is a major issue of concern.  A legal judgment asserts that a change should occur in how a public service is delivered yet this change is not implemented at a national and local level. Despite the fact that a clear judgment was given by the court each individual case has to be negotiated for other people in similar circumstances despite the fact that a judgment was in place that granted the entitlement. For example, a Traveller camped on the roadside waiting for local authority accommodation wins the right not be moved on while waiting for accommodation to be provided yet despite this positive judgment another Traveller family is moved on in similar circumstances in the same or another local authority area. There is a clear need for the outcomes of legal cases to be communicated to the relevant bodies so changes in practice can be implemented.
· Impact of campaign work: The lack of impact of legal policy work on legislative reforms was a key issue of concern highlighted. For example, submissions to the government on proposals for legislative changes are rarely included within the legislation so this expertise is being lost to the system. Organisations are concerned that their submissions to legislative proposals are not been taken seriously by the government. For example, all of the immigration groups lobbied for a right to family reunion to be included in the recently published Immigration Residence and Protection Bill yet this right is not included for all immigrants.
· Resources: The lack of resources means not having access to interpreters, legal teams and community workers to build the capacity of the community to take action. It also results in a situation where there is an over reliance on willing legal practitioners who may not be able to give the case the priority its needs due to other workloads.  Also, trends and common themes are emerging from the legal strategy work but the resources are not available to develop this and feed it in to policy arenas. 

Outcomes of Strategic Legal Work:
The following are some of the outcomes identified from engaging in strategic legal work:

· Legal interventions make a difference in that groups are more likely to get what they need and are entitled to with this support
· Raises awareness among groups about the abuses of their rights that are taking place and how to address this
· Raises awareness amongst service providers and employers that discrimination and exploitation is not acceptable. For example, workplace exploitation cases are raising awareness amongst employers that Irish workers and Migrant workers have the same rights
· Groups are empowered in the process as they learn about their rights and how to secure them
· Increased referrals to community organisations and law centres from members of the community who have received support

· Increased awareness of the supports available due to outreach work
· Creates an understanding that legal avenues should be pursued for change. In practice where there isn’t change in policy the legal route should be used to secure the necessary changes
· The learning from individual cases is fed in to policy fora to seek change which can impact on all of the community and across communities
· Increased capacity to use the law and analyse legislation to assess its practical impact on communities experiencing social exclusion. This work also expands the capacity of organisations to use all available tools open to them to advance rights such as European and International Conventions and highlight where the Irish government is in breach of its international human rights obligations
· New relationships with legal teams are created which builds up expertise on both sides
· Representation and supporting clients in tribunals
· Building trust with the community  and credibility in the work of the organisations
· Rights of a range of groups are advanced such as Irish Born Children and their parents and redress in cases where Travellers are being evicted with no where to go
· Impacting on proposed legislation where possible
· Members of such organisations are informed of rights and laws which provide greater tools for them to use in advocacy work at a local level
· Documentation of legal issues facing communities experiencing social exclusion is a necessary part of the advocacy and legal work. Recording of information in a systematic way enables organisations to make evidence based submissions to government to support their proposals for legislative reform.

Common Human Rights issues 

The following are some of the common key issues facing the communities raised by community organisations and community law centres:

· Lack of clarity in public service decision making: The level of discretion that is used by officials within services and departments was emphasised as a key area that needs to be addressed. The result of using discretionary approaches is lack of transparency and lack of clarity of rights and entitlements. In practice this leads to misinformation being generated and isolates groups experiencing social exclusion from the system and from securing what they are entitled to. The absence of no measurable rules and no explanation as to why an entitlement is refused leads to a situation where it is impossible to advise people in such cases and there is no accountability within the system to service users. For example, in leave to remain cases only 15 out of 100 applications are granted per year. No timeframe is given and as a result a family can be waiting several years for their application to be either refused or granted. 

