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Eastern Community Legal Centre

Eastern Community Legal Centre (ECLC) is pleased to provide a
submission to the Department of Energy, Environment and Climate
Action on the draft Adaptation Action Plans 2027-31. ECLC supports
the recommendations in the submissions prepared by the Federation
of Community Legal Centres (FCLC), ARC Justice and the Victorian
Council of Social Services’ (VCOSS) which ECLC contributed to.

1. About ECLC

ECLC is a multidisciplinary legal service that works to prevent problems, progress fair
outcomes and support the wellbeing and resilience of communities and community
members in Melbourne’s East. The Centre has a long history of supporting communities
affected by climate-related disasters and extreme weather events. Since the 2009 Black
Saturday bushfires, and later the 2021 and 2024 major storm events, ECLC has provided
free legal assistance, community education, information, and referral services to support

disaster-impacted communities across Melbourne’s East.

ECLC’s climate and disaster work has expanded significantly as climate impacts intensify.
The Centre now works across the full prevention continuum — response, recovery,
preparedness, and resilience-building - with a strong focus on communities experiencing

disadvantage who face disproportionate climate impacts.

2. Acknowledgment of Country

ECLC acknowledges the Wurundjeri peoples of the Kulin Nation, the Traditional
Custodians of the land on which the Centre communities live and work and pay deep

respect to Elders past and present.

ECLC deeply appreciates and celebrates the people, stories, traditions, culture and
strength of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and is honoured when they work

together with the Centre.

ECLC recognises that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples have cared for and
sustained Country for tens of thousands of years, and that climate justice is inseparable

from First Nations justice.

We acknowledge the disproportionate impacts of climate change on First Nations
communities and support the leadership, knowledge and self-determination of Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander peoples in caring for Country and shaping a just and

sustainable future.
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3. An opportunity for transformative adaptation

The 2027-31 Adaptation Action Plans (AAPs) present a critical opportunity for
transformative adaptation, ensuring that through Victoria’s adaptation action, poverty
and disadvantage are addressed, not entrenched. The plans must leverage the strengths
and expertise of local communities, ensuring adaptation is undertaken in partnership with
communities, rather than in fop-down approaches that disempower individuals and

communities.

Victoria must take an approach to adaptation that actively supports the outcomes of
Treaty and rights to self-determination. Plans must also provide support to the Victorian
community sector, which includes community legal centres that are already working
tirelessly to support climate resilience and adaptation in their operations, without

additional resources to do so.

Further, community legal centres (CLCs) are critical but under-recognised components of
climate adaptation and climate justice. Climate change and disasters create significant
legal need — across areas such as housing, insurance, debt, employment, family violence
and access to recovery supports — and can undermine access to justice. If these legal
issues are not addressed early, they can worsen disadvantage, poverty and social

exclusion.

ECLC’s experience shows that CLCs already play a vital role in climate resilience by
providing legal assistance, community education, preparedness activities, systemic
advocacy and cross-sector partnerships. As trusted, community-based organisations,
CLCs are well placed to support adaptation by helping people understand and enforce
their rights, identifying emerging legal issues and maintaining access to justice during

and after climate-related events.

The AAPs should recognise CLCs as core partners in community-led adaptation rather
than simply post-disaster referral services. This requires sustained, flexible funding to
support climate risk planning, service continuity, outreach, community education,
workforce capacity, local resilience partnerships and systemic reform. Long-term
investment is essential to enable the legal assistance sector to meet growing climate-

related demand and contribute effectively to resilient, equitable communities.

As an overarching principle, the AAPs must take a structural rather than individual
approach. Part of structural change is investment in social resilience in communities. This
happens through building social capital, which enables collective action and
preparedness. While physical infrastructure is an important part of climate adaptation,
focus on physical infrastructure alone ignores a crucial part of the adaptation puzzle:
social infrastructure and people. If communities and the community and social services
sector had a similar quantum of funding for adaptation as physical infrastructure, this

resourcing would be truly transformational.
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4. Summary of recommendations

Recommendation 1: The Victorian Government should embed an equity, rights-based and intersectional approach across
each AAP, including through human rights assessments under the Charter. Assessments should be co-designed with
affected communities, First Nations organisations, community organisations. Assessments should identify who is most
exposed to climate risk, how structural inequality shapes that risk, and what targeted actions are required so that

adaptation measures address disadvantage.

