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1. About us 

The Women’s Legal Centre is a specialist community legal centre. We provide legal information, 

advice and representation to women who would otherwise go without. 

We are committed to supporting women’s access to justice and the 

achievement of gender equality. 

Our goal:   Women have access to specialist, client-centered legal and support services which are 

responsive, empowering and culturally appropriate. 

Our purpose:   

Specialist legal assistance: The Centre provides professional, specialist legal 

services to women who need assistance. Our primary practice areas are domestic 

and family violence, family law (including divorce and separation, children’s 

matters and property settlements), employment law, discrimination law, Care 

and Protection matters and Victims of Crime compensation. 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Women’s Access to Justice Program: 
This Aboriginal women-led Program provides culturally appropriate support 

services, including intensive case management assistance, support for women’s 

families and communities. The Program also engages with a range of government 

and community based services to support women’s access to justice. 

 

Priority services for women experiencing disadvantage: The Centre prioritises 

services for women who require our services the most, particularly women who 

are not eligible for legal aid and cannot afford private legal assistance.  

 
 

Community Legal Education: The Centre provides community legal education to 

individuals, communities and allied professionals on the justice issues facing 

women, women’s rights to legal redress and legal assistance in the ACT. 

 

Specialist advice on law and policy: The Centre aims to work at a systemic level 

to improve women’s access to justice and the way the legal system responds to 

the needs of women. We do this by providing expert advice to the community, 

government and other stakeholders on law and policy reform to improve 

responses to domestic violence and other forms of sex discrimination and gender 

equality, based on our client’s experiences. 

 
The Women’s Legal Centre is accredited under the National Association of Community 

Legal Centres’ Accreditation Scheme. The National Accreditation Scheme is an industry 

based certification process and provides a quality assurance process that gives 

community legal centres, funding bodies and clients confidence that community legal 

centres are operating according to good practice and industry standards.  
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2.  How we work 

Our Values 

Responsive 
The Centre is flexible and agile in meeting the changing needs of women & responding to the 

broader external environment. 

Accessible 
The Centre is accessible to all women, including women from culturally and linguistically diverse 

backgrounds, women with disability and women who are lesbian, bisexual, trans and intersex.  The 

Centre prioritises services and support for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women. 

Expert 
The Centre is a specialist service for women experiencing domestic and family violence, separation, 

sex discrimination and other legal issues that disproportionately affect women. 

Connected 
The Centre is connected to the community it serves and to the community and the profession that 

supports us. 

Visible 
The Centre is a visible source of support for women. The Centre leads change in law & policy to 

better serve women. 

 

 

 

 

 

Our key partners: 
• Community legal and legal assistance services 

• Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities and organisations  

• Culturally and linguistically diverse communities, people with disability and related 
organisations  

• Women’s services and other services working in family, domestic and sexual violence and 
family support  

• Courts, tribunals and related entities directly engaged in access to justice 

• Private law practices and other legal organisations aligned with our vision 

• Other non-government organisations working with women and marginalised groups  

• Commonwealth and Territory Government agencies – particularly the Commonwealth 
Attorney General’s Department, ACT Justice and Community Safety Directorate and ACT 
Child and Youth Protection Services 

 

The Women’s Legal Centre delivers services with assistance from 

the ACT and Commonwealth Governments.  

“Thank you so much for your help in 

this matter, I would have felt 

powerless and vulnerable if it were 

not for your guidance & 

knowledge!” 
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3. Report from the Executive Director and the Chair 

This year has been one of significant evolution and expansion for the Centre. We have focused on 

expanding our services and strengthening our service delivery model. We have also focused on 

developing organisational capacity to meet this expansion and ensure we are able to provide 

professional, responsive and empowering legal assistance and related services to the women in 

Canberra who need them most. 

In 15/16, the Centre reoriented our legal practice from a focus on providing initial advice and 

information, to providing more ongoing and intensive representation services to women. This year 

we have strengthened our foundation, renewed our structure and made significant investments in 

operations, skills and tools to support this reorientation. The outcomes have been dramatic – this 

year the Centre’s solicitors opened more than double the amount of cases than in 15/16. 

In 16/17, we reconfigured the governance arrangements and staffing structure of the Centre to 

allow us to better focus on the strategic direction of the practice and provide effective services to 

women. The Centre adopted a new Constitution that reflects the Board’s legal responsibilities and 

contemporary governance principles. While the Centre’s objectives remain unchanged, the new 

Constitution focuses the Board on their primary role setting the strategic direction of the 

organisation. We also created a new category of membership, Life Members. This allows the Centre 

to formally recognise outstanding contribution to the organisation or to the interests of women, and 

you can read about our inaugural Life Members in this report.  