· Relationships with Government Departments: Poor communication with government departments was highlighted as a key barrier in advancing many rights for communities experiencing social exclusion. For example, all of the immigration groups interviewed highlighted the lack of communication and relationship with the Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform as a key issue of concern. Letters to the Dept on serious immigration issues are not responded to and it is impossible to secure meetings to address key issues. There is a definite need for new productive relationships to be developed. 
· The right to advocacy and representation: All organisations highlighted that access to justice largely depends on access to resources as there are long waiting lists for legal aid and often people do not know what they are entitled to in this regard. There is no access to legal aid for taking cases to a tribunal. Vulnerable groups who are seeking to vindicate their rights are now severely disadvantaged at tribunals as more and more employers and service providers are presenting their arguments through expert legal teams. This immediately puts already vulnerable groups in an intolerable situation as they do not have the resources to access legal services.
· Lack of legislation to realise certain rights: There is no absolute statutory entitlement to meet the needs of homeless communities and there is no statutory right to family reunification for some immigrants who are seeking to have their families join them to live in Ireland.
· Access to basic public services, such as, health, housing and social protection and denial of access to such services: This issue was raised by all of the organisations interviewed. Some examples given are as follows: 

· Undocumented migrant workers are particularly vulnerable to social exclusion and poverty and in many cases are unable to access legal services. The Migrant Rights Centre's highlighted through their case work that out of 378 people, 171 had become undocumented as a result of some form of workplace exploitation. All had reported that they accessed the country on a work permit. Upon becoming undocumented migrant workers find themselves in increasingly vulnerable situations, at greater risk of workplace exploitation, unable to access legitimate employment and a new work permit (often the only way to secure legal status) and invisible in the eyes of the system in terms of accessing, for example health services. Since 2002, the MRCI have supported 200 migrant workers experiencing workplace exploitation to seek legal redress. This was a necessity as migrant workers in such cases had little if no access to normal channels of securing representation such as private solicitors or other representation
.
· Travellers are struggling to secure accommodation services: In 2004, 601 families were living in un-serviced sites; 549 were sharing accommodation in overcrowded conditions and 328 families were living in temporary accommodation
. Living in these conditions greatly reduces the life expectancy of the Traveller community; Travellers can now expect a life expectancy comparable to that of the settled community in the 1950's. Traveller organisations have supported Traveller families to access legal redress on their accommodation situation over the years. This has involved Traveller groups sourcing willing legal practitioners to take cases and doing considerable work on minimal resources to ensure that such cases were developed. While the establishment of the Legal Unit within the Irish Traveller Movement has enabled some accommodation cases to be progressed there is a lack of access for Travellers to normal channels of legal representation such as solicitors at a local level.  

· Direct provision and the resulting lack of rights afforded asylum seekers: Since April 2000, asylum seekers coming to Ireland are accommodated for a short period in one of the large Dublin reception centres and then dispersed to centres outside of the Dublin area. Direct provision means that asylum seekers are given full-board (i.e. accommodation and meals) and an allowance of €19.10 euro per week (€9.60 per child).The rights and entitlements of asylum seekers under the dispersal/direct provision are extremely limited. Those working with asylum seekers have seen an increase in mental health issues relating to direct provision. This is resulting from the circumstances within which people are forced to live. For example, there is no privacy; all decisions are made for asylum seekers e.g. type of food and when it’s eaten, where people can go which results in institutionalization of the person. This situation can last for four to five years while a decision is being made on an asylum seekers case. 

· Loss of legal entitlements which renders certain groups subject to exploitation:  For example, elderly people who have lost all legal entitlements to their property. This has occurred as they have signed over the property to relatives as it is anticipated that in return they would care for them in their old age. In cases where this relationship has broken down elderly people are living in very vulnerable situations subject to bullying and living in poverty. The situation of people with dementia raises similar issues as often their illness is not disclosed by the medical profession to them which leaves them unable to put their affairs in order or have control over their future. 