Recommendation 2: The Victorian Government should ensure the AAPs actively support self-determination, Treaty
outcomes and First Nations climate justice by resourcing First Nations organisations, Traditional Owner groups and
Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations to lead adaptation, preparedness, response and recovery work for their

communities and Country.

Recommendation 3: The Victorian Government should amend the AAPs to explicitly recognise the role of CLCs and

broader legal assistance services as essential adaptation infrastructure. This should include sustained and flexible funding

for CLCs to deliver critical services and projects before, during and after climate events.

Recommendation 4: The Victorian Government should ensure the AAPs (particularly Action 1and 4) explicitly consider the
impacts of climate change on justice infrastructure, legal assistance services and people in contact with the justice system,
including people in prisons and detention centres, and those at risk of, or experiencing, family violence. This should support
justice, health and community sector providers to work together to strengthen system resilience, protect rights and

maintain access to justice before, during and after climate-related events.

Recommendation 5: The Victorian Government should establish regular public reporting (at least half-yearly) on the
implementation, investment and outcomes of each AAP, including intersectional impact assessment and community-
informed indicators. Reporting should identify whether actions are reducing climate-related harm for communities
experiencing structural disadvantage, strengthening access to justice and service continuity, avoiding maladaptation, and
resourcing community legal centres, community-controlled organisations and community services to deliver community-

led adaptation.

Recommendation 6: The Victorian Government should strengthen the Built Environments AAP by prioritising safe, healthy,
affordable and climate-resilient homes for people experiencing disadvantage. This should include substantial growth in
climate-resilient social housing, a resilient homes program for low-income households and high-risk communities,

stronger protections and enforcement for renters and sustained funding for CLCs and community organisations.

Recommendation 7: The Victorian Government should strengthen the Health and Human Services AAP by explicitly
recognising CLCs and legal assistance services as part of the health, human services and justice ecosystem required for
climate adaptation. This should include sustained, flexible funding for CLCs and community organisations to develop and
implement organisational adaptation plans, maintain service continuity during climate-related disruptions, participate in
integrated health, legal and social service partnerships, and respond to increased and more complex legal need arising

from climate change and disasters.
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5. Recommendations
5.1 Adopt an equity and rights-based approach

ECLC recommends that the AAPs adopt an explicit rights-based approach to climate
adaptation, grounded in justice, equity, human rights and self-determination for Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander peoples. The AAPs should be informed by an intersectional
analysis of who benefits, who is excluded, and how structural inequalities have shifted over
time. Climate change is not experienced equally: First Peoples, women and gender diverse
people, younger people, older people, people with disabilities, multicultural communities,
people on low incomes, renters, people experiencing family violence and people in contact
with the legal system are more likely to experience climate impacts first and worst because
of structural inequities and marginalisation'. Adaptation planning must therefore move
beyond general statements of vulnerability and clearly identify who is at greatest risk, how
those risks arise, and what targeted actions are required to prevent climate impacts from

deepening disadvantage.

A rights-based approach requires government to respect, protect and fulfil human rights in
all adaptation decisions.? This includes ensuring that adaptation measures protect life,
health, housing, equality, cultural rights, participation in public life, self-determination and
access to justice. It also requires transparent decision-making, meaningful participation by
affected communities, and practical accountability mechanisms so that adaptation actions

can be assessed for whether they reduce, rather than reproduce, systemic inequity.

ECLC therefore recommends that the Victorian Government investigate how the Charter of
Human Rights and Responsibilities Act 2006 (the Charter) can be used to strengthen the
legal enforceability, transparency and accountability of adaptation planning.® Embedding
Charter-consistent decision-making across the AAPs would help ensure that adaptation is
not treated as discretionary policy alone, but as a necessary part of protecting people’s

rights in a changing climate.