The Centre’s staffing arrangements have also undergone a notable restructure in this financial year. 

We have introduced two positions in the Centre, a Service Delivery Manager and a Legal Support 

Officer and have been able to attract two highly effective women into these new positions. Lauren 

Callahan joined the Centre as the Legal Support Officer in December 2016 and has been providing 

high-level para-legal and legal administration support to the Centre’s solicitors. This has greatly 

increased solicitors’ ability to focus on delivering legal advice and assistance to clients. She has also 

streamlined the Centre’s intake processes, which will continue to make it simpler and clearer for 

women to access our services. Antoinette Garside joined us as the Service Delivery Manager in 

January and in a short time has radically improved and strengthened the Centre’s operations. This 

investment in administration and operations has allowed the Centre as a whole to turn the entirety 

of its energy to developing and delivering services.  

The Centre has also laid down solid foundations to support our continued expansion and focus on 

providing integrated socio-legal support to women. Board and staff have agreed a new Strategic Plan 

which will see the Centre focus on providing high-quality and innovative legal assistance and justice 

services, building strong and purposeful partnerships for change, and continuing our evolution as a 

well governed, sustainable and adaptive organisation. As an early priority, the Centre has been 

focused on formalising our service delivery model to better integrate our legal and non-legal services 

and increase the accessibility of our services to the women who need them most. We are confident 

the Strategic Plan will give the Centre the foundations to meet inevitable challenges and changes in 

our environment over the next three years. 

A focus on service delivery has also impelled us to improve and update the skills and tools we are 

working with in the Centre. Over the last financial year, we have made significant investments in 

training and professional development to build the expertise of our staff and support more 

sophisticated and integrated services. This has included specific training on trauma-informed 

practice and risk assessment for clients experiencing domestic and family violence to reinforce the 
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Centre’s developing Domestic Violence Program. Intensive advocacy training has strengthened the 

legal practice’s focus on ongoing legal representation and early resolution of matters. Staff at the 

Centre were also hampered by inadequate and outdated technology, so this year also saw the 

upgrade of the Centre’s IT arrangements. The new systems not only create day-to-day efficiencies 

for staff but also support more flexible service delivery and outreach services. 

Whilst we have continued to focus on delivering core services, there have also been developments 

and new projects initiated over the past 12 months. The specialist Domestic Violence Program has 

settled firmly into the Centre and in its first quarter of being fully staffed, has provided services to 

over 100 women. The Centre has also been able to employ our first qualified social worker, and this 

expertise will be invaluable as we continue to develop our socio-legal practice framework. This 

report also provides more information about the Centre’s two strategic projects this year – domestic 

and family violence and the workplace and the first Health Justice Partnership in the ACT. Both of 

these projects demonstrate the Centre’s commitment to continued change and evolution and 

developing responsive services that reach into support new groups of women in the ACT. 

None of this could have been achieved without the full commitment of the Centre’s staff and Board. 

We would particularly like to note our Principal Solicitor, Claudia Maclean, whose dedication to 

evolving the legal practice is clearly borne out by the dramatic increase in representation services 

offered over the past year. Also of note is the contribution of Kath Taplin, who acted in the Executive 

Director role whilst Elena was on maternity leave. Her warm and skillful leadership was invaluable to 

the Centre, particularly as it navigated the foundational work of strategic planning, the development 

of the Centre’s Domestic Violence Program and the advancement of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Women’s Access to Justice Program.  

The Centre would also like to thank Julie Dobinson who is stepping down after three years in the 

position of Chair. She has stewarded the Centre through a period of great change and evolution and 

her legacy will continue in the dynamic and vibrant Centre we are always becoming. 

The great developments of this year have also been achieved in the context of ongoing and 

destabilising challenges. The funding cuts anticipated to commence in 16/17 were only reversed by 

the Commonwealth Government at the close of this financial year. While this was a great relief to 

the Centre, there was an enormous amount of energy devoted to advocating for the reversal and 

managing the impending cut that could have been much better spent strengthening and promoting 

the Centre’s services and engaging to inform the significant policy developments with regards to the 

ACT Government’s response to domestic and family violence. Core funding will continue to be a 

challenge for the Centre over the coming years as we seek to increase security of government 

funding and seek out new funding sources for our work. 

