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Commitment to Impartiality: The researcher approached this study with a commitment to listening actively 
and presenting an unbiased representation of the perspectives shared by stakeholders and community 
members. Any unintentional misrepresentations are sincerely regretted, and feedback is welcomed to 
ensure the report remains as accurate and reflective as possible. Feedback can be directed to 
edalf@albertalawfoundation.org 

 

The Foundation extends its sincere gratitude to the community members and 
individuals who generously contributed their time, insights, and expertise throughout 
the research, consultation and report writing process. Your valuable input has been 
instrumental in shaping the direction and priorities of the Foundation’s efforts, ensuring 
that a fund will be responsive to the diverse needs and aspirations of the communities 
we serve. The Foundation deeply appreciates your collaboration and commitment to 
enhancing accessibility to comprehensive legal support for newcomers thereby 
lowering barriers, empowering informed decision-making, and ultimately increasing the 
availability and effectiveness of legal services for newcomers in Alberta.  
 
We also want to acknowledge the valuable research materials that informed this final 
report. By integrating this knowledge into our process, the Foundation is better 
equipped to support organizations and communities in addressing the most pressing 
needs of newcomers effectively. As we embark on the next steps, the Foundation 
anticipates continued learning and collaboration to further refine our approach and to 
better meet the legal needs of newcomers in Alberta. 
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Executive Summary 
Purpose 
This report explores strategies to enhance access to justice for newcomers and immigrants in Alberta by 
addressing barriers within the legal system. It examines the feasibility of establishing a dedicated newcomer 
legal services fund to bridge gaps in service provision, alleviate challenges faced by both newcomers and 
service providers, and foster a more inclusive and equitable legal support framework. 
 
This report is intended to serve multiple audiences and purposes: 
• For the Foundation: To provide direction on where resources and efforts should be focused to address 

the legal needs of newcomers in Alberta, ensuring resources are allocated effectively. 
• For Settlement Organizations, Community Organizations and other Service Providers: To inform 

the community about the legal challenges faced by newcomers and inspire collaboration on potential 
solutions to meet these needs across the province. 

• For Policymakers and Other Stakeholders: To offer valuable insights that can guide policy decisions 
and strengthen efforts aimed at improving legal access for newcomers. 

• To Generate Ideas and Inspire Action: To encourage other agencies to use the findings and 
recommendations in this report to enhance their own work supporting newcomers. 

• For Knowledge Sharing: To communicate the key findings from our consultations, so that other 
organizations can adopt and build on the insights gathered here. 
 

Key Findings 
• Newcomers face significant legal challenges, mainly in areas of immigration, family law, housing, and 

employment, often compounded by discrimination, human rights issues, and a lack of understanding 
of basic legal rights and obligations in Canada and Alberta. 

• Barriers to accessing justice include language and cultural misunderstandings, complex legal systems, 
limited multilingual resources, and inconsistent service provision, particularly in rural areas. 

• Service providers are hindered by limited funding, overburdened staff, and inadequate training in 
trauma-informed care and cultural competency. 

 
Recommendations 
• Establish a Newcomer Legal Support Fund: A multi-tiered funding model to support direct services, 

capacity building, and community research. 
• Service Enhancements: Expand legal navigator programs, establish centralized legal hubs, develop 

multilingual resources, and provide professional development for service providers. 
• Sustainable Funding: Adopt multi-year, flexible grants to ensure stability and adaptability. 
 
Call to Action 
The proposed interventions offer an opportunity to address critical gaps in Alberta’s legal ecosystem. 
Immediate steps include establishing and piloting a legal navigator program, fostering partnerships, and 
aligning resources with identified needs to promote equitable access to justice for all newcomers. This will 
work towards ensuring that newcomers have the support they need to navigate Alberta’s legal systems with 
confidence. 

 
Key Terms 
The following section provides definitions for key terms used throughout this report. These terms are 
essential for understanding the concepts and recommendations discussed, particularly as they relate to 
legal services, settlement supports, social supports, and the specific needs of newcomers. 
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Cultural Broker: A cultural broker acts as an intermediary between a newcomer’s cultural background and 
the legal or social systems they are navigating. They help bridge cultural gaps by facilitating communication, 
addressing misunderstandings, and ensuring that legal and social services are delivered in culturally 
sensitive ways. 
 
Immigrant: Immigrant refers to a person who is, or who has ever been, a landed immigrant or permanent 
resident. Such a person has been granted the right to live in Canada permanently by immigration 
authorities. Immigrants who have obtained Canadian citizenship by naturalization are included in this 
group.1 
 
Immigration Law: A specialized area of law that governs the policies and procedures related to the 
movement of individuals across borders. Immigration law includes topics such as visas, refugee status, 
citizenship, and asylum, and often requires expertise to navigate the complex rules and regulations. 
 
Newcomer: Newcomers may be defined as permanent residents (including people who have received 
“approval-in-principle" from IRCC to stay in Canada, refugees (protected persons), and temporary residents 
(including international students, workers, or temporary resident permit holders).2 
 
Legal aid: Refers to organizations, typically non-profits, that provide legal services to vulnerable 
populations at reduced or no cost. These services are designed to ensure access to justice for individuals 
who may not have the financial means to afford private legal representation or services. Legal aid can 
include advice, representation, and assistance with various legal matters, such as immigration, family law, 
and housing issues. 
 
Legal Navigator: A legal navigator is a trained professional who assists individuals in understanding and 
accessing legal systems. Navigators provide guidance, support, and referrals but do not offer legal advice 
or representation. Their role is to bridge the gaps between complex legal processes and individuals who 
face barriers such as language, cultural differences, or systemic inequities. They help clients understand 
legal processes, prepare documents, and access additional services.   
 
Public Legal Education (PLE): Public Legal Education refers to initiatives aimed at providing individuals 
with the knowledge and resources necessary to understand their legal rights and obligations. PLE often 
includes accessible resources, workshops, and outreach designed to empower individuals to navigate legal 
systems effectively. 
 
Settlement Supports: A broad category of services that assist individuals in addressing non-legal 
challenges, such as housing, employment, healthcare, and mental health support. These services are often 
essential in helping individuals achieve stability, which in turn can improve their ability to address legal 
matters. 
 
Trauma-Informed Care: An approach to providing support and services that acknowledges the widespread 
impact of trauma on individuals. Trauma-informed care ensures that service providers understand the 
effects of trauma and create environments that prioritize safety, trust, and empowerment. 
 