ECLC continues to urge governments to consider the social, legal and financial dimensions
of climate impacts, not only the physical or environmental.* For example, extreme heat,
storms, bushfire smoke and disaster recovery processes can create or exacerbate legal
problems relating to housing, tenancy, insurance, debt, family violence, employment, fines
and access to essential services.® Without early, accessible and culturally safe legal and

social support, these impacts can become pathways to entrenched disadvantage.

The AAPs should recognise and promote equitable adaptation. Equitable adaption refers to
the processes of adjusting and preparing for the impacts of climate change in ways that
prioritise fairness, justice and inclusivity.® Liabilities and obligations at law in relation to
climate impacts and disasters are constantly evolving. A right to equitable adaptation to
the impacts of climate change exists in principle and as a human right in international law:

recent international cases have shown that nation states have primary duties to adopt and
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effectively apply regulations and measures capable of mitigating and adapting to climate
change impacts because of the clear and accepted causal link between climate change
and the enjoyment of human rights.” A right to equitable adaptation can also be derived
from several provisions in Victoria’s Charter relevant to climate change and adaptation

planning, such as the right to life and the right to property.

Equitable adaptation means communities most exposed to climate risk and least resourced
to respond must receive the support, protection and resources needed to adapt safely and
with dignity. Leaving adaptation to individuals is not feasible for people facing systemic
disadvantage and marginalisation. The AAPs should therefore prioritise investment in social
infrastructure, community-led resilience, accessible legal help, safe and climate-resilient
housing, culturally safe services, and the capacity of community organisations to continue

operating before, during and after climate impacts.

To give this approach practical effect, ECLC recommends that each AAP include an equity
and human rights assessment for proposed actions, co-designed with affected
communities and community-controlled or community-led organisations. These
assessments should consider cumulative and intersectional impacts, including for older
people, young people, people with disability or chronic health issues, renters, people
experiencing family violence, First Nations peoples, culturally and racially marginalised
communities, people on low incomes, people in regional and peri-urban areas, and people

in contact with the legal system, including people in prisons or detention centres.

Recommendation 1: The Victorian Government should embed an equity, rights-based and
intersectional approach across each AAP, including through human rights assessments
under the Charter. Assessments should be co-designed with affected communities, First
Nations organisations, community organisations. Assessments should identify who is most
exposed to climate risk, how structural inequality shapes that risk, and what targeted

actions are required so that adaptation measures address disadvantage.

5.2 Embed First Nations self-determination

ECLC welcomes the recognition across the AAPs that climate change risks for Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander peoples are connected to self-determination, care for Country
and culture, and the need to benefit from transition and adaptation. To give effect to this
recognition, the AAPs should resource and support First Nations organisations to lead and
look after their communities across all stages of disaster, actively support the outcomes of
Treaty and align with Victoria’s commitments under the National Agreement on Closing the
Gap, including the Priority Reforms relating to shared decision-making, strengthening the

community-controlled sector and transforming government organisations.®

ECLC also supports full implementation of the Yoorrook Justice Commission’s climate-

related recommendations, including enabling and supporting a First Peoples’ Climate
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Justice Strategy and reviewing emergency management legislation with Traditional Owner
Groups and Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations. The AAPs should also reflect

calls from Aboriginal disaster resilience leaders to reshape emergency management from

‘command and control’ to ‘community and culture’, and from transactional recovery to

transformational partnerships.®

Recommendation 2: The Victorian Government should ensure the AAPs actively support
self-determination, Treaty outcomes and First Nations climate justice by resourcing First
Nations organisations, Traditional Owner groups and Aboriginal Community Controlled
Organisations to lead adaptation, preparedness, response and recovery work for their

communities and Country.

5.3 Support the role of Community Legal Centres (CLCs)

CLCs are essential social infrastructure for climate adaptation and climate justice. As the
Federation of Community Legal Centres (FCLC) has emphasised in its submission to the
draft AAPs, adaptation planning must recognise that climate change and disasters
generate legal need, disrupt access to justice and place increasing pressure on legal
assistance services that are already supporting communities before, during and after

climate-related events.