· Common human rights measures to hold the government to account on human rights issues: It was emphasised that many human rights commitments are set out through various International Human Rights Conventions which the Irish government have signed up to and thus committed to uphold. More could be done to use these Conventions more strategically to hold the government to account on human rights issues on a daily basis. For example, European Convention on Human Rights and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. 
3. Conclusions 
All of the organisations interviewed engaged with legal issues to varying degrees. Legal issues do affect aspects of the work for all community organisations. This can range from responding to abuses of rights of groups experiencing poverty and social exclusion to meeting company and employment requirements. 

There is a range of expertise to be drawn on in this area as many organisations have the know how and analysis of the legal issues facing the communities in which they work but have few resources to develop the type of strategies that are required to bring about lasting change on key collective human rights concerns. 
Likewise there is a lot that can be learned from the way in which community organisations and community law centres carry out their work on legal strategies. The approach which they use is to support individuals and ultimately the community to identify the legal issues they face and support them to be involved in the processes to bring about change on these issues. It is a movement away from viewing legal action as a response to an individual case to a more holistic approach where a range of legal strategies are examined and suitable answers to the issues are sought. This approach takes a long term social change view that empowers the community to be involved which reaps benefits beyond the individual gains involved in winning a case. It supports the community to become involved in learning about their rights, devising solutions to tackle these, learning about the legal and political systems and engaging in a range of legal strategies that require short and long-term involvement.

There are two central barriers that restrict the advancement of strategic legal work. First, the lack of access to legal resources for the community sector which is delivered in an accessible and appropriate way. While it is possible in some instances to get legal advice on cases as they arise there is a significant gap to be filled in terms of communities’ accessing quality advice and support from the legal sector on how to advance key human rights issues. Secondly, the absence of a mechanism to facilitate the development of more strategic responses to common legal human rights issues that promotes empowerment of marginalised groups, solidarity and collaboration. These barriers need to be addressed in a comprehensive way.

Limited resources, including time, to engage in something new was highlighted, however, the need to work across communities to strengthen strategies and voices was also identified. The organisations expressed a commitment to become involved in a new initiative that would add value to their existing work and that could delivery tangible outcomes. The value of participating in an initiative/network where strategic legal work with communities experiencing similar issues could combine legal strategies and knowledge to achieve clear short-term and long-term outcomes was identified.
There is a wealth of information and expertise available on legal issues from a community perspective.  There are also a range of legal issues that have been raised throughout the course of the discussions that are seriously affecting a range of communities and require collective responses from a number of organisations. It is important that any new initiative that emerges builds on existing work. Concern was expressed as to how common legal issues would be identified by a new initiative/network. It is clear that such a project would not be starting at the beginning and work can be further developed on legal issues that organisations bring to the table that require cross community responses.
Finally, lack of resources was raised by all of the organisations interviewed as a key concern regarding the development of strategic legal work. It would be important to secure resources for a new initiative/network to ensure that community organisations and law centres are not over burdened and sufficient knowledge, expertise and resources to organise the work is available to them as required.
4. Suggested Proposals for Action
The key proposal that has emerged from the discussions is to seek resources to establish a Community Legal Action Network (CLAN).

The role of CLAN
· To share information, learn from each other, design strategies and take action in response to the common human rights issues identified
· To provide a space for strategic thinking to take place which links and relates to the practice on the ground
· To analyse the common experience of human rights and how this impacts on the various communities

· To develop pilot initiatives to test approaches to working collectively

· To create awareness among the legal profession of the social justice dimension to the law
· Create awareness amongst community organisations as to how to develop strategic legal work
· Carrying out capacity building work with community organisations to support the development of the analysis of legal issues within the community
· Examining mechanisms to ensure that positive outcomes of strategic legal work are communicated to policy makers and the community so that the changes secured have a real and practical impact on peoples lives.
Key principles underpinning the work of CLAN
· Building on existing expertise of all the organisations involved to add value to the work,
· Building cross community participation and solidarity

· Creating ownership within the community of the legal strategies being advanced.
Some areas of work that were proposed:
· Supporting the development of good practice models whereby communities experiencing poverty and social exclusion are facilitated in actively participating in legal processes