Translation and Interpretation Services: Services provided to ensure that individuals who do not speak 
the dominant language can still access information and legal services. Translation typically involves written 
documents, while interpretation refers to spoken language support, both of which are critical for effective 
communication in legal contexts. 
 

 
1 Government of Canada, Statistics Canada. “Immigrant.” Government of Canada, Statistics Canada, 
December 20, 2023. https://www23.statcan.gc.ca/imdb/p3Var.pl?Function=Unit&Id=85107.  
2 Agency, Canada Revenue. “Government of Canada.” Canada.ca, June 17, 2024. 
https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/tax/international-non-residents/individuals-leaving-
entering-canada-non-residents/newcomers-canada-immigrants.html.  
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Note on Key Terms: Throughout this report, the term 'newcomers' is used in a broader sense than the 
definitions provided by the Government of Canada as defined above. For the purpose of this report, 
'newcomers' are defined as individuals who identify themselves as newcomers to Canada and are residing 
in Alberta. This includes, but is not limited to, recent immigrants, refugees, asylum seekers, temporary 
foreign workers, undocumented migrants, and newcomer youth. Additionally, 'newcomers' also applies to 
individuals who may identify as immigrants and have been in Canada and/or Alberta for an extended period 
but still require access to legal services or information to continue supporting their settlement and 
integration into Canadian society. 

 
Introduction 
Background and Rationale 
Alberta has experienced a steady influx of newcomers, driven by immigration policies and global events 
such as refugee crises.3 These newcomers often face unique legal challenges, compounded by 
unfamiliarity with Canadian legal systems, cultural barriers, and systemic gaps in service provision. 
 
Insights from the 2022–23 Alberta Legal Needs Assessment highlighted significant unmet needs among 
newcomers, particularly in immigration, family law, housing, and employment. This report builds on those 
findings, integrating extensive stakeholder consultations to propose actionable solutions. 
 
Objectives 
1. Identify critical funding and resource gaps for newcomer legal services. 
2. Assess systemic and operational barriers faced by newcomers and service providers in delivering 

effective legal services. 
3. Develop recommendations for a targeted legal support fund to address these gaps sustainably. 
 
Methodology 
The research incorporated: 
• Stakeholder Consultations: Input from over 50 organizations, including legal aid providers, settlement 

agencies, community groups and other funders. 
• Qualitative Data: Summaries from think tank discussions and interviews with service providers. 
• Literature Reviews: Analysis of existing research on legal needs and funding models for newcomer 

support. 
• Focus Areas: Gaps in service provision, funding needs and barriers to accessing funding, and the 

intersection of social and legal issues. 
 

Research Findings and Analysis 
Overview of Current Legal Support Needs for Newcomers 
There is a high demand for legal assistance in immigration, family law (including domestic violence cases 
and gender-based violence), housing stability, and workplace rights. Many of these areas of law intersect 
with issues of discrimination and human rights, further complicating access to justice for newcomers.  
 
Discrimination exacerbates the difficulties newcomers face in accessing justice, creating additional barriers 
in areas like housing, employment, and law enforcement. Additionally, newcomers need support in 
understanding their basic legal rights and obligations in Canada and Alberta to navigate these systems 
effectively and avoid unintended legal consequences. As discussed in more detail below, newcomers face 
a variety of legal challenges that require specialized support across several key areas of law: 
• Immigration: Newcomers often need assistance with a range of immigration-related issues, including 

the preparation and submission of applications, navigating status changes, and addressing 
sponsorship and sponsorship breakdowns. Refugee claims are particularly complex, and demand 
specialized legal expertise and advocacy to ensure that applicants receive fair and thorough 

 
3 Mark Parsons, “The Twenty-Four, Population Special,” atb.com, ATB Economics, June 19, 2024, 
https://www.atb.com/company/insights/the-twenty-four/alberta-population-update-first-quarter-2024/. 

https://albertalawfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/2022-23-AB-Legal-Needs-Assessment-July-2023.pdf
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consideration. In addition to refugee claims, there is a recent trend of displaced Ukrainians submitting 
applications on humanitarian and compassionate grounds within Canada, which are also extremely 
complex. It is also worth noting that refugee claims have roughly tripled since 2019 (pre-COVID) and 
comprise some of the most complex legal cases and documentation.4,5 

• Family Law: Legal issues in family law for newcomers frequently involve cases of domestic violence 
and child custody disputes. These cases are often complicated by cultural misunderstandings, which 
can lead to delays or derailment of legal processes. Effective legal support in this area requires 
sensitivity to cultural differences and a deep understanding of the unique challenges faced by 
newcomer families. Providing specialized legal assistance and advocacy is crucial to ensure that 
newcomers receive the protection and support they need. Additionally, implementing cultural and 
language-appropriate education programs can help prevent family law issues from arising by fostering 
better understanding and communication within families and between newcomers and legal systems. 

• Housing: Newcomers, especially undocumented individuals and temporary foreign workers (TFWs), 
encounter significant barriers in securing stable housing. These barriers include insufficient 
documentation, low income, limited credit history, and systemic discrimination often leading to 
exploitation by landlords. Legal support is essential to help newcomers navigate these challenges, 
protect their rights, and secure safe and adequate housing.  

• Employment: Workplace exploitation is a common issue for newcomers, manifesting in various forms 
such as underpayment, unsafe working conditions, and a general lack of awareness about labour rights. 
Misunderstandings about employment contracts further leave many individuals vulnerable to abuse 
and exploitation. Additionally, many newcomers are hesitant to report or act on workplace exploitation 
due to fear of jeopardizing their immigration status or facing retaliation from employers, particularly for 
those on temporary work permits or without permanent residency. Legal assistance is crucial to address 
these issues, advocate for fair treatment, and educate newcomers about their rights in the workplace, 
while also providing reassurance and support for those worried about immigration consequences. 

• Criminal: Newcomers often encounter criminal law issues that arise from a lack of understanding of 
Canadian legal norms, intersecting with immigration, family law, and basic legal rights and obligations. 
These challenges are often unintentional but can have severe consequences, including impacts on 
immigration status, family dynamics, and social integration. Common criminal law issues that 
newcomers face include domestic disputes, fraud and documentation and driving offenses. 