While the draft AAPs recognise the importance of health, human services, infrastructure
and emergency management systems, they do not yet adequately recognise law and legal
assistance services as part of the adaptation ecosystem. This is a significant gap. Climate
impacts create and exacerbate (often preventable) legal problems across tenancy, housing
repairs and habitability, insurance, credit and debt, family violence, employment, visas,
fines, consumer issues, essential services and disaster recovery entitlements. If these
problems are not recognised as having a legal dimension and addressed early through
adaptation efforts, they can deepen poverty, housing insecurity, family violence risk,

financial stress and exclusion from recovery supports.

ECLC’s climate resilience work demonstrates the practical role CLCs already play across
the adaptation continuum: providing direct legal help after disasters, delivering community
legal education and information, identifying systemic issues, building referral pathways,
supporting preparedness, and working in partnership with community, social service and
emergency management organisations. Through initiatives such as the Yarra Ranges
Climate Partnership, ECLC is contributing to local, cross-sector resilience by building the
capacity of community service organisations to prepare for and respond to severe weather

events in a coordinated manner.

The FCLC submission makes clear that the legal assistance sector has a distinct role in
adaptation: helping people understand and enforce their rights, identifying systemic issues

after climate-related events, supporting preparedness, maintaining access to justice when
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systems are disrupted, and providing evidence about emerging legal need. CLCs are well
placed to perform this role because they are independent, community-based, trusted

locally and connected to people likely to experience climate impacts first and worst.

The AAPs should therefore treat CLCs as core partners in community-led adaptation, not

only as referral points after disasters. This requires sustained investment so CLCs can:

— expand outreach and community legal education

— engage with emergency management services before disasters
— plan for climate risks

— maintain service continuity during extreme weather and disasters
— participate in local resilience partnerships

— collect evidence about emerging legal need and contribute to systemic reform that
prevents harm before it occurs.

The FCLC’s submission also highlights that legal assistance services cannot meet growing
climate-related demand without long-term, flexible and accessible funding. Short-term or
narrowly defined project funding limits the ability of CLCs and other community
organisations to build preparedness, retain specialist capability, respond to surges in
demand and adapt their own operations. Funding should support workforce capacity,
climate risk planning, continuity arrangements, technology and infrastructure needs,
outreach in high-risk communities, integrated practice with social services and

participation in place-based adaptation planning.

Recommendation 3: The Victorian Government should amend the AAPs to explicitly
recognise the role of CLCs and broader legal assistance services as essential adaptation
infrastructure. This should include sustained and flexible funding for CLCs to deliver

critical services and projects before, during and after climate events.

5.4 Extend the AAPs to the justice system

The AAPs should expand their scope to include the justice system as essential social
infrastructure. Climate change affects not only homes, hospitals and health services, but
also courts, registries, prisons, detention centres, police facilities, community legal centres
and other services that people rely on to exercise their rights, resolve disputes, remain safe
and access justice. These institutions must be able to continue operating before, during and
after extreme heat, storms, bushfires, flooding, smoke events and other climate-related
disruptions. It is also important to note that, unlike other emergencies, climate-related
disruptions are increasingly prolonged with power and telecommunications outages

extending into days and weeks.
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Through ECLC’s work in and with communities in disaster impacted regions, the Centre has
observed disruptions to justice infrastructure and legal assistance services, which can
further entrench disadvantage, particularly for people already facing barriers to justice.
People in prisons and detention centres are exposed to distinctive and heightened risks
from extreme heat, poor air quality, service disruption and emergency management
failures.” Women and children at risk of, or experiencing, family violence are similarly
exposed to unique and increased risks from extreme weather and emergency management
failure. The Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Emergency Management
Arrangements specifically identified the increased risk of family violence™ and highlighted

the need for “greater planning” to support legal assistance services.'