· Developing legal strategies to address common legal human rights issues with a range of groups. For example, examining how the right to housing could be achieved for a range of groups affected by the issue including, Travellers, asylum seekers, lone parents, migrant workers, refugees, persons who are homeless and communities in geographical areas who do not have access to quality housing
· Developing a process of engagement with the legal system to inform legal practitioners about the impact of issues on the community

· Development of a method/system to tap in to legal resources

· Exploring the applicability of the various European and international conventions to advance strategic legal work. For example, the International Covenant on Social, Economic and Cultural Rights and the European Convention on Human Rights
· Analyse the differences between community law centre models and a business law model to inform the development of good practice in this area.
Appendix One: Organisations Involved in the CLAS

Ballymun Community Law Centre (BCLC) is a voluntary non-profit making community law centre operated as a limited liability company with charitable status. BCLC provides legal information, advice and representation in civil cases for people living in the Ballymun area where they do not come under the Civil Legal Aid Act and they cannot afford to instruct a private solicitor.  Information and advice is provided on a range of legal issues including:

· Housing,
· Employment
· Social welfare
· Consumer
· Equality
· Debt and Family Law. 
Community legal education and legal training for groups are also provided. More information can be found at www.bclc.ie 
Cáirde is a non-government organisation working to reduce health inequalities amongst ethnic minorities. Many disadvantaged members of minority ethnic communities experience significant exclusion, which contributes to them being denied access to services to which they are entitled. In order to ensure that the right to access to and equality of outcomes to services can be realized, Cáirde carries out advocacy work which provides support to members of ethnic minority individuals and communities to access resources, information and legal advice in negotiations with a range of agencies and government organisations; in areas which impact on their health such as accommodation, education & training, welfare rights, immigration & asylum, work permits & employment, health and other issues. More information can be found at www.cairde.ie 
Irish Traveller Movement and the Irish Traveller Movement Legal Unit: The Irish Traveller Movement (ITM) was established in 1990 and is a national network of organisations and individuals working within the Traveller community. There are over eighty Traveller organisations from all parts of Ireland in its membership. The Irish Traveller Movement consists of a partnership between Travellers and settled people committed to seeking full equality for Travellers in Irish society. This partnership is reflected in all of the structures of ITM. The ITM campaigns on a range of issues affecting the Traveller community such as accommodation, equality, education and legal issues. The ITM established a Legal Unit in 2003 to counter some of the negative legislative developments that were taking place and assist the ITM in developing strategic legal and policy responses to key issues facing Travellers. The overall aim of the legal unit is to promote Travellers’ human and legal rights as an ethnic minority group within Irish society. The strategic goals of the Unit are:

· To advance the right of members of the Traveller community to access expert legal advice and representation. 

· To advance Traveller human and legal rights through the courts and under the various legislative frameworks. 

· Developing a range of strategic relationships with relevant bodies to ensure change in the situation of Travellers is achieved. 

· To develop the capacity of Traveller organisations to respond to legal issues facing Travellers. 

More information can be found at www.itmtrav.ie 
The Migrant Rights Centre of Ireland (MRCI) is a national organization working to promote the rights of migrant workers and members of their families. Based in Dublin the MRCI provides direct support to migrant workers throughout Ireland. The MRCI supports locally based initiatives and networks at a local, national, European and global level. Our vision is an Ireland where migrant workers and their families participate fully and equally in an intercultural society and the MRCI mission is to promote the conditions for social and economic inclusion of those migrant workers and their families who are in situations of vulnerability. More information can be found at www.mrci.ie.

Northside Community Law Centre (NCLC) is an independent law centre that provides free legal information, advice and representation to individuals and groups in Dublin North Central / Dublin North East who otherwise cannot afford to access legal services. We also work with the community in education, research and on campaign issues.

