
SUMMARY

Artificial intelligence (AI) is driving the most consequential transformation in legal practice 
since the introduction of personal computing to the workplace. By early 2026, 98% of 
Australian legal professionals reported use of AI in their work.1  The same period has 
seen rapid and largely unstructured growth in the general public turning to AI for legal 
assistance. In the United States, 56% of AI users have sought legal advice from an AI tool, 
and while no comparable Australian figure has been published, the same pattern is now 
visible in Community Legal Centres (CLC or centre).2 CLC clients increasingly present having 
already consulted a general AI tool, often bearing lengthy AI-generated assessments and 
draft submissions. The effects cascade into the judicial system, where multiple Australian 
jurisdictions report surges in self-represented litigants and a growing body of sanctioned 

1	   Clio, Australian Legal Insights Report 2026 (Report, April 2026) [based on a survey of 553 practising Australian 
lawyers and legal staff and 500 members of the public].

2	   Kolmogorov Law, The ChatGPT Subpoena Revolution: When Your AI Conversations Become Court Evidence (Web 
Article, January 2026).
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cases involving AI-fabricated citations.3 Frontier AI developers appear to be recognising the 
increasing demand. Microsoft and Anthropic have released legal-specific functionality within 
their AI products, and NVIDIA, Google and OpenAI have taken substantial equity stakes in 
legal-specific AI companies.4

Meanwhile, international comparator sectors are adopting AI on a trajectory broadly aligned 
with the corporate legal sector. In my view, the Australian CLC sector has not moved at the 
same pace as its international counterparts, the broader Australian legal profession, and its 
own client base. The sector attributes its position to a familiar set of concerns: confidentiality, 
accuracy/reliability, and ethical uncertainty. This report argues that these concerns, while 
genuine, are in significant part the surface manifestation of a more fundamental absence: AI 
literacy across the institutional architecture of the CLC sector.

The literacy gap is most consequential at the layer above the individual practitioner; the 
strategic layer at which sector-wide direction on AI is set. This is less a matter of capability 
than of coordination. CLC leadership and boards are navigating a fast-moving and unfamiliar 
technology, and in doing so they naturally turn to Community Legal Centres Australia (CLCA)
and their relevant state/territory peak body (collectively referred to in this report as peak 
bodies) for direction, assurance, and a clear signal that engagement is supported. Peak bodies, 
for their part, have adopted a facilitative role, supporting centres to set their own direction, an 
approach that is well-matched to their mandate and current resourcing. However, the result is 
a coordination gap in which thoughtful, well-intentioned actors await direction from the other, 
and the sector falls further behind the broader legal market the longer the deferral persists.

This report makes three recommendations to address the barriers preventing the CLC sector 
from using AI to narrow the access to justice gap: 

1.	 Peak leadership on governance and funder engagement 
Peak bodies take an active role in coordinating the sector’s response to AI by producing 
the foundational outputs centres need (e.g. a published sector position, governance 
framework, security and confidentiality guidance, sector benchmarking of AI tools, and 
cohort-calibrated guidance for vulnerable client populations), working in partnership with 
funders so that the literacy and capability are developed jointly.

2.	 Sector-wide partnerships as the literacy multiplier 
Peak bodies coordinate the partnership architecture through which the sector draws in 
AI capability it cannot build alone (from commercial firms, AI vendors, and academic and 
philanthropic actors) calibrating that capability for CLC use and managing dependency 
through coordinated procurement. This architecture is the mechanism through which the 
institutional AI literacy is actually developed.

3.	 Centre leadership and governance. 
Within the sector framework and partnership architecture, each CLC converts sector 
capability into operating practice. This is led from the top of the centre, with boards taking 

3	   Adam Hatcher, ‘AI and Increased Workload at the Commission’ (Presentation to the Victorian Bar Association, 18 
February 2026); Vicki McNamara, Fake Law & Fallout: A Review of the Misuse of Generative Artificial Intelligence in 
Legal Proceedings (Report, UNSW Centre for the Future of the Legal Profession, November 2025); Michael Legg, 
Vicki McNamara and Armin Alimardani, ‘The Promise and the Peril of the Use of Generative Artificial Intelligence in 
Litigation’ (2025) 48(4) University of New South Wales Law Journal 1196.

4	   Anthropic, ‘Claude for Legal’ (Press Release, 12 May 2026); ‘Microsoft Copilot Specifically Targets Lawyers with New 
Capabilities’, Artificial Lawyer (online, 15 April 2026); Gabe Pereyra and Winston Weinberg, ‘Harvey Raises $100M 
Series C from Google Ventures, OpenAI, Kleiner Perkins, Sequoia Capital, Elad Gil, and SV Angel’ (Press Release, 
Harvey AI, 23 July 2024).
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sustained ownership of AI governance, including, where appropriate, through a designated 
AI Board Director, supported by operational capacity for adoption at larger centres or 
shared across clusters at smaller ones, and configured by specialist services around the 
risks their client cohorts present.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

I have spent more than three years at Community Legal Centres NSW (CLCNSW) and 
a further three years as a volunteer solicitor at Redfern Legal Centre, providing me 
sustained exposure to both the peak body and frontline layers of the sector this report 
examines. This report also draws on my day-to-day practice as Senior Legal Counsel APAC 
for AvePoint, a leading NASDAQ listed data governance company, where I work daily on 
the questions of enterprise AI deployment, security, and procurement. I also hold over six 
years of governance experience across not-for-profit boards, and I am a Future Leaders 
Scholar in the MBA program at the University of Sydney. In this report I draw on this rare 
combination of vantages, supplemented by further evidence sources outlined below, to 
diagnose the sector’s barriers to AI adoption and propose the strategies to address them.
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1	 A SECTOR AT A CROSSROADS

Two out of three people seeking assistance from a CLC in Australia are turned away.5 The 
Australian gap aligns with the global pattern; the World Justice Project estimates that over 
60% of the world’s population lack meaningful access to justice.6 Successive reviews of the 
CLC sector have identified significant funding shortfalls. The 2014 Productivity Commission 
inquiry into access to justice recommended an immediate $200 million per annum increase 
to legal assistance funding that was never delivered.7 A decade later, the 2024 Mundy Review 
identified an urgent additional funding requirement of $215.3 million for 2024–25 alone, to 
which the May 2024 federal budget responded with $44.1 million for legal assistance services 
sector-wide.8 

A funding response at the scale needed to close the gap within the existing operating model 
does not appear to be arriving. In its absence, technology remains the most consequential 
lever the sector has not yet pulled. The rest of the legal profession is now well into a period of 
rapid AI adoption, and the sector’s clients are increasingly turning to AI for legal assistance, 
with or without sector engagement. International comparator sectors have moved with 
the rest of the legal services economy. In the United States, the Legal Services Corporation 
operates an infrastructure of grants, peer-learning labs, and published guidance across 
more than one hundred grantee organisations.9 In the United Kingdom, Citizens Advice, in 
partnership with the Cabinet Office’s Incubator for AI, has piloted, evaluated, open-sourced, 
and scaled an AI-assisted advice tool that has since been adopted by central government.10 

A small number of pioneering deployments within Australian CLCs exist, and individual 
practitioner interest is substantial and growing, but, as Section 2.5 of this report documents, 
the sector as a whole has not progressed beyond early and uncoordinated experimentation.  
The sector’s own account, examined in Section 3, attributes the pace of its engagement with 
AI to the structural and resource conditions under which it operates. In my view, the gap that 
has opened between the sector, its comparators, and its own clients is nonetheless now of a 
scale that warrants a coordinated response.

I have explored the issues within this report because I strongly believe the sector is running 
out of time to engage with AI on its own terms. AI is reshaping how legal work is produced 
across the profession, and CLCs have so far been largely absent from that transformation. At 
the same time, Australians are turning to AI for legal assistance in growing numbers without 
practitioner guidance. The growth in legal need this surfaces is not, in itself, a negative 
development; it reflects a vast unmet demand for legal assistance that the sector has long 

5	   Community Legal Centres Australia, More Than Legal Services: Preventing Crises, Strengthening Communities 
(State of the Sector Survey Report, 28 November 2024).

6	   World Justice Project, Measuring the Justice Gap: A People-Centered Assessment of Unmet Justice Needs around 
the World (Report, 2019); Task Force on Justice, Justice for All: The Report of the Task Force on Justice (Report, 
2019).

7	   Productivity Commission, Access to Justice Arrangements (Inquiry Report No 72, 5 September 2014).
8	   Warren Mundy, Independent Review of the National Legal Assistance Partnership: Final Report (Report, Attorney-

General’s Department, March 2024) (released publicly 28 May 2024); Community Legal Centres Australia, ‘May 2024 
Federal Budget Response’ (Media Release, 14 May 2024); Commonwealth, Budget Measures: Budget Paper No 2 
2024–25 (14 May 2024).

9	   Legal Services Corporation, ‘About LSC’ (Web Page, 2026); Legal Services Corporation, ‘Notice of Availability of 
Calendar Year 2025 Competitive Grant Funds for the Technology Initiative Grant Program’ (Federal Register Notice, 
8 January 2025).

10	  Government Digital Service, ‘i.AI and Citizens Advice Develop AI Assistant’ (Press Release, UK Cabinet Office 
Incubator for AI, 2024); Margaret Hagan, ‘How AI Is Augmenting Human-Led Legal Advice at Citizens Advice’ 
(Stanford Legal Design Lab, Justice Innovation, 24 March 2025).
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known exists. What is concerning is that this demand is being met by a technology operating 
without the practitioner judgment that would distinguish competent output from incorrect 
advice. CLCs are structurally positioned to be the human-in-the-loop that the legal system 
now needs them to be, but they cannot perform that function from outside the technology. 
Adoption of AI within the sector’s own practice is therefore paramount. 