• Discrimination and Human Rights: Newcomers often face discrimination based on race, ethnicity, 
religion, or immigration status. Legal support is necessary to address these human rights violations and 
ensure that newcomers are treated fairly and with dignity. This includes providing guidance on how to 
file complaints and seek redress through human rights commissions and other relevant bodies. 

• Basic Legal Rights and Obligations in Canada and Alberta: Understanding and complying with 
basic legal rights and obligations is essential for newcomers to integrate successfully into Canadian 
society. This includes knowledge of laws related to residency, employment, criminal law basics, driving 
laws, and civic duties. Legal education and support can help newcomers navigate these obligations 
and avoid potential legal issues. 

• Youth Specific Needs: Youth often experience unique challenges in navigating legal and social 
systems. Youth encounter dual pressures of integrating into Canadian society while upholding cultural 
expectations from their families, leading to conflicts that may escalate into legal issues. Cultural 
differences in parenting styles may result in youth inadvertently violating Canadian laws or policies and 
often results in issues such as absenteeism in school, recruitment and involvement in gangs, and other 
school conflicts. Providing legal education tailored to the needs of newcomer youth is essential to help 
them integrate successfully and avoid legal issues. Beyond legal education, newcomer youth can be 

 
4 Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada. “Refugee Protection Claims (New System) by Country of 
Alleged Persecution - 2019.” Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada, September 1, 2023. 
https://www.irb-cisr.gc.ca/en/statistics/protection/Pages/RPDStat2019.aspx.  
5 Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada. “Claims by Country of Alleged Persecution - 2024.” 
Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada, November 19, 2024. https://www.irb-
cisr.gc.ca/en/statistics/protection/Pages/RPDStat2024.aspx.  
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further supported through systemic interventions such as community-based diversion programs tailored 
to newcomer youth, focusing on restorative justice practices and cultural reintegration. 

 
Barriers and Challenges Identified 
Newcomers face numerous barriers to accessing justice, significantly impacting their ability to navigate 
Alberta’s legal system effectively:  
1. Language and Cultural Misunderstandings: Limited English proficiency, coupled with cultural 

differences, often impedes legal comprehension. Misunderstandings around legal norms and 
obligations can lead to missteps in critical areas such as family law, housing disputes, and immigration 
processes. These cultural misconceptions can lead to significant legal issues, especially in family law 
and child welfare. Additionally, the fear of deportation or other legal repercussions often prevents 
newcomers from seeking the help they need. 

2. Insufficient Translated and Accessible Resources and Multilingual Services: Many legal 
resources are not available in the languages spoken by newcomers. While some translated materials 
exist, they are often overly literal, outdated, or fail to capture the nuances of complex legal terms and 
processes. With the increase in refugees coming into Alberta, there is an increasing trend of 
newcomers, often women, who are not literate in their first language, and so written resources are not 
accessible to this group. In addition, a lack of certified interpreters and multilingual professionals further 
exacerbates this gap, particularly in high-stakes areas like court proceedings. Translation services often 
fail to capture the nuances of complex legal terms, making it difficult for newcomers to fully understand 
their legal situations. This language barrier makes it difficult for newcomers to fully understand their 
legal rights and obligations, leading to potential missteps and missed opportunities for support. 

3. Complex Legal Systems: The fragmented and intricate nature of Canada’s legal systems presents 
significant challenges for newcomers, requiring them to navigate multiple processes for issues such as 
work permits and refugee claims. Many struggle to understand procedural requirements, deadlines, 
and the implications of their legal decisions. In addition, long delays in accessing legal aid services 
further exacerbate these challenges, leaving newcomers without timely support when they need it most. 

4. Inconsistent Service Provision: Legal and community services are unevenly distributed across 
Alberta, with rural and remote areas particularly underserved. This disparity leaves many newcomers 
without adequate support, forcing them to rely on informal networks that may not provide accurate or 
timely legal assistance and often lead to poor legal outcomes. 

 
These barriers collectively reinforce inequities in access to justice, underscoring the need for targeted 
interventions that address both systemic and individual challenges. 
 
Identified Gaps in Service Provision 
Newcomers face several significant gaps in the provision of legal services, which hinder their ability to 
access the support they need: 
1. Insufficient Intermediaries: There is a critical need for trusted legal navigators and cultural brokers 

who can guide newcomers through a complex legal system. Legal navigators assist with tasks such as 
filling out forms, understanding legal documents, and navigating the intricacies of legal processes. 
Cultural brokers, on the other hand, play an equally vital role by bridging cultural gaps, facilitating mutual 
understanding, and ensuring that legal processes and advice are conveyed in a culturally sensitive and 
accessible manner. Settlement counselors often take on the responsibilities of cultural brokers when 
they have the capacity to do so, however, they often lack the legal training required to effectively support 
their clients through legal matters. This overreliance on front-line staff who do not have the trained 
expertise can lead to disjointed and inconsistent legal services for clients. Together, trained legal 
navigators and cultural brokers can provide holistic support, addressing both the procedural and cultural 
challenges newcomers face. Without sufficient intermediaries, newcomers are left to navigate these 
challenges on their own, often resulting in confusion, frustration, and unintentional legal missteps. 

2. Intersection of Social and Legal Issues: Many legal challenges faced by newcomers – such as 
housing instability, domestic violence, or workplace exploitation – are rooted in broader social 
inequities. These issues often require simultaneous social and legal interventions to ensure sustainable 
solutions. For example, addressing housing discrimination may necessitate both legal advocacy and 
access to stable housing resources. Without coordinated efforts to resolve the social determinants 
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underlying legal problems, newcomers may struggle to achieve meaningful outcomes. Expanding the 
scope of services to include initiatives addressing these interconnected challenges would enhance the 
effectiveness of legal supports and contribute to a more equitable and sustainable result.  

3. Disjointed Service Networks: Legal service providers often operate in silos, leading to gaps in holistic 
care and redundant efforts. This issue is particularly pronounced in rural and remote areas, where legal 
resources are already scarce. The lack of coordination between service providers means that 
newcomers may not receive comprehensive support, and efforts to assist them may be duplicated or 
fragmented. 

4. Capacity and Training Deficits: Frontline workers often lack the training needed to address the 
complex needs of vulnerable populations effectively. This includes training in areas such as trauma-
informed care, which is essential for providing sensitive and effective support to newcomers who may 
have experienced significant trauma. Without adequate training, frontline workers may struggle to 
provide the level of care and support that 
newcomers require. 

