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Need to rethink improving access to lawyers in rural 

and remote communities 

Finding a solicitor in remote NSW and in regional areas experiencing population decline has been getting 

harder over the last 10 years – but not for the reasons many believe. A new report by the Law and Justice 

Foundation of New South Wales which investigates the availability of solicitors in regional, rural and remote 

(RRR) NSW was launched on Friday 12 December by NSW Law Society President Ros Everett, who 

originally comes from Wellington in country NSW. The research found that the lack of solicitors in many 

areas is not a result of recruitment and retention challenges, but rather is a question of the existence and 

sustainability of solicitor positions in the first place. 

“This finding might seem trite, but in fact it is very important”, said Leanne Topfer, Chair of the Law Council’s 

new Rural Regional and Remote (RRR) Committee, and herself a solicitor based in Burnie, Tasmania. 

“Einstein famously said that if he had an hour to solve a problem his life depended on, he would spend the 

first 55 minutes determining the proper question or problem. Much of the work to date addressing the lack of 

lawyers in regional, rural and remote areas has been focused on recruitment and retention issues, but to be 

honest, we haven't been that effective. This report suggests why – we’ve probably been focusing on the 

wrong problem.” 

“The findings in this report are very important for the profession and for access to justice in New South Wales 

and Australia”, said Ms Everett when launching the report. “The Law Society is vitally interested in the 

availability of solicitors and legal assistance services in all regions, and my predecessors as president 

chaired the working group that originated this project. The Law and Justice Foundation has taken a typically 

rigorous approach to the issue, combining the best available data with on-the-ground interviews with 

solicitors. As a result they have provided new evidence and analysis upon which to base reform.” 

Key findings from the report include: 

 Contrary to perception, solicitors are not leaving RRR NSW at a rate different to general population 

trends. In RRR NSW, there are far fewer solicitors per head of population than in metropolitan areas 

(three times lower than for NSW as a whole) but over the last 20 years the ratio of solicitors to population 

has not declined and actual solicitor numbers have increased.  

 Within RRR NSW, there are region to region variations, and the biggest factor seems to be the economic 

and demographic growth of large regional centres such as Dubbo, Wagga Wagga and Tamworth, which 

has occurred to the detriment of smaller towns and the rural areas surrounding them. Broadly speaking, 

changes to solicitor numbers have paralleled broader population changes. 

 In 2009, and again in 2011, 19 local government areas (LGAs) in NSW did not have a ‘resident’ solicitor, 

that is a solicitor who indicated that LGA as their principal place of practice. Eighteen of these LGAs had 

populations under 7,000. A number of other LGAs had one or only a small number of ‘resident’ solicitors. 

In general, the more remote and disadvantaged the area, the smaller the number of solicitor positions, 

and the greater the difficulty in recruiting and retaining solicitors. 

 In RRR areas with declining populations, among the private practitioners interviewed none had plans (or 

could afford) to recruit new staff. These solicitors suggested that there was not enough legal work to 

sustain additional resident solicitors in their LGA and would probably make finding a successor a 

challenge. 
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The Director of the Law and Justice Foundation and report co-author, Geoff Mulherin, said “There is no 

doubt that it is tough to access lawyers in remote areas and especially where there is a declining population. 

While the report does not provide all the answers, it helps to identify the problem accurately. Only by 

understanding the true nature of the problem, including the uneven distribution of legal assistance services 

across NSW, can we hope to come up with effective solutions.” 

Lawyer availability and population change in regional, rural and remote areas of New South Wales is the 

second report published by the Law and Justice Foundation of New South Wales to look at lawyer availability 

in these areas.  

Data in this report were sourced from the NSW Law Society database on registered solicitors, personnel 

data from Legal Aid NSW, the Aboriginal Legal Service (NSW/ACT) and NSW community legal centres as 

well as final ABS population estimates current at the time. This report follows Recruitment and retention of 

lawyers in regional, rural, remote NSW (Forell, Cain and Gray 2010) also published by the Law and Justice 

Foundation of New South Wales. Both reports can be downloaded from www.lawfoundation.net.au 

About the Law and Justice Foundation of New South Wales  

The Law and Justice Foundation of New South Wales is an independent, statutory, not-for-profit organisation 

established in 1967 to advance the fairness and equity of the justice system, and to improve access to 

justice for socially and economically disadvantaged people. Over the past 10 years, the Foundation has 

conducted substantial research into the legal needs of the community. The Foundation’s work has assisted 

policy makers and service providers in developing evidence-based policies and programs.  
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