This report considers two questions. First, what is preventing AI adoption in CLCs at the pace 
the moment requires? Second, what should the sector do about it? Section 3 develops the 
diagnostic answer to the first question. Sections 4, 5 and 6 set out three proposed strategic 
responses to the second question.

The analysis draws on three sources. The first is 12 months of observation of the CLCNSW 
Artificial Intelligence Network, supplemented by a member-checking exercise with network 
attendees in which the diagnostic claims advanced in this report were tested against the views 
of the practitioners. The second is the international legal aid evidence base, the grey literature 
on AI adoption in the legal profession, and the developing Australian regulatory architecture 
for AI. The third is direct observation of commercial-sector AI deployment in my professional 
context, including the governance, procurement, and operational decisions through which 
enterprise AI adoption actually occurs.

2	 THE STATE OF AI IN LEGAL SERVICES 

2.1	 What generative AI is

Generative artificial intelligence is a class of technologies that produce text, images, code, 
and other outputs in response to natural language instructions.11 The technologies that 
primarily matter for legal services are large language models, software systems trained on 
substantial bodies of text and capable of producing responses that read as if they had been 
written by an informed human author. The leading models, produced by Anthropic, OpenAI, 
and Google, have improved at a pace that has no clear precedent in the recent history of 
digital technology.12 Models that could not pass the United States Uniform Bar Exam in late 
2022 were passing it by mid-2023, and exceeding the performance of practising lawyers on 
legal reasoning tasks by 2025.13 Legal services have been identified as one of the most likely 
industries to be disrupted by AI in the short term.14 The legal industry’s response has been 
immediate and the rate at which practitioners are adopting these tools is, by any reasonable 
measure, without recent precedent.

The practical capability of these tools across legal services is broad.15 However, their limitations 
have raised serious concerns, including by the judiciary who have increasingly published 

11	  National Institute of Standards and Technology, AI Risk Management Framework: Generative AI Profile (NIST AI 
600-1, July 2024) 2; OECD, Recommendation of the Council on Artificial Intelligence (OECD/LEGAL/0449, adopted 
22 May 2019, amended 8 November 2023).

12	  Epoch AI, Compute, Data, and Algorithmic Progress in Machine Learning (Report, 2024); Stanford Institute for 
Human-Centered AI, Artificial Intelligence Index Report 2025 (Annual Report, April 2025).

13	  Michael Bommarito and Daniel Martin Katz, ‘GPT Takes the Bar Exam’ (Working Paper, SSRN, December 2022); 
Daniel Martin Katz, Michael James Bommarito, Shang Gao and Pablo Arredondo, ‘GPT-4 Passes the Bar Exam’ 
(2024) 382(2270) Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society A 20230254; Vals AI, VLAIR - Legal Research: AI 
Performance vs Lawyer Baseline (Benchmark Report, October 2025).

14	  Anthropic, Labour Market Impacts of AI: A New Measure and Early Evidence (Report, March 2026).
15	  Vals AI, Vals Legal AI Report (VLAIR) (Benchmark Report, October 2025).
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guidance and at times prohibited its use.16 The primary concerns arise from when these tools 
produce confident outputs that are factually wrong (a phenomenon known as hallucination). 
Their reasoning, while increasingly capable, is structurally different from a lawyer’s reasoning 
and cannot be relied on without verification.17 Hallucinations are increasingly recognised as an 
inevitability and not a bug that will be solved with time.18 Thus, deployment architectures and 
legal-specific models have emerged in the past two years designed to address the limitations 
affecting legal practice.19 Common controls include human-in-the-loop configurations, 
systems oriented toward legal practitioner use, confinement to internal productivity tasks, 
runtime augmentation through retrieval from trusted sources, and models trained or fine-
tuned on legal corpora.20

2.2	 The state of AI in legal services globally

The Wolters Kluwer Future Ready Lawyer 2026 report found that 62% of legal professionals 
using AI tools for legal work reported weekly time savings of between 6% and 20%.21 The 
Thomson Reuters Institute Generative AI in Professional Services survey found active 
generative-AI integration in legal organisations rising from 14% in 2024 to 22% in 2025 to 40% 
in 2026, with 87% of professionals expecting generative AI to become central to their workflow 
within five years.22

The picture is one of explosive growth within the industry, with the organisations that have 
moved, doing so quickly and those who have not, facing increasing pressure to do so. By 
early 2026, the active questions for most legal service providers have shifted from whether to 
adopt AI to how to govern its inevitable adoption, measure its impact, and integrate it safely 
and effectively into practice. Approximately 41% of law firms have established governance 
policies for AI use and provide formal training.23 Adoption across global legal services appears 
to be evolving from initial pilots and proof of concept deployments toward more mature 
implementations supported by formal governance arrangements.24

The deployments that work, at scale, look similar across organisations, jurisdictions, and 
differing segments of the market. 

16	  Practice Note SC Gen 23 - Use of Generative Artificial Intelligence (Supreme Court of New South Wales, 21 
November 2024, commenced 3 February 2025); Chief Justice of New South Wales, Guidelines for New South Wales 
Judges in Respect of Use of Generative AI (Supreme Court of New South Wales, 21 November 2024).

17	  Varun Magesh et al, ‘Hallucination-Free? Assessing the Reliability of Leading AI Legal Research Tools’ (2025) 22(2) 
Journal of Empirical Legal Studies 216; Michael Legg, Vicki McNamara and Armin Alimardani, ‘The Promise and the 
Peril of the Use of Generative Artificial Intelligence in Litigation’ (2025) 48(4) University of New South Wales Law 
Journal 1196.

18	  Adam Tauman Kalai et al, ‘Why Language Models Hallucinate’ (Research Paper, OpenAI, September 2025).
19	  Daniel Schwarcz et al, ‘AI-Powered Lawyering: AI Reasoning Models, Retrieval Augmented Generation, and the 

Future of Legal Practice’ (Working Paper, SSRN, March 2025).
20	 Patrick Lewis et al, ‘Retrieval-Augmented Generation for Knowledge-Intensive NLP Tasks’ (2020) 33 Advances in 

Neural Information Processing Systems 9459; Varun Magesh et al, ‘Hallucination-Free? Assessing the Reliability of 
Leading AI Legal Research Tools’ (2025) 22(2) Journal of Empirical Legal Studies 216.

21	  Wolters Kluwer Legal & Regulatory, 2026 Future Ready Lawyer Survey: Building Confidence in an AI Era (Survey 
Report, 10 March 2026).

22	 Thomson Reuters Institute, 2026 AI in Professional Services Report (Survey Report, 2026); Steve Assie, ‘Number of 
Legal Professionals Using Gen AI Jumps Sharply over Past Year’, Global Legal Post (April 2025).

23	 Thomson Reuters Institute, 2025 Generative AI in Professional Services Report (Survey Report, 15 April 2025).
24	 Wolters Kluwer Legal & Regulatory, 2026 Future Ready Lawyer Survey: Building Confidence in an AI Era (Survey 

Report, 10 March 2026); Nicole Black, 2026 Legal Industry Report: AI Adoption Surges Through Turbulence as Firms 
Push Forward (8am, March 2026).
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They are:
	• lawyer-facing;
	• oriented toward internal productivity;
	• subject to human review on outputs that touch live matters;
	• augmented at runtime with retrieval from trusted sources; and
	• configured for the organisation’s specific practice areas and matter types. 

The architectures that fail, which include consumer-facing chatbots, unsupervised AI advice, 
and model output treated as authoritative, are the architectures the legal services economy 
has, with a few exceptions, stopped pursuing. The convergence reflects what has been learned 
through trial across thousands of deployments, and is legally grounded in what professional 
regulation and liability frameworks allow.

The Anthropic Economic Index analysis, drawn from anonymised observation of millions 
of AI use cases across occupations, identifies legal occupations as having particularly high 
theoretical AI coverage (approximately 89% of legal tasks within AI’s reach) and lower current 
observed exposure (around 20%).25 The gap of approximately 69 percentage points is the policy 
variable. It represents what is technically possible but not yet operationally deployed, and it is 
the gap the international legal assistance sector has been actively closing.

2.3	 The state of AI in international legal aid

The international legal aid sector has moved mostly in line with the commercial legal 
market. The Chien and Kim field study of generative AI in United States legal aid, the most 
rigorous evaluation of AI in legal aid settings to date, found that 90% of participants reported 
productivity increases, and that participants given access to concierge support, peer use cases, 
office hours, and structured assistance, outperformed those given access to the tool alone, 
with statistically significant differences between the two conditions.26

In the United States, the Legal Services Corporation (LSC) funds over 120 nonprofit legal 
assistance programs across the United States and operates a Technology Initiative Grants 
program that has been running since 2000.27 In December 2025, LSC awarded $4.2 million in 
Technology Initiative Grants across 32 grantees in 22 states, with funding directed specifically 
at AI infrastructure, intake modernisation, and language-access tools.28 LSC simultaneously 
released The Next Frontier: Harnessing Technology to Close the Justice Gap, a Technology 
Summit report concluding a two-year deliberative process that involved engaging industry 
stakeholders.29 

25	 Anthropic, Labour Market Impacts of AI: A New Measure and Early Evidence (Report, March 2026).
26	 Colleen V Chien and Miriam Kim, ‘Generative AI and Legal Aid: Results from a Field Study and 100 Use Cases to 

Bridge the Access to Justice Gap’ (2024) 57(4) Loyola of Los Angeles Law Review 903.
27	 Legal Services Corporation, ‘Technology Initiative Grant Program’ (Web Page, 2026).
28	 Legal Services Corporation, ‘LSC Awards $4.2M in Technology Grants and Releases Tech Summit Report’ (Press 

Release, 18 December 2025).
29	 Legal Services Corporation, The Next Frontier: Harnessing Technology to Close the Justice Gap (Technology 

Summit Report, December 2025).
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The report sets out seven recommendations: 

1.	 Reframing technology as core mission for the legal assistance sector; 
2.	 Streamlining access to resources through technology baselines; 
3.	 Exploring new funding approaches; 
4.	 Promoting data-driven decision-making; 
5.	 Modernising the Technology Initiative Grants program’s evaluation framework; 
6.	 Leading responsible AI innovation; and 
7.	 Strengthening self-help tools. 