5. Connections to Lawyers and Experts 
(Pro Bono and/or Low Fee): The current 
capacity of legal aid organizations and 
lawyers across Alberta poses a 
significant challenge, particularly for 
clients who are not able to afford legal 
fees. Many clinics are already 
overburdened and struggling to meet 
existing demand, particularly in rural and 
remote areas. These limitations create 
delays in service delivery, leaving some 
newcomers without the timely support 
they need for critical legal issues.  
a. Capacity Constraints in Legal Aid 

Organizations: Existing legal aid 
organizations face significant 
limitations, with high demand for 
services often exceeding available 
lawyer capacity.  

b. Rural and Remote Accessibility: In 
rural areas, the shortage of legal professionals is even more acute. Newcomers in these regions 
often lack access to legal aid organizations altogether, forcing them to rely on unqualified 
intermediaries or attempt to navigate complex legal systems on their own. 

c. Specialized Expertise: Immigration law, in particular, requires specialized knowledge that is not 
always readily available through general legal aid services. Without adequate connections to 
lawyers with this expertise, newcomers face heightened risks of incomplete applications or legal 
missteps that could have long-term and generational consequences. Anecdotally, we heard that 
this is further complicated by a perceived shortage of immigration lawyers in Alberta as compared 
to the demand. This specialized legal assistance requires a high degree of expertise in navigating 
visa applications, refugee claims, sponsorships breakdowns, and other critical processes. The 
limited availability of qualified immigration lawyers means that many newcomers struggle to access 
timely, accurate, and affordable legal advice. 

 
Barriers and Challenges for Newcomer Service Providers 
Service providers supporting newcomers face numerous barriers and challenges that impact their ability to 
deliver effective and comprehensive services, including legal services: 
1. Funding Constraints: One of the most significant challenges is the limitation of financial resources. 

Many service providers rely on short-term grants, which create instability and hinder long-term planning. 
An exception to this is Immigration, Refugee and Citizenship Canada funding, which typically provides 
3 to 5-year funding terms. Additionally, restrictive funding criteria, such as requirements based on 
citizenship or immigration status, limit the ability of organizations to serve all newcomers in need. This 

 

"We’ve seen firsthand how deeply social and 
legal issues intersect and why it’s critical to 
serve the whole client. When someone comes 
to us without food or a place to sleep, their 
basic needs must be addressed first — 
otherwise, it’s nearly impossible for them to 
engage effectively in their legal matter or have 
a productive meeting with a lawyer. 
By offering advocacy services and making 
warm referrals, we’re able to build trust and 
form meaningful connections with clients. 
These social supports often lead to smoother 
legal processes and, ultimately, better legal 
outcomes for the individuals we serve." 

- Front Line Service Worker 
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often results in gaps in service provision and an inability to address the full spectrum of legal and social 
needs faced by newcomers. 

2. Operational and Capacity Barriers: The high demand for services combined with insufficient staffing 
levels poses major operational challenges. Service providers often struggle to build the capacity that is 
needed to effectively guide newcomers through complex legal processes. The shortage of skilled 
personnel leads to increased workloads for existing staff, which can result in burnout and reduced 
effectiveness in service delivery. 

3. Trauma-Informed and Cultural Competency Practices: The absence of trauma-informed 
approaches can hinder a service provider’s ability to effectively support newcomers who have 
experienced displacement, violence, or systemic barriers. Additionally, cultural competency training is 
essential for understanding and addressing the unique needs of diverse newcomer communities, 
ensuring that legal services are both accessible and sensitive to cultural differences. These gaps in 
training exacerbate service delivery issues and limit the overall effectiveness of legal support systems. 

4. Administrative Burdens: Small organizations, in particular, face significant administrative burdens 
that hinder their capacity to access and manage funds. The requirements for reporting, evaluation, and 
application processes are often complex and time-consuming. These administrative tasks divert 
valuable time and resources away from direct service provision, making it difficult for organizations to 
focus on their primary mission of supporting newcomers. 

 
Recommendations for a Newcomer Legal Support Fund 
To effectively support newcomers, a comprehensive legal support fund should be structured with a focus 
on direct services, capacity building, and research and development.   
 
Legal Service Improvements and Key Components 

To create a more inclusive and effective 
legal support ecosystem for newcomers, 
targeted enhancements to services and 
systems are essential. The following 
recommendations outline key strategies to 
address identified gaps, foster trust, and 
improve access to justice. These 
approaches are designed to address both 
immediate needs and systemic challenges, 
ensuring newcomers receive holistic and 
culturally appropriate support throughout 
their legal journey. 
 
Legal Navigators 
 
A large portion of these recommendations 
centers around the concept of legal 
navigators, whose clearly defined role is 

critical to bridging the gap between complex legal systems and the unique needs of newcomers. Legal 
navigators serve as essential intermediaries, providing guidance, support, and referrals while addressing 
barriers such as language, cultural differences, and systemic inequities. By clearly articulating their role and 
value below, the recommendations ensure a shared understanding among stakeholders, fostering 
consistency and effectiveness in implementing this innovative model. 
 
Unique Value: Legal navigators are distinct from lawyers in that they do not provide legal advice or 
representation. Instead, they focus on reducing barriers to justice by addressing non-legal challenges such 
as language proficiency, cultural nuances, and administrative hurdles. Additionally, they serve as a critical 
link to settlement and social services, helping clients access resources that address underlying issues such 
as housing, mental health, or financial stability. Their work complements legal professionals by ensuring 
clients are better prepared and holistically supported throughout their legal journey. 

"The absence of trauma-informed and healing-
centered practices within legal aid further 
complicates matters, especially for refugees 
and newcomers who have experienced 
emotional and psychological trauma. Many of 
these individuals require legal services that not 
only address their legal issues but are also 
sensitive to their personal histories and complex 
identities." 

- Think Tank on Newcomer Legal Needs 
Summary 
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Key Functions: 
1. Initial Guidance: Help clients identify their legal needs, explain processes in accessible terms, and 

prepare documentation. 
2. Resource Connection: Facilitate referrals to specialized legal professionals, such as immigration or 

family lawyers, when cases require advanced expertise or advice. 
3. System Navigation: Assist individuals in interacting with legal institutions, such as courts, tribunals, or 

legal aid clinics, while ensuring they understand procedural requirements and timelines. 
4. Education: Provide legal literacy, offering workshops or one-on-one sessions to improve 

understanding of basic legal obligations and rights. 
5. Support: Provide emotional, logistical and sometimes court support, often acting as a bridge between 

clients and community services like housing or employment resources. 
 