The Health and Human Services AAP recognises the need to consider climate impacts on
health sector infrastructure and supply chains, including hospitals, aged care and disability
services. This approach should be extended to justice institutions and the broader
community sector. Rather than developing a separate Justice Adaptation Plan, ECLC
recommends that existing AAPs explicitly consider justice infrastructure, legal assistance
services and the justice-related impacts of climate change. This would support health,
justice and community sector service providers to work together holistically and
collaboratively to strengthen system resilience, maintain service delivery and respond

collectively to climate impacts.

This should include transparent, rights-based adaptation strategies for justice-sector built
environments and service systems, including courts, registries, prisons and detention
centres. It should also include flexible and sustained funding for community legal centres
and other community organisations to plan for climate risks, maintain service continuity

and respond to increased and more complex legal need following climate-related events.

Recommendation 4: The Victorian Government should ensure the AAPs (particularly
Action 1 and 4) explicitly consider the impacts of climate change on justice infrastructure,
legal assistance services and people in contact with the justice system, including people in
prisons and detention centres, and those at risk of, or experiencing, family violence. This
should support justice, health and community sector providers to work together to
strengthen system resilience, protect rights and maintain access to justice before, during

and after climate-related events.

5.5 Report regularly for transparency and accountability

The AAPs should include clear, regular and public reporting on implementation, progress
and outcomes. As the FCLC has emphasised, adaptation planning must be accountable to
communities most affected by climate impacts, not only to internal government processes.
Reporting should measure whether actions are reducing harm, strengthening access to

justice and improving outcomes for people experiencing structural disadvantage.
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Progress should be reported at least half-yearly and include intersectional impact
assessment to identify unintended consequences, avoid maladaptation and ensure

adaptation measures are not deepening inequity.

Reporting should show who is benefiting from investment, who is being left out, and
whether actions are improving outcomes for First Nations peoples, renters, people on low
incomes, people with disability, older people, young people, people experiencing family
violence, culturally and racially marginalised communities, people in regional, peri-urban

and outer metropolitan areas, and people in contact with the legal system.

Reporting should be transparent, accessible and designed to support continuous
improvement. It could draw on public accountability models such as Victoria’s Gender
Equality Act reporting framework and outcomes-based approaches used in inclusion
strategies, tailored to climate adaptation. Reports should include measurable indicators,
qualitative community evidence, disaggregated data where appropriate, and clear
explanations of how government has responded to issues raised by communities,

community-controlled organisations, CLCs and other community services.

Regular reporting should also track whether the community sector has the resources
required to deliver adaptation outcomes. This includes investment in social infrastructure,
community-led resilience, legal assistance, service continuity, organisational adaptation
planning and place-based partnerships. Without this, the AAPs risk measuring activity
rather than whether adaptation is reducing vulnerability, protecting rights and

strengthening resilience.

Recommendation 5: The Victorian Government should establish regular public reporting
(at least half-yearly) on the implementation, investment and outcomes of each AAP,
including intersectional impact assessment and community-informed indicators.
Reporting should identify whether actions are reducing climate-related harm for
communities experiencing structural disadvantage, strengthening access to justice and
service continuity, avoiding maladaptation, and resourcing community legal centres,
community-controlled organisations and community services to deliver community-led

adaptation.

5.6 Built Environments Adaptation Action Plan

ECLC supports the focus in the Built Environments AAP on improving the climate resilience
of Victoria’s built environment, but considers that the Plan must more clearly prioritise
people who are least able to adapt their homes, neighbourhoods and living conditions

without government support.

For many people experiencing disadvantage, climate risk is experienced through unsafe,

unaffordable or insecure housing.™Extreme heat, storms, flooding, bushfire smoke, mould,
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poor insulation and poor energy efficiency can all create or worsen health, financial and
legal problems, particularly for renters, people in social housing, people on low incomes,
older people, people with disability, people experiencing family violence and communities

in high-risk outer metropolitan, peri-urban and regional areas.

ECLC’s climate resilience and climate partnerships work demonstrates that legal need often
emerges where housing, insurance, disaster recovery, debt and essential services intersect.
People may need help to enforce rental minimum standards, seek urgent repairs, challenge
unfair costs, access hardship support, resolve insurance or consumer disputes, respond to
displacement, or navigate recovery systems. These issues should be treated as core

adaptation concerns, not as separate downstream consequences.