The recommendations are precisely the sector infrastructure that this report argues the CLC 
sector currently lacks.

LSC’s Peer Learning Labs, established in 2024, had enrolled 570 legal assistance providers 
by mid-2025. The survey data from the Peer Learning Labs found 85% of participating 
organisations rated themselves as ‘moderately to very open to working with AI’. Seventy per 
cent identified ‘lack of knowledge about AI and how to use it’ as a key adoption barrier; a 
finding that maps directly onto the literacy diagnosis this report develops.30

The UK legal aid sector has made architecturally similar investment into AI initiatives. In 2024, 
Citizens Advice Stockport, Oldham, Rochdale and Trafford prototyped an AI advice copilot 
named Caddy. The Cabinet Office Incubator for AI partnered with Citizens Advice to develop 
Caddy into a deployable tool. The 2025 pilot in six Greater Manchester offices produced an 
80% supervisor approval rate and 50% response time reduction.31 Caddy has since been open-
sourced, scaled across Citizens Advice nationally, and adopted by central government for 
use in grant decision-making at the Cabinet Office. A Caddy 2.0 release is in development.32 
The Citizens Advice case demonstrates the partnership architecture the present report 
recommends: sector organisations working with a central government on AI capability 
incorporating academic input, and the trajectory from prototype to sector deployment to 
cross-sector adoption.

The Stanford Legal Design Lab’s work on AI co-pilots for eviction defence and reentry debt 
mitigation, supported by the Gates Foundation, illustrates a third pattern: academic and 
philanthropic partnership producing legal assistance AI infrastructure.33 The Hague Institute 
for Innovation of Law has published a mapping of the international evidence base.34 The 
Cheong, Liu, Stammbach and Henderson study on AI and public defenders illustrates the 
engagement of academic legal-AI research with frontline practitioner views.35

30	 Legal Services Corporation, The Next Frontier: Harnessing Technology to Close the Justice Gap (Technology 
Summit Report, December 2025) (citing LSC AI Peer Learning Labs survey data, summer 2025).

31	  Incubator for Artificial Intelligence, ‘Transforming Civic Engagement with Caddy’ (Blog Post, AI.GOV.UK); Margaret 
Hagan, ‘How AI Is Augmenting Human-Led Legal Advice at Citizens Advice’ (Stanford Legal Design Lab, Justice 
Innovation, 24 March 2025).

32	 Mark Say, ‘Citizens Advice SORT to launch Caddy 2.0’, UKAuthority (online, 4 November 2025).
33	 Stanford Law School, ‘Empowering Legal Aid: Legal Design Lab Receives Gates Foundation Grant’ (News Release, 

January 2025); Stanford Legal Design Lab, ‘Justice AI Co-Pilots’ (Project Page).
34  Hague Institute for Innovation of Law, AI and Access to Justice: A Snapshot of Current Trends and Future Potential 

(Report, July 2025).
35	 Inyoung Cheong et al, ‘How Can AI Augment Access to Justice? Public Defenders’ Perspectives on AI Adoption’ 

(Working Paper, Princeton University, October 2025).
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What these comparators have in common is sector-coordinated infrastructure built through 
some institutional vehicle, a central funder (LSC), a government AI capability (i.AI), an 
academic partnership (Stanford), or a philanthropic actor. The Australian sector lacks a direct 
equivalent to any of these vehicles. What the comparators also have in common is that they 
have moved despite resource constraints similar to those the Australian CLC sector faces. 
LSC’s grantees operate with resourcing pressures that mirror Australian CLCs. Citizens Advice 
operates on lower funding than the formal legal assistance sector. The comparator evidence 
demonstrates that sectors facing similar resourcing limitations are capable of moving through 
institutional coordination that the Australian sector has not yet replicated.

2.4	 The state of AI in the Australian legal market

The broader Australian legal market has moved in line with the international commercial 
market. Gilbert+Tobin has been the clearest example. In July 2024, it launched its in-house 
generative AI tool, GilBot, to support document analysis and legal queries with practice-
specific features. In February 2025, they rolled out Harvey across its 650 lawyers, following 
a pilot program involving more than 200 lawyers across all practice groups to identify key 
use cases.36 Competitive pressure across Australia’s largest commercial firms has driven 
comparable investment, with several firms now extending beyond document-level tools into 
agentic and multi-agent systems.37 Ashurst ran three controlled trials from November 2023 to 
March 2024 across 411 participants in 23 offices in 14 countries, with an average time-saving 
across legal first drafts of 45% and time savings of up to 80% on specific document types.38 
Allens introduced Airlie, its own secure deployment of OpenAI’s GPT models on Microsoft 
Azure, in August 2023, and in September 2025 became one of the first Australian firms to 
adopt third-party legal-AI platforms at scale, rolling out Legora across the firm. This activity sits 
within an intensely competitive legal-AI market, in which Harvey and Legora have emerged as 
the two dominant platforms, aggressively expanding capability and competing for corporate 
firms. Commentators now describe a Harvey–Legora “duopoly” comparable to the OpenAI–
Anthropic dynamic.39 

The Australian commercial legal market is, in short, not behind. It is in roughly the same 
position as comparable commercial markets internationally; moving fast, and governance 
maturing. The regulatory architecture has developed at speed and continues to evolve. 
The contrast with the CLC sector is therefore not a contrast between Australia and other 
jurisdictions, but a contrast within Australia, between the commercial legal market and the 
legal assistance sector that sits alongside it.

2.5	 The state of AI in Community Legal Centres

The Australian CLC sector has a small base of pioneering AI deployments. Marrickville Legal 
Centre’s New Age Legal Assistant is a virtual legal assistant providing intake triage and 
document automation across tenancy, traffic and strata law, developed with a NSW Access 

36	 Gilbert+Tobin, ‘Gilbert+Tobin Launches Harvey AI Platform’ (News Release, 18 February 2025); Gilbert+Tobin, 
‘Gilbert+Tobin Named Most Innovative Law Firm in Asia-Pacific’ (News Release, Financial Times Innovative Lawyers 
Awards 2025).

37	 Hayton Kosky, ‘Generative AI in Law: How Top Australian Firms Are Using It - and Why It Matters’ (Web Article, 15 
May 2025); Gilbert+Tobin, ‘AI for Lawyers: Quicker and Happier - but Better?’ (Insights, 31 July 2025).

38	 Tara Waters and Sarah Chambers, Vox PopulAI: Lessons from a Global Law Firm’s Exploration of Generative AI 
(Ashurst, Report, 10 June 2024).

39	 Allens, ‘Allens Launches Enterprise Version of ChatGPT, Airlie’ (News Release, 24 August 2023); Allens, Allens AI 
Australian Law Benchmark (Benchmark Report, May 2024).
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to Justice Innovation Fund grant and a technology partner.40 Justice Connect, in partnership 
with the University of Melbourne School of Computing and Information Systems, has 
developed a natural language processing model that diagnoses legal problems in everyday 
language, trained on more than 11,000 de-identified intake samples annotated by volunteer 
pro bono lawyers. The model performs at 88% accuracy across 12 legal category areas and 
delivers intake-efficiency gains of 22% to 44%.41 A number of other centres have run smaller 
experiments, including adoption of Microsoft Copilot at the centre level, ChatGPT use for 
grant-writing and administrative work, and transcription tools for client meetings, but the 
scale and effectiveness of these deployments is extremely limited.

The picture is one of fragmented experimentation at the centre level and minimal 
coordinated sector capability. CLCs use AI for what is closest to the surface of their daily 
work: administrative tasks, grant writing, community legal education content, transcription. 
Substantive legal work such as drafting, research, intake, client communication is being largely 
neglected. The depth of use remains limited with most using AI as a faster typewriter rather 
than as a means to structurally change how legal work is produced.

The institutional infrastructure to support sector-wide AI adoption is still emerging. 
CLCNSW convenes an Artificial Intelligence Network that meets regularly and has become 
a valuable forum for practitioner-level engagement and knowledge sharing. The network is 
well positioned to evolve toward the kinds of coordinated sector outputs that international 
comparators have begun producing, including position statements, policy templates, tool 
benchmarks against CLC-specific use cases, coordinated procurement frameworks, and 
shared training programs. These represent the natural next phase of sector infrastructure, 
building on the practitioner engagement the network has already established.

The comparison with the international legal assistance sector can be drawn across 
six dimensions.

Table 1: Six-dimension CLC AI maturity framework
1 Adoption rate The share of the sector’s workforce using AI in substantive legal work, and the 

depth of that use.

2 Institutional 
infrastructure

The coordinating vehicles for sector-wide AI work, such as funding programs, 
peer-learning structures, and published guidance.

3 Governance 
maturity

The policies, frameworks, and standards governing how AI is deployed, at both 
centre and sector level.

4 Workforce 
capability

Practitioners’ capacity to operate AI tools, understand their limits, and the 
professional and ethical questions their use raises.

5 Partnership 
architecture

The operating partnerships through which the sector draws in AI capability 
it cannot build alone, from government, commercial firms, academia, and 
philanthropy.

6 Funder 
posture

The degree to which funding bodies are engaged to take a position on AI and to 
invest in the sector’s adoption.

40	 Marrickville Legal Centre, ‘Using Artificial Intelligence to Improve Access to Justice’ (News Release, 30 November 
2020); NSW Department of Communities and Justice, ‘New Justice Fund Gives Voice to Legal Chatbot’ (Media 
Release, 30 November 2020).