The recommendations below build on the defined role and unique value of legal navigators, as well as 
outlines actionable strategies to enhance the legal support ecosystem, addressing key gaps and barriers 
while fostering an inclusive and accessible framework for newcomers:  
1. Legal Navigators: Employ culturally trained navigators to assist newcomers with non-legal advice 

tasks such as understanding legal processes, document preparation, administrative processes and 
accessing other necessary resources. These navigators can bridge the gap between legal systems and 
individuals who face language or cultural barriers. It is important to note that while the legal navigator 
model has significant potential, its impact may vary across different areas of law. Through the 
consultation, there were differing perspectives on whether immigration law, in particular, is too complex 
for navigators to support effectively. While some argue that the specialized expertise required in 
immigration cases limits the roles navigators can play, others believe that with appropriate training and 
structured support, navigators could assist by breaking down processes, guiding clients through initial 
steps, and connecting them to specialized legal professionals. Further exploration is needed to fully 
understand how navigators can best contribute in this area. This could include breaking down 
processes into manageable steps, client journey mapping to identify key challenges, and enhancing 
coordination with legal professionals. While immigration law is undoubtedly complex, it is not 
insurmountable, and thoughtful innovations in navigator roles could contribute to improved outcomes 
in this area. 
 
To ensure the effectiveness of a legal navigator model, it is crucial to provide comprehensive initial 
training for navigators, covering legal basics, systems navigation, cultural competency, and trauma-
informed care. Additionally, ongoing training should be implemented to keep navigators updated on 
policy and legal changes as well as best practices. Backbone support is essential to sustain the model 
and ensure navigators have the resources they need to perform their roles effectively. This support 
should include, but is not limited to: 
• Evaluation: Regular assessment of the program's impact and effectiveness to identify areas for 

improvement and ensure that the services provided meet the needs of newcomers. 
• Feedback Loop: Establishing a feedback mechanism from frontline navigators to inform 

continuous improvements to the model. This loop will allow for real-time adjustments based on the 
experiences and insights of those directly interacting with newcomers. 

• Connection to Lawyers and Experts: Ensure that the legal navigator model includes a structured 
process for connecting newcomers to qualified lawyers and subject-matter experts when 
specialized legal assistance is required.  It is also critical to ensure that these qualified lawyers and 
subject-matter experts have the capacity to assist newcomers beyond the current capacity that is 
available in legal aid organizations. This connection would allow navigators to provide initial 
guidance while ensuring that complex legal issues are addressed by professionals with the 
appropriate expertise. Establishing strong referral networks and partnerships with legal 
professionals will be critical to the model’s success and credibility. 

• Policy Advocacy: Engaging in policy advocacy to address systemic barriers and promote changes 
that enhance access to justice for newcomers. This includes working with policymakers, legislators, 
and other relevant decision-makers to ensure that the legal framework supports the needs of 
newcomers and that resources are allocated effectively. 
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• Administrative and Technical Assistance: Providing administrative and technical support to 
navigators to help them manage their caseloads, access necessary tools and resources, and 
maintain accurate records. This assistance will enable navigators to focus on their primary role of 
supporting newcomers.  

 
Importantly, to ensure the effectiveness of the legal navigator model, it must also integrate into the 
broader ecosystem of the settlement sector. Legal navigators with liaise with frontline settlement 
organizations and legal services. Their work must be coordinated with other support systems for 
newcomers, including legal service providers, government agencies, settlement organizations, and 
community organizations. This coordination is crucial to ensure navigators are part of a unified 
response to newcomers’ needs, rather than working in isolation. This integrated approach will allow 
navigators to collaborate effectively, share resources, and enhance overall service delivery. 
Furthermore, this holistic integration will help to reduce redundances, promote a more streamlined legal 
support system, and enhance the overall impact of legal services provided to newcomers. 

 
2. Centralized Legal Support Hubs: Centralized legal support hubs should be established in high-need 

communities and coordinate to provide accessible services to regions throughout the province. These 
hubs would offer co-located services, including legal services, translation, housing assistance, and 
employment rights support providing a one-stop-shop for newcomers to access the help they need. 
Such hubs would streamline access to essential services, particularly in areas with fragmented 
networks. It is important to recognize that some settlement service hubs do already exist, and there is 
an opportunity to further integrate legal services into these existing hubs, enhancing their capacity to 
provide comprehensive support to newcomers. 
 

3. Integrating Social and Settlement Supports to Enhance Legal Outcomes: Integrating social and 
practical settlement supports and legal supports is essential and can be achieved by expanding the 
role of legal navigators to include identifying and connecting individuals to appropriate social and 
settlement services while addressing their legal challenges. Providing comprehensive navigation 
support that addresses legal, social and settlement needs fosters trust with the client and ensures that 
urgent priorities are met, creating a foundation for timely legal intervention. 
 

4. Language and Cultural Accessibility: Investment in professional translation and interpretation 
services and culturally tailored legal resources is vital to ensure that newcomers can fully understand 
their legal rights and obligations. Providing access to high-quality translated resources is essential, but 
securing trained and certified interpreters who can assist clients in their native languages remains a 
significant challenge. In many cases, service providers rely on a primary contact or centralized 
resources to access interpreters, but gaps still exist in meeting the demand across the province. 
 
Additionally, training interpreters on the legal lexicon, including both general legal terminology and 
specialized legal concepts, is crucial. Lawyers and courts need to trust the interpreters in accurately 
conveying complex legal ideas and nuances. This trust-building is essential for ensuring clear 
communication and effective advocacy. Such training not only enhances the interpreters ability to 
perform their roles but also boosts the confidence of legal professionals working alongside them and 
can ultimately lead to better outcomes for clients.  
 