Information and advice is provided on a range of legal issues including:

· Family Law

· Employment & Equality Law

· Debt & Consumer Law

· Social Welfare Appeals

· Housing

· Health, Education & Disability Rights

· Refugee & Asylum issues

In certain cases legal representation is offered. More information can be found at www.nclc.ie 
Appendix Two: Organisations that participated in the research
The Coalition Against the Deportation of Irish Children (CADIC) The Coalition Against the Deportation of Irish Children (CADIC) is a Coalition of several Irish non-governmental organisations (NGOs). CADIC was formed in July 2003 in the wake of the Supreme Court ruling in the Lobe and Osayande cases of January 2003. It is a narrowly targeted Coalition, focused around the rights of a specific group of families who have children who are Irish citizens. CADIC responds to the urgent need to assist migrant parents of Irish citizens through legal advice and support, and through raising public awareness of the often vulnerable situations of these families.
The core mission of the CADIC Coalition is to secure the right of all Irish citizen children to reside in Ireland with their family members and to ensure the constitutional and human rights of all Irish citizen children and their family members are fully protected and respected in accordance with the fundamental principles of equality and non-discrimination.

CADIC Coalition Outcomes 

The long-term legacy outcome of the CADIC Coalition will be that the rights and entitlements of Irish children and their family members will be respected and protected.  This will be reflected in the successful integration of Irish children and their family members in the wider community over time by securing long-term residency in Ireland.  

The rights and entitlements of Irish children and their family members will be respected in ensuring access to essential legal and policy resources. The deficiencies of current immigration policies pertaining to Irish citizens and their family members will be highlighted and Government will be held accountable for their policies and administrative procedures.

· Outcome 1 – The renewal process for IBC/05 Scheme is fair, transparent and accountable

· Outcome 2 – The Government will consider requests of family reunification from parents of Irish citizen children and process them in a fair and equitable manner

· Outcome 3 – Residency decision making processes for families of Irish citizen children will be handled by the Government in a fair, transparent and accountable manner
Citizens Information Centre, Clifden (CIC): There is a nationwide network of CICs that provide free, impartial and confidential information to the public. They provide integrated information across the full range of state services and entitlements as well as local services and supports. The CICs are supported by Comhairle which is the national agency responsible for supporting the provision of information, advice and advocacy on social services to ensure this access. The agency has a statutory commitment to assist and support people, particularly those with disabilities, in identifying and understanding their needs and options and in accessing their entitlements to social and civil services.
Dementia Rights Advocacy Service, North Dublin: The Dementia Rights Advocacy Service is managed by the Alzheimer society and funded by Comhairle. It was set up in January 2006 as a pilot project based in North Dublin. The aim of the service is to help people with dementia to effectively voice their needs and wishes, access their entitlements and assert their rights. 

Doras Buí is a self-directed and managed community development resource centre that provides high quality supports and services to one parent families living in the greater Coolock area of Dublin. It aims to support lone parents to extend their life choices; overcome discrimination and isolation, and become socially and economically independent. Doras Buí supports and recognises family diversity, promotes society’s understanding of the needs of one parent families and campaigns to change policies that negatively affect them. All its activities are delivered to lone parents and their children in a spirit of solidarity and professionalism and are guided by the following principles:

· Access to accurate information 

· Self help 

· Meaningful participation 

· Campaigning for social & policy change in relation to the needs and issues of one parent families.
Its organisational philosophy aims to encourage social and economic self-reliance; confidence and the development of skills.
FORUM is a rural community development project situated in North West Connemara. Forum aims to develop locally based initiatives which will improve the lives of people in North West Connemara, particularly those who are most disadvantaged. This is being achieved by developing existing and piloting new partnership arrangements between statutory, voluntary, community and private bodies. Essential elements are the empowerment of local people through capacity building and the development of sustainable actions. Forum works with the following target groups - older people, women, people with a disability, young people, under and unemployed and community groups.