41	  Justice Connect, ‘Bringing AI to the Legal Help Ecosystem with a Free Licence for NFPs’ (News Release, 9 January 
2025); Justice Connect, ‘Innovation at Justice Connect’ (Web Page, 2024).
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Four of these dimensions (adoption rate, institutional infrastructure, governance maturity, and 
workforce capability) are common to most AI maturity models. The remaining two are not. 
Partnership architecture and funder posture are added here because the standard models 
were built to assess a single, self-funding enterprise, and CLCs are neither. They depend on 
external partners for capability they cannot build alone, and they operate under funders whose 
posture shapes what centres feel able to do. A framework that omits these two dimensions 
would miss much of what determines whether a community legal sector can adopt AI at all.

Assessed against these six dimensions, the contrast that matters is the one between the 
Australian CLC sector and its closest international analogues: the legal assistance sectors of 
the United States and the United Kingdom. As the diagram below shows, the Australian sector 
trails its comparators across every dimension in specific, identifiable ways. The diagnosis and 
strategic responses that follow address each in turn, intending to align the sector with the 
broader legal profession.

Figure 1: Six-dimension AI maturity assessment: Australian CLC sector vs 
international comparators42

42	  Each dimension is scored 0–4 (0 = no sector capability; 4 = mature, embedded capability); scores reflect the author’s 
assessment based on the evidence in Sections 2.2–2.5. The Australian sector trails both comparators across all six 
dimensions.
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3	 THE DIAGNOSIS: AI LITERACY AS THE UNDERLYING BARRIER

3.1	 Perceived barriers to adoption

The CLC sector has an account of why AI adoption has been slow. The account has 
several components: 

1.	 Confidentiality and privilege 
CLC practitioners hold legally privileged client information, often relating to people in 
vulnerable circumstances such as domestic violence survivors, refugees, people in custody, 
people with disability, and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community members. 
Generative AI tools, particularly consumer-tier tools, raise legitimate questions about where 
data is processed, who has access to it, and whether confidentiality and privilege can be 
preserved.43 

2.	 Accuracy and reliability 
Generative AI is known to produce confident outputs that are factually wrong, commonly 
known as hallucinations.44 In a legal services context, where a wrong answer can have 
material consequences for a client and a centre’s standing, the cost of an AI error is high. 

3.	 Ethical uncertainty 
The broader societal impacts of AI, including its substantial environmental footprint, its 
effects on the workforce, and the concentration of economic and political power in a small 
number of AI developers, are the subject of active international debate. Australian CLC 
sector engagement with these questions has so far been limited. 

These concerns are real and they show up in network meetings, in peak body discussion, in 
published commentary, and in conversation with practitioners across the sector. A reader 
sympathetic to the sector’s position could conclude that these concerns are sufficient to 
explain the slow pace of adoption, that the sector is responding rationally to genuine risks in 
a technology that is not yet ready for the sensitive work CLCs do, and that the right posture is 
caution until the risks resolve.

This section argues that the account, taken at face value, does not explain the gap.

3.2	 Why this account does not explain the gap

Three lines of evidence complicate the sector’s framing.

The first is that CLCs already operate every day with confidential client information on 
commercial cloud-hosted systems: Microsoft 365 tenants; Gmail accounts; cloud-hosted case 
management; and internet-based legal research subscriptions. These systems are not zero-
risk. They have terms of service that, on close reading, raise comparable questions to those 
raised by AI tools: what data is stored, where, by whom, for how long, with what access rights. 
The sector has made its peace with these systems through procurement, professional practice, 
and the existing regulatory baseline. Confidentiality concerns are thereby managed rather 

43	 Michael Legg, Felicity Bell and Vicki McNamara, ‘Generative AI and Legal Professional Privilege’ (2025) 48(4) 
University of New South Wales Law Journal; Law Society of New South Wales, A Solicitor’s Guide to Responsible 
Use of Artificial Intelligence (Guidance Note, 2024).

44	 Varun Magesh et al, ‘Hallucination-Free? Assessing the Reliability of Leading AI Legal Research Tools’ (2025) 22(2) 
Journal of Empirical Legal Studies 216; Sourav Banerjee, Ayushi Agarwal and Saloni Singla, ‘LLMs Will Always 
Hallucinate, and We Need to Live With This’ (September 2024).
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than treated as absolute prohibitions. When AI enters the same operational picture, however, 
the risk framing shifts categorically. Centres that calmly operate Microsoft tenants and Gmail 
accounts will draw a different line at enterprise-tier AI. The asymmetry is evident and hard to 
explain on a substantive risk analysis. 

The second is that the international comparator sector has articulated very similar concerns 
and has moved anyway. United States legal aid providers face the same regulatory obligations 
on client confidentiality. United Kingdom Citizens Advice services serve vulnerable cohorts. 
The accuracy and reliability concerns are well-documented in both jurisdictions. The LSC’s 
Peer Learning Labs survey found 70% of participating organisations identify ‘lack of knowledge 
about AI and how to use it’ as a barrier.45 The same survey found 85% identify themselves as 
moderately to very open to AI use. The concerns exist but so does the movement to adopt. 
The Australian sector’s concerns, articulated as a sufficient explanation for slow adoption, 
are incomplete, as comparable sectors with similar concerns have produced a different 
operational response.

The third is what practitioners themselves describe when the conversation moves past the 
articulated concerns. Across 12 months of observation of the CLCNSW Artificial Intelligence 
Network, what practitioners describe as ‘privacy concern’ is, on close attention, not a 
substantive risk analysis. It is most consistently described, in practitioners’ own words, as fear 
of getting it wrong. Fear of a deployment decision that draws scrutiny no one can predict. Fear 
of an error that produces a complaint or a funder enquiry. Fear of being the one who acted 
without sector cover and now has to defend the decision alone. The fear is completely justified 
and the practitioners holding it are sincere, and the fear is creating operational consequences 
in centres that are otherwise willing to act. But fear is not the substantive risk concern that the 
sector’s articulated account claims it is. The articulated account is the surface description of 
something deeper.

The section’s argument is that the deeper issue underpinning all these concerns is an absence 
of AI literacy across the institutional architecture of the sector, most acutely at the layer 
above the practitioner. The articulated concerns, examined carefully, are what the absence 
of institutional literacy looks like when it is manifested at the practitioner level and the 
centre level.

3.3	 The AI literacy gap at the institutional layer

AI literacy, as the term is used in this report, is the capability to make informed decisions 
about whether, when, and how to use AI tools, and to recognise the limits of those tools as 
deployed. It is not technical literacy in the sense of understanding how large language models 
are trained or how their architectures work. It is closer to what the OECD and the European 
Union’s AI Act refer to when they speak of “AI literacy” as a precondition for safe and effective 
deployment: a working understanding of what these tools can do, what they cannot do, where 
their failure modes concentrate, and what governance arrangements are required to deploy 
them responsibly in a given context.46

45  Legal Services Corporation, The Next Frontier: Harnessing Technology to Close the Justice Gap (Technology 
Summit Report, December 2025).

46	 Regulation (EU) 2024/1689 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 June 2024; Artificial Intelligence (AI 
Act) [2024] OJ L 1689/1, art 4.
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Sections 3.1 and 3.2 have shown that the sector’s articulated concerns do not, on examination, 
fully account for the pace of AI adoption. This section turns to where the actual constraint sits: 
the layer of the architecture above the practitioner, and the conditions under which that layer 
is operating.

The combination of expertise that AI adoption in CLCs requires is unusually rare in 
the Australian context. Technical fluency with the underlying technology, substantive 
understanding of legal practice and its professional and regulatory conditions, and familiarity 
with the operating circumstances of CLCs and the cohorts they serve; each of these is 
demanding on its own, and the combination is held by very few people in Australia. The 
expertise is barely present in the institutions that would need to draw on it and is not currently 
assembled within any single actor in the architecture.

Peak bodies operate within this constraint. Peak bodies were funded primarily as advocacy 
and coordination bodies, and the literature on Australian not-for-profit peak capacity has 
long observed that this funding base does not extend to sector capability development on 
emerging technical questions. Directing the sector on AI would require sustained substantive 
engagement with technical, governance, and policy questions that peak bodies have not 
yet been resourced to undertake. The facilitator posture is the posture peak bodies can hold 
within their current capacity.

Government funding bodies sit in a related position. The institutional AI literacy required to 
set substantive positions on AI deployment has not yet been developed within the funder 
layer. Centres often interpret funder silence as caution and respond by deferring deployment 
decisions until funder positions become clear.

Boards govern AI questions in the way boards reasonably govern technical questions on which 
sector-level scaffolding has not yet been developed. CLC boards are composed of community 
members, practitioners, and people with legal and governance experience. The composition 
is appropriate to the governance role boards play within CLCs. The challenge is that AI sits 
at an intersection of technical, ethical, and strategic questions on which most boards across 
most sectors are still developing capacity to engage substantively. The CLC sector is not an 
outlier in this respect; what is distinctive is that the sector-level governance frameworks, peer 
benchmarks, and published positions on which boards in other sectors are now beginning to 
rely have not yet been produced for CLCs.

Centre practitioners and leadership look to peak bodies and funders for direction, cover, and 
permission, and find that neither are in positions to provide this. The peak bodies lack the 
capacity to lead on AI and the funding bodies are absorbed in their own AI adoption. Those 
looked to for direction are, for different reasons, unable to give one. The signals centres would 
need in order to act with confidence are not yet available. Centres respond to this environment 
in the ways the environment makes rational. Some defer AI engagement to a later moment; 
some conduct limited experiments that, in the absence of sector framework, do not aggregate 
into shared capability. The waiting is a reasonable response where the direction remains 
unclear. 