5. Approaches to Addressing Language Barriers 
a. Prioritizing Interpretation Over Translation: Based on feedback and practical experience, there 

is greater demand for in-person interpretation rather than written translated materials. Literacy 
challenges, cultural nuances, and the dynamic nature of legal discussions mean that direct, real-
time interpretation is often more effective in ensuring understanding and engagement. 

b. Specialized Training for Interpreters: Provide training for interpreters in legal lexicons to ensure 
that interpreters can accurately convey complex legal terms while maintaining cultural sensitivity. 
This enhances trust and effectiveness when collaborating with legal professionals and clients. 

c. Innovative Delivery Formats for Public Legal Education: Recognize that written Public Legal 
Education materials may not be effective for many newcomers due to literacy challenges. Instead, 
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invest in alternative formats such as videos, visual aids, community workshops, and oral 
presentations delivered in native languages to improve accessibility. 

d. The Role of Technology and AI 
i. AI-Powered Tools: Explore the potential of AI-driven interpretation and translation services 

as supplementary tools. While human interpreters are critical, AI tools like automated speech 
translation can provide interim support in less formal settings or for initial triage. 

ii. Limitations of AI: Highlight that while AI can enhance accessibility, it cannot fully address 
cultural nuances or complex legal discussions. Investments should be balanced between 
technology and human expertise. 

 
6. Capacity-Building Initiatives: To effectively support the legal needs of newcomers, it is essential to 

implement robust capacity-building initiatives for organizations involved in providing legal services and 
support. These initiatives aim to equip legal professionals, service providers, translators, and other key 
stakeholders with the necessary skills, knowledge, and resources to address the unique challenges 
faced by newcomers. By fostering a comprehensive and collaborative approach, these capacity-
building efforts will enhance the overall effectiveness and responsiveness of legal services, ensuring 
that newcomers receive the support they need throughout their legal journey. The following sections 
outline some key strategies designed to build capacity and improve service delivery within the legal 
support ecosystem. 
a. Legal Professionals and Service Providers:  

i. Trauma-Informed Care: Specialized training that focuses on understanding trauma and its 
impact on newcomers. This includes recognizing the signs of trauma, providing appropriate 
support, and creating a safe environment for clients. 

ii. Cultural Competency: Workshops and ongoing training sessions to enhance cultural 
awareness and sensitivity. This training could cover cultural norms, values, and 
communication styles of diverse newcomer communities. 

iii. Legal Literacy: Provision of training on the basics of immigration law, family law, housing 
rights, and employment law to ensure that service providers have a foundation understanding 
of the legal issues newcomers face. 

b. Translators and Interpreters: 
i. Legal Terminology: Specialized training on legal terminology and concepts to ensure 

accurate and effective communication during legal proceedings. 
ii. Ethical Standards: Emphasize the importance of confidentiality, impartiality, and 

professionalism in all interactions with clients and legal professionals.  
iii. Court Interpretation Requirements: Ensure that interpreters meet the necessary 

qualifications and standards to interpret in court settings. This may include certification and 
training specific to court interpretation, understanding courtroom procedures, and adhering 
to the legal requirements for accuracy and reliability in legal contexts. 

c. Mentorship and Peer Support Programs 
i. Mentorship for New Professionals: Pair new legal professionals and service providers with 

experienced mentors who can provide guidance, support, and practical advice on handling 
complex cases involving newcomers.  

ii. Peer Learning: Establish peer learning groups where professionals can share experiences, 
discuss challenges, and develop best practices for supporting newcomers.  

d. Collaboration and Networking 
i. Inter-Agency Collaboration: Foster partnerships between legal aid organizations, settlement 

agencies, and community groups to create a coordinated approach to supporting 
newcomers. 

ii. Networking Events: Host or participate in events such as conferences and seminars focused 
on legal issues affecting newcomers, providing opportunities for professionals to network, 
share insights, and learn from experts in the field. 

 
Fund Structure and Focus 
A multi-tiered funding model should be designed to address the full spectrum of newcomer legal needs, 
ensuring flexibility and adaptability over time. This structure would include: 
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1. Direct Services: Funding for programs that provide immediate legal assistance, such as 
representation, advocacy, and navigation support. The fund should prioritize support for legal 
navigators and multilingual advocacy programs. These services are essential for helping newcomers 
navigate the complexities of the legal system and ensuring they have access to the necessary 
resources in their preferred languages. These services should be further supported by enhancing 
access to and capacity for support from a lawyer when legal advice is required.  

2. Addressing Language and Cultural Barriers: Addressing language and cultural barriers is a critical 
component of ensuring equitable access to legal services for newcomers. Effective funding strategies 
must account for the unique challenges associated with interpretation, translation, and cultural 
competency to provide meaningful support across Alberta. The following funding considerations outline 
key areas where resources can be allocated to maximize impact and address these barriers effectively. 
a) Cost Allocation for Interpretation Services: Ensure applicants include detailed budgets for certified 

interpreters in both in-person and virtual settings. Consider allocating specific funding streams for 
rural and remote regions where interpreter access is limited. 

b) Prioritizing Languages by Region: Require applicants to prioritize languages based on 
demographic data and community needs. For example, urban centers may focus on high-demand 
languages like Arabic or Mandarin, while rural areas may prioritize languages relevant to 
Temporary Foreign Workers, such as Spanish or Haitian Creole. 

c) Legal Review of Translated Materials: Provide funding for legal review of translated resources to 
ensure they align with Canadian legal terminology and standards. This is especially important for 
high-stakes documents like tenancy agreements and employment contracts.  

d) Innovation in Public Legal Education (PLE): Allocate resources for developing alternative formats 
like multimedia content or oral presentations. Encourage applicants to collaborate with community 
organizations to create culturally relevant educational materials. 

e) Coordination to Prevent Duplication: Encourage partnerships among grantees to pool resources 
and avoid duplicating translation or interpretation efforts. For example, shared glossaries or 
centralized resources could reduce costs and ensure consistent messaging. 

3. Capacity Building: Investing in comprehensive capacity-building initiatives is crucial to enhance the 
ability of legal professionals, cultural brokers, settlement service providers, and community 
organizations to address the complex and intersectional issues faced by newcomers. These initiatives 
should focus on developing skills in cultural sensitivity, trauma-informed care, and legal literacy to 
ensure that service providers can effectively support the unique legal needs of newcomers. Strategies 
include specialized training programs, mentorship and peer support, and collaboration and networking. 
By equipping stakeholders with these essential skills and resources, organizations can improve legal 
service delivery and achieve better legal outcomes for newcomers. 