The Built Environments AAP should therefore align investment in physical resilience with
investment in social and legal infrastructure. This includes growing social housing, ensuring
existing social housing is climate resilient, establishing a resilient homes program for
people unable to afford upgrades, strengthening renter protections and enforcement, and
funding CLCs and community organisations to support people to understand and exercise
their rights before, during and after climate-related events. This approach is consistent
with ECLC’s view that adaptation must be community-led, rights-based and prevention-

focused.

Homes are not only physical assets; they are the foundation for safety, health, family
stability, financial security and participation in community life. Adaptation measures that
improve housing quality, affordability and security will reduce climate-related harm and

prevent avoidable legal and social problems from escalating.

Recommendation 6: The Victorian Government should strengthen the Built Environments
AAP by prioritising safe, healthy, affordable and climate-resilient homes for people
experiencing disadvantage. This should include substantial growth in climate-resilient
social housing, a resilient homes program for low-income households and high-risk
communities, stronger protections and enforcement for renters and sustained funding for

CLCs and community organisations.

5.7 Health and Human Services Adaptation Action Plan

ECLC supports the Health and Human Services Adaptation Action Plan’s focus on protecting
health, wellbeing and service continuity in the context of increasing climate impacts.
However, the Plan should more clearly recognise that health, wellbeing and justice are
interconnected. Climate-related events can create or worsen legal problems that directly
affect a person’s health and safety, including problems relating to housing, tenancy, debt,
insurance, family violence, employment, fines, access to essential services and disaster

recovery entitlements.

Submission — Adaptation Action Plans 2027-31 July 2026
Page | 11



Eastern Community Legal Centre

ECLC’s climate resilience and climate partnerships work demonstrates that people
experiencing disadvantage often need integrated legal, social, health and financial
supports before, during and after extreme heat, storms, bushfires, floods, smoke events
and other climate-related disruptions. CLCs are already working alongside health,
community and emergency management services to identify legal need early, support
warm referrals, deliver community legal education, and help people navigate complex

systems.

The Health and Human Services AAP should therefore include CLCs and legal assistance
services as part of the broader health and human services ecosystem. As already set out
and further to the FCLC’s position, climate adaptation must protect access to justice and
resource the legal assistance sector to maintain service continuity and respond to
increased legal need. It would also support more coordinated, person-centred responses

for communities most exposed to climate harm.

Action 1 and Action 4 provide important opportunities to extend the Plan’s focus from health
and human services infrastructure to connected justice infrastructure and legal assistance
services. This should include courts, registries, prisons, detention centres and community
legal centres, as well as the digital, workforce and referral systems that enable people to
access help. Adaptation planning should ensure these services can continue operating
during climate-related disruptions and can respond to the increased complexity of need

that follows disasters and extreme weather events.

To be effective, the Plan must also resource community organisations to adapt their own
operations. Many community legal centres and community services are already supporting
climate-affected communities while also facing risks to their workforce, premises, outreach
capacity, technology and service delivery models. Without sustained and flexible funding,
these services will be expected to absorb increasing climate-related demand without the

infrastructure, staffing or systems needed to do so safely and sustainably.

Recommendation 7: The Victorian Government should strengthen the Health and Human
Services AAP by explicitly recognising CLCs and legal assistance services as part of the
health, human services and justice ecosystem required for climate adaptation. This
should include sustained, flexible funding for CLCs and community organisations to
develop and implement organisational adaptation plans, maintain service continuity
during climate-related disruptions, participate in integrated health, legal and social
service partnerships, and respond to increased and more complex legal need arising

from climate change and disasters.
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6. Further information on ECLC’s Climate Justice work

Learn more about ECLC’s Climate Justice Work

www.eclc.org.au/climatejustice

7. Key Contacts

Donna Askew

Principal - Climate Justice

D= donnaa@eclc.org.au
@ 0407187175

Michael Smith
Chief Executive Officer

D= michaels@eclc.org.au
@ 0421437 883
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