The deployment risks of AI in legal services compound these dynamics. The funding and 
accreditation implications of AI use that goes wrong are implications few centres are 
positioned to absorb, and the broader legal harm risks discussed in Section 2.1 are themselves 
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substantial. The facilitator and cautious postures across the architecture have, against this risk 
landscape, been the appropriate postures for the moment the sector has been in.

However, the institutional consequence of these aligned postures is that the sector has not 
yet produced the outputs - published positions, governance frameworks, sector benchmarks, 
coordinated procurement - that converted the international comparators’ equivalent postures 
into operational capability. The waiting is rational at the level of each actor; the cost of the 
waiting is borne by the clients the sector exists to serve.

However, asking peak bodies to lead a technological institutional transition is not without 
precedent. The transition to cloud-hosted infrastructure, partially coordinated by CLCNSW in 
the years preceding the present moment, required the same architectural moves: engaging 
funders, defining what good governance looked like for the new environment, creating 
external partnerships, and producing the sector framework that gave centres confidence 
to act. That transition was undoubtedly difficult and not without critics. It was, however, 
accomplished. The current moment is structurally analogous in form and operating against a 
more compressed timeframe. The capacity to lead a transition of this kind exists in the sector, 
and what follows is a diagnosis of capacity not yet deployed against a moment that has begun 
to require it.

4	 STRATEGY ONE: PEAK LEADERSHIP 

4.1	 The case for peak leadership

The case for peak bodies as the institutional vehicle requires honesty about what peak 
bodies are. They are sector-representative organisations funded primarily as advocacy and 
coordination bodies. They are not, on first principles, technology delivery organisations or 
sector capability-development centres. The role considered for them in this section is not the 
role for which they were designed or for which they are resourced.

The argument for considering them anyway rests on two observations. The first is that the 
function in question, the production of sector-representative positions, frameworks, and 
standards on AI, is a function only a sector-representative body can perform. The second 
is that the structural alternatives available in comparator jurisdictions are largely absent 
from the Australian institutional architecture. The international comparator sectors moved 
through different institutional vehicles. The United States moved through the Legal Services 
Corporation, a centralised funder with statutory authority and a Technology Initiative Grants 
program developed over 25 years.47 The United Kingdom moved through the Cabinet Office 
Incubator for AI, a centralised government AI capability that partnered with Citizens Advice.48 
Stanford and the Gates Foundation moved through academic and philanthropic capability. 
Australia has no direct equivalent to any of these vehicles. The Commonwealth Attorney-
General’s Department is a policy and funding department rather than a technology delivery 

47  Legal Services Corporation, ‘About LSC’ (Web Page, 2026); Legal Services Corporation, ‘Technology Initiative Grant 
Program’ (Web Page, 2026).

48	 UK Government, ‘UK’s Best AI Engineers Can Apply Now to Build Tech for Public Services in $1 Million Fellowship’ 
(Press Release, GOV.UK, 11 July 2025); Incubator for Artificial Intelligence, ‘Transforming Civic Engagement with 
Caddy’ (Blog Post, AI.GOV.UK).
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organisation. The National AI Centre is a small unit within the Department of Industry, Science 
and Resources, without a specific remit for the legal assistance sector.49

In the absence of a structural alternative, the question of who should lead in an ideal world 
gives way to the question of who can lead given the available institutional architecture. The 
answer, on the analysis advanced here, is the peak body: relevant state peak bodies for the 
state-level operational work, and CLCA for the national positions and partnerships that follow 
from it.

The distinctive function peak bodies can perform, and that no other actor in the Australian 
institutional architecture currently can, is sector-representative work. Government AI capability 
speaks to the sector; philanthropic funders fund the sector; academic institutions research 
the sector. Peak bodies speak for the sector. The published positions, governance frameworks, 
benchmarks, and standards considered in this section are sector-representative outputs by 
their nature. They require ownership by an institution with formal standing to speak on the 
sector’s behalf. That standing is the institutional resource peak bodies hold, and that no other 
actor in the Australian architecture currently holds.

4.2	 Categories of governance guidance 

The work proposed for peak bodies in this section requires deep domain expertise. It is also 
work that has, in the international comparator sectors, already been produced. The LSC’s 
December 2025 Technology Summit report identified seven priorities: 

1.	 a centralised repository of AI case studies; 
2.	 trusted platforms and implementation guidance; 
3.	 model data privacy and governance policies; 
4.	 commonly used AI platforms with safety guidance; 
5.	 standardised technology projects implementable across jurisdictions; 
6.	 sandbox environments for safe experimentation; and 
7.	 support for legal services organisations adopting both baseline and advanced 

technologies.50 
 
These priorities provide an operational template. The work for the Australian sector is now to 
produce an Australian-calibrated version of one that already exists.

49  Department of Industry, Science and Resources, ‘About the National AI Centre’ (Web Page, 2026); Department 
of Industry, Science and Resources, ‘National Artificial Intelligence Centre Moves to the Department of Industry, 
Science and Resources’ (Press Release, 5 July 2024).

50  Legal Services Corporation, The Next Frontier: Harnessing Technology to Close the Justice Gap (Technology 
Summit Report, December 2025).
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Five categories of output emerge from the comparator sector experience as candidates for 
sector-level production:

1.	 Published sector position on AI 
This would be a short document, signed by CLCA, the state peak bodies, and principal 
funders, setting out the sector’s position on AI use, the principles that should govern 
centre-level deployment, and the operational boundaries within which centres are likely to 
act. The function of such a document is to provide centres with permission and a reference 
point when funder, board, regulator, or client questions arise about the sector’s position. 
The absence of such a document is, on the analysis advanced here, the single most visible 
gap in the sector’s institutional infrastructure. Producing it would also be the single most 
visible action peak bodies can take, and the minimum viable sector implementation 
around which the more developed outputs can be layered.

2.	 Sector governance framework  
This sits below the position statement and addresses the operational question of how 
centre-level AI deployment is governed: the policies centres might have in place, the 
supervision structures that may be appropriate, the disclosures to clients that may be 
warranted, the record-keeping that may be required, and the review and evaluation that 
may accompany deployment. The framework is the operational layer beneath the position 
and the structure within which centre-level AI work can occur.

3.	 Security and confidentiality guidance 
The cloud-tooling asymmetry between corporate and CLC environments, identified in 
Section 3, is the gap this output addresses. Such guidance would distinguish between 
consumer-tier AI, enterprise-tier AI with documented data-handling commitments, and 
tenant-isolated deployment. It would also identify the procurement criteria that centres 
can apply, and the information classifications that determine which AI deployments are 
appropriate for which categories of client information. The guidance is the technical layer 
the sector currently lacks, and that practitioners cannot reasonably be expected to develop 
on their own.

4.	 Sector benchmarking 
The international comparator sectors have begun publishing benchmarks of AI tools 
against legal assistance use cases, and the LSC Technology Summit recommendations 
identify sector benchmarking as a priority. The analogous Australian activity would be a 
published evaluation of available AI tools against CLC-specific work, updated periodically, 
and conducted in partnership with academic institutions and with the sector itself.

5.	 Calibrated guidance for vulnerable client cohorts 
Many of the sector’s clients, such as domestic violence survivors, people who are refugees, 
people in custody, people with disability, and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
community members, present specific risks that general AI governance frameworks 
do not adequately address. Cohort-calibrated guidance would set out the framework 
within which centres engage with the cohort-specific dimensions of their work, and the 
considerations that may bear on AI deployment in matters involving each cohort.
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4.3	 A peak-funder dyad as the operating unit

The sector’s relationship with funders was characterised in Section 3 as one in which funder 
silence is read by centres as caution and produces operational consequences that the silence 
itself does not warrant. The recommended strategies for the sector that follow from this 
diagnosis is the development of a working partnership between peak bodies and funders, a 
dyad, in which both parties develop the institutional AI literacy their respective roles require, 
and in which the sector framework is produced jointly.

Such a relationship would have a different operating logic from the conventional one between 
peak bodies and funding bodies. Peak bodies would bring sector representation and proximity 
to the operating reality of centres. Funders would bring institutional standing, capability-
investment authority, and the policy-level engagement that connects sector work to the 
broader access-to-justice architecture. The literacy work would, on this account, sit with both 
parties rather than with either alone. Whether such a relationship can be developed in the 
Australian context, and on what terms, is itself an open question. What the analysis suggests 
is that the conditions for a sector-coordinated response on AI are unlikely to be produced in 
its absence.

For New South Wales, three funder relationships appear relevant to any such configuration. 
The NSW Department of Communities and Justice is a service funder with a direct stake 
in sector capability. Legal Aid NSW is operationally adjacent to the CLC sector and is itself 
developing AI work, which may create points of partnership. The Commonwealth Attorney-
General’s Department, through the National Access to Justice Partnership (NAJP), holds 
the principal national funding relationship and the architecture within which medium-term 
capability investment would have to sit.

The question of institutional literacy logically comes first. Funders engaging substantively with 
AI in the legal assistance sector would be in a different position to set funding instruments, 
evaluate sector AI proposals, signal positions on AI use within funding agreements, and 
participate in the policy and regulatory conversations the technology raises. The literacy this 
would require is the institutional literacy to engage with AI as a policy and funding question, 
a different and arguably more achievable kind of literacy, though one that the present 
configuration has not yet produced.