Integrating Ireland is an independent network of community and voluntary groups working in mutual solidarity to promote and realise the human rights, equality and full integration in Irish society of asylum seekers, refugees and immigrants. Established in 2000, the membership-based network currently comprises of over 190 organisations from all over Ireland, North and South. It undertakes the following work:
· Provide a platform for networking, information-sharing and exchange of expertise among members of the network 

· Promotes the participation of refugees, asylum seekers and immigrants within member organisations 

· Provide training and capacity building programmes in a range of areas identified by members 

· Develop common policy decisions among members 

· Raise awareness about refugee issues through conducting research and organising public events 

· Campaign, advocate and lobby the government and media on issues of concern to the members 

· Engage with the wider voluntary and community sector and with statutory organisations to promote the ideals of the network 

· Ensure that the network is recognised as a key representative voice in the sector by government and other players nationally and internationally 

· Assist organisational development within the network - by providing training, guidance and advice to new and established groups 

Kildare Traveller Action (KTA) was established in 2000 and is an organisation made up of Travellers and settled people committed to building the voice of Travellers in county Kildare. KTA adopts a community development approach to working with Travellers.  This recognises that Travellers’ needs can only be effectively met where Travellers are listened to, empowered and actively involved.   KTA recognises that Travellers are an ethnic group.  They have their own distinct customs, traditions and way of life.  Traveller culture is based on nomadism, which involves purposeful movement from place to place for a variety of reasons, whether these are economic, social or cultural. KTA’s work involves the protection and promotion of Traveller culture and campaigning for culturally-appropriate services and programmes. KTA undertakes four areas of work: capacity building, campaigning on key issues affecting Travellers, media and promotion, and organisational development.

The Refugee Information Service (RIS) was established by the Irish Refugee Council (IRC) and Citizens Information Centres (CICs) in response to an identified need for a service to be established that was dedicated to the information needs of the growing refugee and asylum-seeking community. Its ethos is based on the following principles:

· inclusive – involving refugees and asylum-seekers in the management and delivery of the service; 

· co-operative – working with and giving assistance to community groups (and other organisations working with refugees and asylum-seekers);

· anti-racist - countering racism by the dissemination of accurate information on the rights and entitlements of refugees and asylum-seekers in Ireland. 

The Simon Communities of Ireland is the federation of eight Communities in Cork, Dublin, Dundalk, Galway, the Midlands, the Mid West, the North West, and the South East. Simon has been working with people who are homeless in Ireland since 1969. Simon has a vision of society where no one is homeless. All people who are homeless, or at risk of facing homelessness, are given every opportunity to realise their potential to live fulfilled lives in appropriate homes of their own. Simon is recognised for providing innovative solutions to ending homelessness and for influencing government policy and public opinion. Simon work with people who experience homelessness and housing exclusion in Ireland by:

· Assisting people at risk of becoming homeless.
· Campaigning for legislative and policy changes and resources that will deliver on a right to housing and responsive services for people who have no homes.
· Providing quality care, accommodation, projects and services, which support people and enable them to acquire and sustain an appropriate home of their own.
� The organisations involved are CAIRDE, Ballymun Community Law Centre, Irish Traveller Movement Legal Unit, Migrant Rights Centre of Ireland, Northside Community Law Centre. See Appendix One for a description of the work of these organisations.


� LEAP aims to develop access routes to Legal education and training for twenty students from the Traveller community and from Ballymun. It is an EQUAL supported initiative undertaken in partnership by the Irish Traveller Movement, the Ballymun Law Centre, Community Legal Resource, Trinity Law School and FÁS.


� See Appendix One for a list of these organisations and a description of their work.


� Fraser, Hugh: Racism, Poverty and Community Development in Responding to Racism in Ireland, Eds: Farrell, F. and Watt, P (2001)


� The Irish Traveller movement Legal Unit is funded by Atlantic Philanthropies.


� Class actions are not recognised in the Irish legal system. All cases are taken on an individual basis.


� Accessing Redress for Workplace Exploitation: The Experiences of Migrant Workers. Migrant Rights Centre of Ireland (2006)


� Un-serviced sites lack the following basic requirements: regular refuse collection, running water, toilets, bath and showers, access to electricity and fire precautions. 
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