4. Community Research and Development: Support for ongoing studies to identify emerging legal 
trends, assess the effectiveness of current programs, and explore innovative practices for serving 
newcomers. This research is vital for shaping evidence-based interventions and adapting to changing 
policy and demographic landscapes, ensuring that the support provided remains relevant and effective. 
It is also important to acknowledge that this sector is highly dynamic, frequently and drastically impacted 
by international and national policies, such as changes in immigration laws or global refugee crises. 
Local communities must be prepared to continuously respond to these shifts, requiring flexible and 
adaptive approaches informed by up-to-date research and collaboration. 

 
Granting Approach 
A strategic granting approach is essential to ensure sustainability, long-term impact, and the capacity-
building necessary to create systemic change. A multi-tiered funding model is particularly effective in 
supporting organizations at various stages of development and readiness, enabling them to build capacity, 
innovate, and scale their impact over time. 
• Multi-Year Funding Cycles: Adopt a minimum three-year funding cycle to allow organizations 

sufficient time to develop, pilot, and refine programs without the disruption of short-term funding. This 
approach supports stability, encourages deeper investment in impactful initiatives, and reduces the 
administrative burden of reapplying for funding annually. 

• Flexible Grants: Provide adaptable funding streams that accommodate changes in community needs 
and allow organizations to respond to unforeseen challenges or opportunities. Flexibility ensures that 
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grantees can remain agile and innovative, tailoring their approaches to the evolving needs of the 
communities they serve. 

• Capacity-Linked Support: A multi-tiered funding approach explicitly prioritizes capacity-building by 
matching organizations’ needs with appropriate resources: 

o Seed and Experimentation Support: Early-stage grants for testing ideas, conducting 
feasibility studies, and developing foundational skills, such as strategic planning or community 
consultations. 

o Growth and Expansion Support: Follow-up grants to successful early-stage initiatives, 
allowing organizations to refine their strategies, deepen their impact, and scale their programs. 

o Sustained Investment: Larger grants to mature organizations with proven strategies, enabling 
them to drive systemic change, influence policy, and deliver transformative outcomes. 

Pairing funding with technical assistance, coaching, or mentorship helps smaller or grassroots 
organizations build their administrative and operational capacity. This ensures that they are not only 
addressing immediate needs but also strengthening their ability to manage future projects and secure 
additional funding. 

• Outcome-Oriented Reporting: Streamline reporting requirements to focus on meaningful outcomes 
rather than administrative burdens. This could include oral reporting, simplified metrics for smaller 
organizations, or community storytelling to capture the qualitative impact of programs. Such an 
approach empowers organizations to concentrate on achieving their goals while maintaining 
accountability. 

 
Why a Multi-Tiered Model is Best for Capacity Building 
A multi-tiered funding structure provides organizations with the flexibility and tailored support needed to 
build and sustain capacity over time. 
• Diverse Entry Points: By offering distinct funding streams (e.g., for early-stage ideas, iterative 

learning, and long-term systemic change), the model ensures that organizations at various stages of 
readiness can access the resources they need to grow. 

• Encourages Innovation and Learning: Early-stage grants allow for experimentation and innovation 
without the fear of failure, fostering creative approaches to solving systemic issues. 

• Builds Organizational Resilience: Mid-tier and long-term funding enable grantees to strengthen their 
infrastructure, develop their teams, and enhance their ability to navigate complex challenges. 

• Supports Lasting Impact: By aligning sustained investments with strategic objectives, the model 
promotes systemic change, such as law and policy reform, which requires a long-term commitment to 
resource-intensive advocacy efforts. 

 
 
Funding Best Practices 
This engagement process was designed to go beyond a traditional, transactional approach to grant making. 
Guided by best practices and enriched insights from our consultation process, we have prioritized 
integrating feedback from diverse stakeholders. This has allowed us to draft funding strategies that are 
responsive to the real needs of communities, fostering greater equity and impact and prioritizing 
relationships. 
 
By incorporating best practices from both research and community consultation, a newcomers fund can 
create a more equitable and effective funding environment that truly supports the needs and strengths of 
newcomer communities. 

 
Potential Impact of the Fund 
For Newcomer Communities 
• Reduced legal challenges. By providing comprehensive legal support, newcomers will be better 

equipped to navigate the legal system, resolve their legal issues, and integrate more smoothly into 
Canadian society. This support will help address common legal challenges such as immigration status 
changes, family law disputes, housing issues, and employment rights, ensuring that newcomers can 
access justice without facing insurmountable obstacles. 
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• Greater empowerment through education on legal rights and responsibilities will enable newcomers to 
understand and exercise their legal rights more effectively. Educational programs and resources 
tailored to the needs of newcomers will provide them with the knowledge and confidence to advocate 
for themselves and their families. This empowerment will foster a sense of agency and self-reliance, 
contributing to their overall well-being and successful integration into the community. 

• Access to reliable legal support can help newcomers achieve greater stability in critical areas such as 
housing and employment. Resolving legal issues in these areas can prevent disruptions that might 
otherwise lead to homelessness, financial insecurity, or job loss, supporting long-term settlement 
success. 

• Empowering newcomers with legal knowledge and access to resources can diminish their vulnerability 
to exploitation in workplaces, housing, and other areas. This creates a ripple effect, as informed and 
empowered newcomers can advocate for fair treatment and share knowledge with peers. 

For Service Providers 
• Stable funding will enhance the capacity of organizations to deliver effective services. With reliable and 

sustained financial support, service providers can plan and implement long-term programs, hire and 
retain qualified staff, and invest in necessary resources and infrastructure. This stability will enable 
organizations to expand their reach and improve the quality of services offered to newcomers, ultimately 
leading to better outcomes for the communities they serve. 

• Collaborative platforms will foster innovation and shared best practices among service providers. By 
creating opportunities for service providers to connect, share experiences, and collaborate on joint 
initiatives, the fund will promote a culture of continuous learning and improvement. These platforms will 
facilitate the exchange of knowledge, resources, and strategies, leading to the development of 
innovative solutions to common challenges faced by newcomers. This collaborative approach will also 
help to identify and address gaps in service provision, ensuring that newcomers receive comprehensive 
and coordinated support. 

For Alberta’s Legal Ecosystem 
• Improved efficiency in legal aid systems will reduce the strain on overburdened clinics and legal aid 

organizations. By providing additional resources and support to legal aid organizations, the fund will 
help to alleviate the pressure on existing services and ensure that newcomers can access timely and 
effective legal assistance. This increased efficiency will benefit not only newcomers but also the broader 
legal system, as it will help to streamline processes and reduce backlogs. 