4.4	 Sharing the work among national and state peaks

The Australian CLC sector has a two-layered peak body architecture: CLCA at the national level 
and state and territory peak bodies including CLCNSW as the New South Wales peak, at the 
state level. The analysis advanced in this section applies differently to each layer. 
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Table 2: Division of AI coordination work between national & state peak bodies 

Community Legal Centres Australia 
(strategic level work)

State peak bodies 
(operational level work)

Sector position endorsed by the sector Adapting national outputs for state operating 
conditions

National funding engagement through the NAJP Engaging with state government funders 
and administrators (e.g. the Department of 
Communities and Justice, Legal Aid NSW)

National-scale partnerships with AI vendors Coordinating state-level partnerships, particularly 
with NSW-based commercial firms whose pro 
bono relationships are NSW-anchored

National-scale partnerships with commercial 
firms

Converting national framework into New South 
Wales practitioner support through the state 
network

Architectural design work that produces a sector 
framework

In practice, the line between national and state work is not always clear, and CLCA and 
CLCNSW operate within an integrated peak structure that absorbs the overlap. The point of 
naming the division is to allow the analysis that follows to be addressed to the institutional 
actor whose locus it most plausibly occupies. Commonwealth funding engagement on AI 
capability investment within the NAJP cycle is, on this account, more naturally CLCA-led. NSW 
Government governance engagement is more naturally CLCNSW-led. Other questions sit less 
clearly, and the present analysis does not attempt to resolve them.

4.5	 Benefits of Strategy one - Peak leadership

If the conditions described in this section were produced they would establish the 
institutional ground on which the rest of a sector response would rest. A published sector 
position would give centres a place to point. A governance framework would give them 
a structure within which to operate. Security guidance would give them the technical 
scaffolding to procure tooling with confidence. Benchmarking would give them a basis 
on which to evaluate tools. A peak-funder relationship of the kind described would give 
them some assurance that acting within the sector framework would not produce funder 
scrutiny they could not predict. The position that centres currently occupy, in which 
uncertainty operates at the centre level, would, on this account, be replaced by one in 
which clarity operates at the sector level.

What this would not, on its own, produce is operational capability across the sector. It 
would establish a framework. The architecture through which a framework of this kind is 
converted into capability is a separate question, taken up in the section that follows. 
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5	 STRATEGY TWO: SECTOR-WIDE PARTNERSHIPS 

5.1	 The case for partnerships

The analysis in Section 4 raised an important question. If peak bodies are the institutional 
vehicle through which a sector-coordinated response would be produced, and if institutional 
AI literacy is the precondition for that response, how is the literacy itself to be developed? 
The peak bodies do not currently hold it. The sector’s workforce does not, on the available 
evidence, hold it at the scale or distribution required. Developing it from within the sector’s 
own resources, centre by centre, would take time the moment does not appear to allow. 
The question this section takes up is whether there is a faster route, and what its conditions 
would be.

The most plausible route, on the analysis advanced here, is partnership. The capability that 
the sector lacks exists, in substantial measure, outside the sector. Major commercial firms 
have invested years and tens of millions of dollars in their own AI capability. AI vendors employ 
engineers, researchers, policy specialists, and customer-facing teams at scale. Academic 
institutions have built research capability supported by national programs. The asymmetry 
between these actors and the CLC sector is significant, and it has practical implications for 
any partnership architecture that follows, implications addressed later in this section. But the 
asymmetry also creates an opportunity: the capability the sector requires is, in significant 
part, already in existence, and the question is whether it can be drawn into the sector through 
partnership. 

The international comparator sectors have proceeded in this way. England’s Citizens Advice 
partnership with the Cabinet Office Incubator for AI brought central-government AI capability 
into a frontline legal-help organisation.51 The LSC has developed partnership relationships with 
commercial vendors at scale. Stanford Legal Design Lab’s work on AI co-pilots for eviction 
defence and reentry debt mitigation was supported by the Gates Foundation.52 This is the 
architecture through which sector capability has been built.

Three sources of capability appear available to the Australian sector through partnership: 
major commercial firms with substantive AI capability of their own; AI vendors with strategic 
interest in legal assistance use cases; and academic and philanthropic actors with research 
and operational capability. Each offers a different kind of value. The following section takes 
each in turn and then considers the architectural conditions under which the three together 
would function as a literacy multiplier.

5.2	 Partnerships with major commercial firms

Major Australian commercial firms have, over the past three years, built substantive AI 
capability. Many have made AI literacy investments at the partner and senior associate level 
that mirror investments made by other professional services firms in the same period. The 
capability is in place, and it is being primarily deployed against commercial transactional work.

The relevance of this capability to the CLC sector turns on a feature of Australian legal practice: 
by sector tradition, the major commercial firms operate pro bono structures that already direct 

51  See above n 32.
52	 See above n 33.
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capability toward legal assistance organisations.53 The pro bono programs have historically 
been used for direct client work, secondments, and project support. There is no structural 
reason the same program could not be used for AI capability transfer, and the indication from 
firms approached at senior levels has been that they would, in many cases, be receptive.

However, the architecture of any such partnership matters and requires careful consideration. 
Commercial firms enter partnership arrangements from positions of capability and resource 
strength. CLCs and peak bodies enter from positions of relative capability and resource 
weakness. Asymmetric partnerships, in the absence of deliberate structuring, tend to reflect 
the priorities of the stronger party. A pro bono engagement shaped entirely by what the 
firm is comfortable offering would produce capability transfer calibrated to commercial 
transactional work, which is what the firms have built, and what they understand. Capability 
of that kind is unlikely to be what CLCs need. The sector’s matters are higher volume, lower 
allocated resourcing, cohort-sensitive, and frequently advice driven rather than transactional. 
The architectural patterns that work for commercial AI deployment do not, on the available 
evidence, transfer cleanly to legal assistance work.

This is the point at which the peak body’s calibration role becomes structurally significant. If 
commercial-firm capability is to be useful to the sector, it has to be received by an institutional 
actor with the standing to ask the right questions of the firms, and the analytical apparatus to 
translate firm output into sector outputs. The peak body is the actor with that standing. Where 
partnerships are coordinated through the peak, the firms’ contributions can be channeled 
into peak-published outputs such as governance guidance, benchmarking and training, that 
the sector then uses. The terms of partnership are set, in this configuration, by the receiving 
party rather than by the contributing one. This is more demanding for the peak body than a 
model in which firms simply offer what they have. It is also the configuration through which 
commercial-firm capability has been usefully transferred to legal assistance sectors elsewhere.

A second feature of commercial firm engagement that is worthy of consideration is its likely 
durability. The historical pattern of pro bono engagement is that it responds to topic salience. 
AI is currently salient. Firms are positioning their AI capability publicly because doing so 
advantages them commercially, and that positioning extends to demonstrating capability 
through legal assistance work. The salience is unlikely to be permanent. The implication for 
the sector is that the current period offers a partnership opportunity that may not repeat, and 
that the value of partnership in this period is best realised in outputs that persist beyond it –
sector infrastructure, governance frameworks, benchmarks – rather than in capability that is 
dependent on continued firm engagement.

5.3 Partnerships with AI vendors

Partnerships with the AI vendors themselves are structurally different from commercial firm 
partnerships. Vendors are the application layer or producers of the models that the broader 
legal services economy is integrating. Anthropic, OpenAI, and Google are the principal 
frontier-model providers. The specialist legal AI vendors, Harvey, Legora, Spellbook, Robin AI, 
Lexis+, Westlaw AI, and others, operate at the application layer on top of the frontier models. 
The value vendor partnerships offer is access to capability that commercial firm partnerships 
cannot provide: direct engagement with the people who build the models, who can describe 

53	 Australian Pro Bono Centre, 14th Annual Performance Report on the National Pro Bono Target (2024); Law Council 
of Australia, National Pro Bono Aspirational Target (2024).
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what the models can and cannot do at a level of operational detail that no third party 
can match.

Vendors who position themselves as supporting CLCs do so with commercial as well as 
reputational interest in legal assistance sector adoption of their products. Anthropic’s 
published guidance for non-profits, and its non-profit pricing, are not philanthropy in the strict 
sense.54 They are market positioning. The pattern is consistent across the major vendors: each 
is, to varying degrees, signalling that legal assistance is a use case it wishes to support. The 
signalling is genuine in the sense that the commercial and reputational incentives are real. It is 
also conditional on the same incentives continuing to hold.

The implication, for any vendor partnership the sector might develop, is that the structure 
of the partnership matters as much as its content. Capability transfer that produces sector 
capability, rather than vendor-specific tooling, is more durable than capability transfer that 
does not. Capability that is vendor-portable transfers with the sector as the market evolves; 
capability that is locked to a specific frontier model does not. Where multi-vendor partnership 
is possible, it is preferable to single-vendor partnership. Sector positions and benchmarks 
calibrated across multiple vendors are less exposed to changes in the commercial posture of 
any one of them. The benchmarking output identified in section 4.2 sits, on this analysis, partly 
in this consideration: vendor-portable evaluation is one of the matters benchmarking is for. 
What vendor partnerships offer that is most valuable is access. This level of access is, in the 
sector partnership context, free or near-free; it is unlikely to be available to individual centres 
through ordinary commercial channels. The peak body can negotiate access to this kind of 
engagement, periodically and at scale, in ways individual centres cannot. 

Peak-coordinated vendor relationships also exercise procurement leverage. The terms a sector 
can negotiate at scale are not available to a single centre acting alone, and the asymmetry of 
scale between an aggregated sector procurement posture and any single negotiating party is 
greater than is often recognised. The Australian community legal sector employs an estimated 
3,411 full-time-equivalent workers across approximately 165 centres nationally, with the New 
South Wales sub-sector accounting for around a quarter of that total across 41 member 
centres of CLCNSW.55 By way of comparison, the largest of the Big Six commercial firms 
operating in Australia each employ between approximately 600 and 1,200 lawyers in their 
Australian operations.56 The community legal sector’s collective workforce is, on any reasonable 
comparison, approximately three times larger than the Australian operations of any single Big 
Six firm. The implication, for vendor procurement purposes, is that the sector, aggregated as a 
procurement unit, represents a seat count that any frontier-model or specialist legal AI vendor 
would be commercially interested in acquiring on favourable terms. The leverage a sector-wide 
procurement vehicle holds is immense. What the sector currently lacks is the institutional 
vehicle through which that scale is exercised. That vehicle, on the analysis advanced here, is 
the peak body acting on the sector’s behalf.