Nevertheless, 16/17 shines brightly before us. As this year comes to a close, the Centre is poised to 

receive new funds from the ACT government to support the Aboriginal Women’s Access to Justice 

Program; the continued focus on domestic and family violence at all levels of government allows us 

to provide crucial support to women experiencing violence while also advocating for their needs on 

a systemic level; and we have a staff team full of skill, energy and commitment to make the most of 

these opportunities. 

 

Elena Rosenman     Julie Dobinson 

Executive Director     Chair  
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4. Farewell from the Chair 

After three years as Chair, preceded by two earlier periods as a Board Member, it is time to hand 

over to others. 

Amongst community legal centres, our Centre has been a leader in identifying and developing the 

changes necessary to meet the particular legal and associated needs of women. 

The Centre has been through a period of enormous change over the past three years in terms of 

service delivery and modernising our governance framework. These changes reflect and reinforce 

the pivotal role that the Centre continues to play in serving disadvantaged women in our 

community. 

Adapting our service delivery model to include legal representation means our clients have the 

capacity to access justice more directly in an environment where they can be supported by social 

workers. Our Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Access to Justice program is an essential aspect of 

the Centre reaching women who may not otherwise access the specialist legal services that they 

need. 

We know that access to justice is not only gendered, but reflects and sometimes reinforces cultural 

disadvantage. The values and strategic direction of the Centre reflects a thoughtful and evidence-

based needs approach to disadvantaged women in our society. 

By offering a holistic, feminist approach to the delivery of our services we are improving the lives of 

women in our community and the lives of their families.  

Since I joined the Board I have had the honour of serving on the Board with four highly capable and 

energetic Executive Directors Rosemary Budavari, Carol Benda, Heidi Yates, Kath Taplin (Acting) and 

current Executive Director, Elena Rosenman. Each of these women have contributed greatly to the 

Centre’s work and made the Centre the success it is today. 

At the heart of the Centre’s work is the commitment and compassion of our staff and volunteers. It 

has been a privilege to work with each and every one of them. 

Finally, I wish to thank my Board sisters, both past and present, for their wise counsel and support. I 

know that the Centre is well placed to further flourish because of the commitment of all Board 

members to good governance and meeting the strategic goals of the Centre. 

  

NOTE: Community Legal Centres across Australia transitioned to a new database in 16/17. While all efforts 

have been made to ensure accuracy, data in this report may have been affected by the migration process. 



 

8 

5. Highlights of this year 

1 229 
 
women assisted 2,233  

 
advices provided 

15% 
 

of clients identified as 
women with disability 16% 

 

of clients identified as Aboriginal or 
Torres Strait Islander 

12% 
 

of clients were homeless 3 in 4 
 

clients earned under $65K or had no 
income at all  

50+ 
 

volunteer lawyers 
provided services to 
clients 

#1 
Property in marriage and family & 
domestic violence were the joint 
number one problems women 
sought assistance from the Centre 

2 x 
 

In 16/17 the Centre 
opened more than 
double the number of 
cases opened in 15/16 

63%  
 

more cases worked on in 16/17 
than in 15/16 

 

  

Family Law
65%

Employment 
+ discrim

15%

Child 
protection

5%

Other 
15%

SERVICES BY LAW TYPE 

Divorce + 
separation

13%

Property
29%

Parenting 
arrangement

s
41%

Family law 
(other)

17%

SERVICES WITHIN FAMILY LAW
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6. Legal Practice Report 

As anticipated, 16/17 was a transformative year for the Centre’s Legal Practice. The Legal Practice 

focused on: 

• Providing more intensive legal support and ongoing assistance, including attending more 

conciliation conferences, family dispute resolution conferences and running matters from 

beginning to end;  

• Developing our litigation practice; and  

• Delivering holistic support to women facing family law and employment law related issues. 

The Centre has been formalising our socio-legal practice framework, enabling the client to 

work collaboratively with our social worker, case worker and lawyers. This resulted in clients 

receiving targeted and timely assistance with their legal matter and their associated needs 

arising from their legal issues (for example, counselling, court support, housing support, and 

co-ordinating supports with other agencies).  

The Legal Practice also invested significantly in training 

staff to deliver a specialist service to clients. This 

included working with the Blue-Knot Foundation to 

build a trauma-informed practice, travelling to 

Melbourne to support the development of the 

Centre’s risk assessment tool, intensive advocacy 

training to build confidence in court and ongoing 

technical skill development.  