• More cohesive and responsive legal services for newcomers will result from the fund's support. By 
fostering collaboration and coordination among service providers, the fund will help to create a more 
integrated and holistic approach to newcomer legal support. This will ensure that newcomers receive 
consistent and high-quality services across different areas of law in all areas of the province, leading 
to better legal outcomes and overall satisfaction with the legal system. 

 
Limitations of the Research 
This research has limitations that should be considered when interpreting the findings and 
recommendations. 
 
1. Scope and Focus: The findings are specific to Alberta and may not fully generalize to all newcomer 

populations. Additionally, there are urban versus rural limitations that may affect the applicability of the 
results. While the consultation and research address legal needs for newcomers broadly, nuances 
within subgroups (e.g., immigrants vs. refugees) may not be fully captured. The consultations 
conducted primarily focused on newcomers in Alberta who are connected to formal settlement or 
community organizations. There has been limited discussion on the legal needs of newcomers who are 
not connected to formal settlement or community organizations and who may seek legal assistance 
through informal channels. 

2. Stakeholder and Participant Representation: The sample size and representation of stakeholders 
was limited, potentially underrepresenting smaller, grassroots organizations with limited capacity for 
engagement. The consultation did not include the perspectives of newcomers themselves, relying 
instead on the perspectives of people and organizations who serve newcomers. This reliance on 
service providers may introduce potential bias, as larger, more established organizations familiar with 
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grant processes may have been more likely to participate, skewing insights toward their experiences 
and needs. 

3. Data Collection Constraints: The rapid timeline for consultations restricted deeper engagement with 
stakeholders. Limited time for interviews, literature review, and stakeholder engagement may have 
restricted the study's depth, especially for emerging or complex issues that are occurring over time. A 
more extended qualitative approach, such as multiple interviews or a longitudinal study, could have 
captured deeper insights into systemic challenges and changes over time. 

4. Dynamic Policy and Funding Environment: Legal and immigration policies are subject to change, 
which may affect the relevance of findings over time, particularly in high-impact areas like refugee policy 
and family sponsorship. Recommendations rely on assumptions about funding availability, which may 
vary based on governmental or philanthropic priorities. 

5. Resource Limitations for Long-Term Impact Assessment: This study provides a snapshot of 
current needs at this point in time, but a longitudinal approach tracking changes in newcomer needs 
and service impacts would offer more robust insights. Since this research is exploratory, it does not yet 
measure the effectiveness of recommended interventions (e.g., legal navigator model) or predict long-
term impacts. 

6. Reliance on Self-Reported Data: Stakeholder input is self-reported, possibly emphasizing immediate 
challenges and creating potential gaps in a holistic overview. Differences in perception between service 
providers and newcomers on service accessibility and effectiveness are not fully explored. Direct input 
from newcomers would strengthen findings. 

7. Technological and Language Barriers: Online interviews or digital interactions may have limited 
engagement from some stakeholders, especially those with technological or language barriers. 
Language and cultural nuances, particularly in sensitive areas like family law and domestic violence, 
may not have been fully addressed in consultations. 

8. Lack of Legal Practice Experience: The researcher is not a practicing legal professional and does 
not possess firsthand experience in providing legal services to newcomers. While every effort has been 
made to ensure accuracy, some nuances of legal practice or lived experiences may not be fully 
captured. 

 
Conclusion 
Summary of Findings 
This research underscores the urgent need for systemic improvements in Alberta’s legal support network 
for newcomers. The existing gaps in service provision and funding have left many vulnerable populations 
underserved, creating significant barriers to accessing justice. Addressing these gaps is crucial to ensuring 
that newcomers can navigate the legal system effectively and integrate successfully into Canadian society. 
 
 
Call to Action 
The establishment of a newcomer legal support fund is a step to addressing these challenges and ensuring 
equitable access to justice for all. Such a fund would provide the necessary resources to support legal 
navigators, multilingual advocacy programs, capacity-building initiatives, and continued research. By 
focusing on these areas, the fund can help bridge the gaps in service provision and create a more inclusive 
and responsive legal support framework. 
 
Next Steps 
To move forward, we will prioritize the further exploration and development of legal navigator programs. In 
addition, we will explore funding a range of strategies that further support the cultural and linguistic needs 
of newcomers.  These initiatives will provide tailored support while helping us identify best practices for 
broader implementation across the province. The following next steps outline how we will build on these 
efforts to ensure effective, sustainable, and culturally appropriate solutions. 
 
Next Steps for the Foundation: 
• Strategic Partnerships and Resource Assessment: We aim to work with organizations and 

collaboratives that specialize in supporting newcomers and facilitating access to essential services 
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across the province to better understand how to efficiently resource the legal navigator need across the 
province. This includes evaluating what additional supports may be required to enhance existing roles 
and programs, such as integrating cultural and linguistic nuances into practice. 

• Program Integration and Coordination: Collaboration with existing and potential grantees to ensure 
that responses are well-coordinated, adequately resourced, and not duplicative. This process will help 
identify gaps and opportunities for strategic program expansions, ensuring a comprehensive and 
unified approach. 

 
Community Next Steps: 
• Tailored Program Pilots: Through coordination, collaboration, and targeted funding opportunities, 

service providers can begin piloting expansions of their current services to meet identified needs. This 
will allow organizations to test scalable solutions that align with the unique challenges faced by 
newcomers in different regions. Importantly, these pilots should focus on thoughtfully assessing where 
the demand for services is coming from and what these needs look like in practice. 

 
Ensuring Alignment with Broader Needs: 
• Anticipating and Addressing Capacity Needs: Addressing gaps may result in an increased need for 

capacity across organizations providing legal services. This outcome highlights the importance of 
thoughtful resource allocation and planning to ensure that service providers can effectively meet the 
growing demand and deliver high-quality support to newcomers. 

• Long-Term Evaluation: Conducting longitudinal studies remains essential for evaluating the impact 
and scalability of these interventions. These studies will provide valuable insights for continuous 
improvement and help determine how to expand successful models sustainably. 

 
This coordinated approach, driven by thoughtful collaboration and tailored investments, will enable Alberta 
to develop innovative, effective, and scalable solutions to address the legal needs of newcomers while 
building a stronger and more inclusive legal support system. 
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