54	 Anthropic, ‘Introducing Claude for Nonprofits’ (Press Release, 2 December 2025).
55  Community Legal Centres Australia, More Than Legal Services: Preventing Crises, Strengthening Communities 

(State of the Sector Survey Report, 28 November 2024); Community Legal Centres NSW, ‘Membership’ (Web Page, 
2026) https://www.clcnsw.org.au/membership.

56	 MinterEllison, ‘About Us’ (Web Page, 2026); King & Wood Mallesons, ‘Our Firm’; Herbert Smith Freehills Kramer, 
‘Australia’ (Web Page, 2026); Ashurst, ‘Our Locations’ (Web Page, 2026); Clayton Utz, ‘About Us’ (Web Page, 2026); 
Allens, ‘About Us’ (Web Page, 2026).
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5.4	 Partnerships with academic and philanthropic actors

The third source of partnership capability is academic and philanthropic. The international 
comparator sectors have developed sector AI capability substantially through academic and 
philanthropic partnership. Stanford Legal Design Lab’s eviction-defence and reentry-debt 
work, supported by the Gates Foundation, is the clearest example.57 The Hague Institute for 
Innovation of Law has built international capability mapping that the Australian sector could 
draw on.58 The Cheong, Liu, Stammbach and Henderson study on AI and public defenders 
illustrates academic legal-AI research engaging with frontline practitioner perspectives.59

Comparable capability exists within the Australian academic ecosystem. The University of New 
South Wales Law and Justice’s Centre for the Future of the Legal Profession has substantial 
legal-AI research capability. The University of Melbourne’s School of Computing and 
Information Systems worked with Justice Connect to produce one of the first Australian legal 
assistance sector AI projects.60 Each of these is a partnership that could, in principle, contribute 
to sector capability development.

The Australian philanthropic landscape is less directly comparable to Gates or other large 
international foundations, but partnership opportunities exist within it. Philanthropic actors 
with access-to-justice priorities are present in the Australian foundation landscape, and the 
sector’s engagement with them has not, to date, been organised at sector scale.

The academic and philanthropic pillar has different operating characteristics from the 
commercial firm and vendor pillars. Timelines are longer. Capability transfer is mediated by 
research processes. Outputs are more often analytical scaffolding than operational tooling. 
But the pillar provides value the other two cannot: peer-reviewed evidence base, independent 
research capability, sustained engagement that is not contingent on commercial salience, and 
analytical frameworks calibrated specifically to the legal assistance context.

5.5	 The architecture of sector-scale partnerships

The peak body’s role in any such partnership architecture is more demanding than the 
language of coordination may suggest. Two distinct functions emerge from the analysis. The 
first is calibration: the work of taking external capability and adapting it for sector use, as 
Section 5.2 set out. The second is procurement strategy: the work of managing the sector’s 
dependency relationships, negotiating terms, structuring partnerships to limit lock-in, and 

57	 See above n 33.
58	 See above n 34.
59	 See above n 35.
60	 Justice Connect, ‘Bringing AI to the Legal Help Ecosystem’ (News Release, 9 January 2025) (citing partnership with 

University of Melbourne School of Computing and Information Systems). 

The three pillars, on the analysis advanced here, are complementary. Commercial firms 
transfer operational capability. AI vendors provide access and infrastructure. Academic 
and philanthropic actors provide analytical scaffolding and a durable evidence base. The 
coordinating function, receiving capability across all three and producing sector outputs 
that synthesise it, would sit, if anywhere, with the peak body.
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capturing benefit while distributing risk. The procurement-strategist posture is a role that 
would require institutional capability the peak bodies do not currently hold, though, as the 
section has argued, the partnership architecture is partly the mechanism through which that 
capability would itself be developed.

These conditions will ultimately be demanding but also appear achievable. The international 
comparator sectors have demonstrated that they can be met. The Citizens Advice partnership 
with the Cabinet Office Incubator is one such example and the LSC’s grant program 
architecture meets the conditions at sector scale. The Stanford-Gates partnership produced 
sector outputs of the kind described. The architecture is, in this sense, operational, replicable, 
and within the institutional capacity of the Australian sector to develop, given the conditions 
strategy one is concerned to produce.

5.6	 Benefits of Strategy two: Sector-wide partnerships

If the partnership architecture described in this section were developed it would supply 
the mechanism through which the institutional AI literacy that strategy one calls for is 
actually developed. The peak body’s literacy would develop through sustained engagement 
with the actors who do AI work professionally. The sector’s workforce capability would be 
multiplied through training, capability transfer, and analytical scaffolding that the partnership 
architecture produces. The sector’s procurement leverage would be exercised through 
coordinated relationships with vendors that no individual centre could negotiate.

What this would not, on its own, deliver is sector-wide operational capability. It would 
supply an architecture. The implementation through which the architecture is converted 
into operational capability across the sector is a separate question, taken up in the section 
that follows.

6	 STRATEGY THREE: CENTRE LEADERSHIP & GOVERNANCE 

6.1	 The case for centre-level implementation

The analyses in Sections 4 and 5 identified two architectural elements of a sector response 
on AI: a peak-level framework giving the sector institutional cover to act, and a partnership 
architecture through which the literacy the framework requires can be developed without 
the sector having to generate it from its own resources. Both elements are, on the analysis 
advanced here, necessary. Neither is, on its own, sufficient. The framework gives the sector 
something to point to; the partnership architecture gives the sector ways to learn. The 
question this section takes up is what happens between framework and capability – how 
a sector framework, once produced, is converted into operating practice at the level of the 
individual centre.

Sector framework and partnership architecture create the conditions for change; they do not, 
on their own, produce it. The substantive integration of AI into a centre’s practice, how matters 
are triaged, how documents are drafted, how supervision is structured, how clients are spoken 
to about the technology’s role in their advice, happens at the level of the individual centre, 
under the authority of the centre’s leadership and board. This work cannot be outsourced to 
the peak, a partner, or a vendor. While it can be supported by all three, it cannot be done by 
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them. Sector capability, in the final analysis, is the aggregation of centre-level decisions taken 
by people inside centres who hold the authority to take them.

This section sets out what that centre-level work requires. It addresses three questions: the 
role of leadership and boards in driving the change; the operational and cohort-specific 
capability centres will need to develop or share; and the funding arrangements through which 
the work across the sector architecture can be supported.

6.2	 What centre-level implementation would require

Centre-level implementation rests on two pieces of work that the earlier sections have 
considered. The first is the minimum viable sector implementation set out in Section 4: a 
published sector position on AI, signed by the peak bodies, accompanied by foundational 
governance guidance that gives centres a defined space within which to act. This is the single 
highest-leverage piece of work the sector could undertake, on the analysis advanced here. It 
is the work that converts the diagnostic position Section 3 describes, uncertainty at the centre 
level absent any sector-level signal, into a position centres can act from. Most of what this 
section describes is, in effect, layered on top of it.

The second is the operationalisation of the partnership architecture Section 5 considers, in 
ways that produce capability that reaches centres. The structurally important point for this 
section is that most of the work centres will need to do does not need to be produced by 
the peak body alone. Sector training can be designed in partnership with the commercial 
firms that have built training programs for their own workforces. Vendor engagement can be 
coordinated by the peak body but delivered by the vendors themselves. Analytical scaffolding 
can come from academic partners working within research programs that the sector helps 
shape. The peak body’s function in this architecture is calibration and coordination.

What follows in this section is the work that has to happen inside each centre, assuming that 
the sector-level architecture is in place. 

6.3	 Role of centre leadership and boards

Change of the kind the moment requires is driven from the top of the centre with leaders 
modelling the change and setting the example. Practitioner enthusiasm is necessary but not, 
on the available evidence, sufficient. The decisions that determine whether AI is adopted, how 
it is governed, what risks are accepted, and what disclosures are made to clients are decisions 
that sit with the CEO or principal solicitor and, ultimately, with the centre’s board. Where those 
decisions are not being taken or are being deferred for want of literacy at the leadership level, 
practitioner-level work will likely not aggregate into centre-level capability, however capable 
the practitioners involved.

This observation has an implication for centre governance. The governance of AI use is, in 
substance, no different in kind from the governance of any other consequential operational 
matter a centre’s board addresses. It involves risk, professional obligation, resource allocation, 
and reputation. The fact that boards do not currently engage with it at the strategic level is, 
in most cases, an indication that the literacy required to engage at the strategic level may not 
be present.
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One possible response to this is for centres to seek a board member with responsible AI 
deployment experience or knowledge, a role this report terms the AI Director. Such a board 
member would not require deep technical expertise, no more than a board treasurer requires 
deep accounting expertise. It would require an individual with expertise to provide sustained 
attention to AI governance questions as they bear on the centre’s work, engagement with 
the sector framework as it develops, and the capacity to bring AI-related considerations to 
the board’s attention in a structured way. The role would, in effect, hold the AI portfolio at the 
board level in the way the treasurer holds the financial portfolio. It would be the mechanism 
through which board-level engagement with AI governance becomes a routine feature of 
centre governance rather than something the board addresses episodically or not at all.

This proposal sits within the scope of governance and is achievable through existing 
mechanisms and institutional architecture of CLCs. It does not require external funding, 
changes to constitutions, or require sector approval. It is the kind of change that is low risk and 
low effort, that boards can make on their own initiative, and one that would yield considerable 
value to the sector.

6.4	 Centre-level capability

Beyond the board-level AI skills, the analysis suggests two further considerations for 
centre-level capacity.

The first is operational. At larger centres, the work of integrating AI into practice, translating 
sector framework into centre policy, coordinating with the peak body and with partners, 
supporting practitioner training and managing procurement decisions, is itself substantial 
enough to warrant a designated role. The role would be operational and involve active 
implementation. Whether such a role is funded as a new position or absorbed into an existing 
senior role (for example, into a director of practice or senior operations role) is a question that 
turns on the operational scale and existing structure of the centre. The structurally important 
point is that the work exists and falls to someone; making that allocation explicit is preferable 
to leaving it implicit and unsupported.

The second is calibration. Centres that serve cohort-specific client populations (Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander legal services, women’s legal services, refugee and migration 
services, services for people with disability) would potentially need to configure both the 
board function and any operational capability around the specific risks their client cohorts 
present. The relevant considerations include Indigenous data sovereignty, the privacy and 
safety considerations that bear on domestic and family violence matters, the translation and 
protected-attribute considerations that bear on migration matters, and the disability and 
accessibility considerations that bear on services to people with disability. 

For smaller centres, where dedicated operational capacity is unlikely to be supportable 
within existing budgets, the cluster arrangements that are already familiar in the sector for 
other functions offer a tractable model. Two or three smaller centres sharing operational AI 
capability across the cluster is preferable to no operational capability at all, or to capability 
spread so thinly within a single small centre that it does not produce substantive support. 
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6.5	 The question of funding

The analysis would be incomplete without naming the question of where funding is sourced. 
The answer is materially different across the three layers of work the section has identified.

The board-level AI director role does not require external funding. It is a governance 
configuration available to centre boards within their existing authority. The cost is the time 
of an additional board member, or the additional time of an existing board member who 
takes the portfolio. This is, structurally, the same cost a board incurs in maintaining any other 
volunteer director.

Peak body capacity to produce the sector framework and coordinate the partnership 
architecture sits within the existing peak body funding base, supplemented by the capability 
investment streams. The peak bodies are funded to do sector-representative work, and the 
work this report considers is sector-representative work. The strategic question is whether the 
peak bodies prioritise this work within their existing resourcing or seek a marginal capability 
uplift through the relevant funders. Both are defensible and neither requires the assembly of a 
new funding architecture.

Centre-level operational capacity at the larger centres is the work that is most plausibly 
absorbed into existing operational budgets, particularly where the function is allocated 
to a senior operations role. Where new positions are warranted, the cost falls within the 
operational scale at which centres make other senior hiring decisions. The partnership 
architecture Section 5 considers would, in addition, materially reduce the training cost the 
centres themselves would otherwise bear: commercial firm partnerships, vendor partnerships, 
and academic partnerships are, based on the international evidence, capable of providing 
significant training and capability transfer at no direct cost to the centres receiving them.

Cohort-specific capability at specialist services is the layer of work where philanthropic 
partnership is structurally most relevant. The work is sufficiently specialised, and the cohorts 
sufficiently distinct, that mainstream funding mechanisms are unlikely to provide for it at the 
level of nuance required. International comparators, the Gates Foundation’s partnership with 
the Stanford Legal Design Lab being the clearest example, illustrate the kind of philanthropic 
engagement available for work of this character.61

6.6	 The residual structural concerns and cohort-specific work

The strategy at the level of centre implementation handles most of the AI deployment 
the sector needs to undertake: lawyer-facing, internal-productivity work, supervised by 
practitioners, governed by a sector framework. Two categories of work fall outside what 
the strategy, as set out in this report, attempts to deliver. Both are flagged here so that the 
boundary is explicit and well understood. 

The first is sector-wide client-facing infrastructure: sector-shared intake triage, coordinated 
legal information services, and other tools that interact directly with clients rather than 
supporting the practitioners who serve them. Some international comparators have built 
such infrastructure at sector scale. The Australian sector may, in time, undertake analogous 
work. The strategy this report sets out neither recommends nor forecloses this direction. The 

61  See above nn 32-34.
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argument is that the institutional preconditions for sector-coordinated work of any kind – 
peak-led framework, partnership architecture, centre-level capability – are common to both 
lawyer-facing and client-facing deployment, and that the sector is better positioned to engage 
with client-facing infrastructure once those preconditions are in place.

The second (and more difficult) category is cohort-specific work involving particularly 
vulnerable client populations: domestic and family violence survivors, people who are 
refugees, people in custody, people with disability, and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
community members. The framework set out by Catherine Hastings, applied here, helps 
clarify why this category is structurally different from the rest.62 Hastings distinguishes legal 
knowledge needs (where users can self-assist if provided with appropriate rights education 
and legal information), legal capability needs (where users face barriers; digital literacy, 
English proficiency, disability, age, trauma, that limit their ability to self-assist and require 
more intensive support), and legal accessibility needs (where clients’ needs remain unmet 
because services lack capacity or because clients are prevented from seeking help). AI’s 
strengths align most directly with legal knowledge needs and with legal accessibility needs, 
where AI can extend service capacity. The structural risks of AI deployment concentrate in the 
legal capability needs domain, where the practitioner judgment that AI lacks is precisely the 
capability the client cohort most requires.

This boundary matters for how the strategy in this report should be read. The diagnosis 
in Section 3, that the sector’s articulated concerns are, in significant part, the surface 
manifestation of an institutional AI literacy gap, applies to the standard run of CLC work. 
Where AI deployment intersects with the legal capability needs of structurally vulnerable 
cohorts, the substantive concerns about risk that the sector articulates are not reducible to a 
literacy gap. They are concerns about the suitability of the technology for the work in question, 
and they require their own analysis. The sector framework this report recommends should 
set out cohort-calibrated guidance for these categories; what guidance of that kind would 
substantively contain is a question the present report does not attempt to resolve, and that 
warrants its own study.

62	 Catherine Hastings, Art Cotterell and Farzana Bruce, ‘Artificial Intelligence and Access to Justice at the “Shop 
Front”: The Potential and Limitations of Meeting Legal Need Through Technology’ (2026) Australian Journal of 
Social Issues.

6.7	 Benefits of Strategy three: Centre leadership and governance

If the three strategies the report has set out were pursued in a manner analogous to the 
configuration described, the Australian CLC sector would be positioned to engage with AI 
on terms comparable to those its international counterparts have achieved.

The diagnosis Section 3 advanced was that the sector currently operates within a 
stalemate in which uncertainty at the centre level is reinforced by the absence of signal 
at the sector level. If the strategy proceeds, that stalemate is the first barrier to dissolve. 
Centres acting within a sector framework have a place to point. Boards engaging through 
an AI expert have a position from which to govern. Peak bodies operating through 
partnership have a way of producing institutional outputs without depending solely on 
their own under-resourced staff. The system shifts from one in which each actor waits for 
the other, to one in which each actor moves in a direction the framework makes available.
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7	 CONCLUSIONS

Artificial intelligence is reshaping legal practice at a pace that is now visible across the legal 
industry, the administration of justice, and the experiences of clients arriving at CLCs. The 
Australian community legal sector has not yet moved at the same pace as its client base, its 
international counterparts, and the broader Australian legal profession. The questions I have 
taken up in this report are what shape could an Australian CLC sector response take, and what 
might its conditions be.

What this would produce is a sector that has positioned itself to engage with AI on its own 
terms, in the configurations its work requires, with the institutional cover its decisions 
need. That is what the international comparator sectors have positioned themselves to do, 
and what the Australian sector is currently structurally placed to do once the diagnostic 
stalemate is broken.

The sections outlined in this strategy are set out in the hope that the analysis is useful 
to the peak bodies, funders, centres, and partners whose decisions will, between them, 
determine whether the sector transforms into a frontier legal practice. The decision to act 
sits, as it must, with the actors themselves.

Having examined the institutional architecture of the sector’s position on AI, my key 
findings are that:

1.	 The conventional explanations for the sector’s position – confidentiality, accuracy and 
reliability, ethical uncertainty, resource constraints – capture serious considerations 
but do not fully account for the position. The deeper consideration appears to be an AI 
literacy gap that operates at the institutional layer above the individual practitioner, in 
the centre leadership, board, and peak body positions from which sector direction is 
ordinarily set. This diagnosis is offered in the spirit of analysis rather than criticism. The 
sector’s actors are working within the conditions they have, and the conditions have 
not, until recently, included the institutional scaffolding through which a confident 
position on AI could be developed.

2.	 The response that follows from this diagnosis is integrated rather than piecemeal. 
Peak-led production of a sector framework gives centres institutional cover to act. 
A partnership architecture with commercial firms, AI vendors, and academic and 
philanthropic actors multiplies the literacy the framework requires. Centre-level 
implementation distributes the work across the actors structurally placed to do it, 
including board-level portfolio responsibility within each centre. The minimum viable 
sector implementation, a published sector position and foundational governance 
guidance, sits at the front of the dependency structure.

3.	 Existing peak body resourcing, existing centre operational budgets supplemented by 
partnership-subsidised capability transfer, and philanthropic partnership for cohort-
specific work each carry a distinct layer of the architecture.
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The actions considered in this report may be objected to as more demanding of the sector 
than its current resourcing supports, and as asking the peak bodies to undertake work outside 
their conventional remit. The objection is not without merit. However, taking the position that 
the conditions are not in place and waiting for them to arrive is not a neutral posture either. 
It is a decision with consequences for the sector’s institutional credibility on access to justice 
in the technological moment, for the workforce the sector is trying to attract and retain, 
and for the clients whose experience of seeking legal assistance is already being shaped by 
technology. Acting within the conditions that exist, with the partnership architecture available 
to make those conditions tractable, is the more defensible course.

This report has only scratched the surface of the rapidly evolving legal and technological 
terrain. Several issues warrant further exploration, including cohort-specific design 
considerations for vulnerable populations, the operationalisation of Indigenous data 
sovereignty, the interaction between the strategy and the broader Australian regulatory 
environment, and the sector’s posture on client-facing infrastructure. As both the capabilities 
and the deployment of AI in legal practice accelerate, the institutional response of the sector 
that exists to ensure access to justice must accelerate too, or risk being reshaped by the 
technology rather than shaping its use within community legal practice.
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