Stand Out Accomplishments  
• The Legal Practice increased its ongoing case load from 127 cases to 192 representation 

services. Notably, the Centre opened more than double the amount of representation services 

in 16/17 than in 15/16.  

• The Centre saw in an increase in women experiencing financial abuse, and approximately 20% 

of the Centre’s services related to dividing property upon separation where the client had little 

to no access to any of the property. This highlighted the gap in services for women seeking a 

property settlement, and the high cohort of women who cannot afford a private solicitor. The 

Centre is proud to be one of the few Community Legal Centres that provides advice and 

representation to women seeking a property settlement. Through this work the Centre is able 

to assist more women stay in their homes after separation, obtain spousal maintenance 

payments, receive superannuation after a long relationship spent caring for children at home, 

and maintain employment.  

• There was an increased number of direct client referrals from the Court and private lawyers to 

the Centre, including direct referrals from Federal Court Judges and Commissions. This reflects 

the extensive engagement work the Centre conducted with the wider legal community and the 

increased visibility of the Centre’s lawyers providing ongoing assistance in Court, Tribunals and 

Commissions.  

• The Domestic Violence Program piloted the first Health Justice Partnership in the ACT, with the 

Interchange General Practice. This enabled the legal practice to develop and test a Health 

Justice Partnership framework to deliver legal services within a health setting. We provided 

“Many thanks for you and the 

Women’s Legal Centre [who] helped 

me, everyone very helpful and kind 

to me. I really appreciated [it] a lot. 

The money from my employer will 

help me a lot to live and pay the 

rent, [as I]struggle to pay the bills 

after I lost my job.” 
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legal advice to women at risk of family violence who may otherwise not think to seek legal 

assistance or may not be able to access a legal service for safety reasons. The legal practice is 

now developing a Health Justice Partnership with the Maternity Unit at Calvary Hospital, 

building upon the lessons learned during this pilot.  

• The Legal Practice continued to consolidate and build its pro bono partnerships with the private 

sector, including Clayton Utz, Ashurst, FGD and KPMG. These relationships were vital in 

providing quality outcomes to clients and enabling the Legal Practice to deliver a service that 

was not compromised by lack of resources. For example, we could identify property that had 

been hidden from our clients, have businesses valued which led to the resolution of long 

running property matters, run more conciliation conferences in the Fair Work Commission, see 

more clients for initial appointments and provide high quality training opportunities for our 

lawyers with the assistance of top-tier firms.   

Challenges  
The most challenging aspect of 16/17 was maintaining our client work whilst also advocating against 

the proposed cuts to the community legal sector. This restricted the amount of client work we could 

deliver for some periods, with time spent writing submissions, speaking with media, and meeting 

with stakeholders.  

Another challenge was consolidating the Domestic Violence Program team. This included recruiting a 

qualified social worker and sourcing suitably qualified lawyers who can work in this demanding area 

of law. Fortunately, we have now formed a dedicated, skilled and highly professional team that has 

successfully grown the Domestic Violence Program and who continue to achieve excellent outcomes 

for our clients.  

Future Directions  
The Legal Practice intends to consolidate the hard work we have done this year, and refine our 

socio-legal model to provide more wrap-around supports to women facing stressful legal issues.  A 

core component of this will be focussing on improving our accessibility to women from Culturally 

and Linguistically Diverse Backgrounds and women with disabilities.  

This includes working closely with other organisations to ensure the most vulnerable women receive 

legal support and assistance at crucial times in their matter. To this end, the Legal Practice will focus 

on developing early intervention strategies to ensure matters do not proceed to court unnecessarily. 

This includes ensuring women receive initial advice and assistance which will reduce stress for the 

client, enable the client to have a greater say in the outcome of their legal matter, reduce costs to 

the community with less matters going to court, and allow the Centre to see more clients.  

 

Claudia Maclean 

Principal Solicitor  
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7. Our Services 

The Women’s Legal Centre provides specialist legal advice, assistance and representation to women 

in the ACT and region. We also provide social work support to women experiencing family and 

domestic violence and non-legal case management support for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

women. 

Domestic Violence Program  
The Domestic Violence Program is a specialist service within the Centre and provides intensive legal 

advice, representation and wrap-around support to women experiencing domestic and family 

violence. The Program was launched by the Commonwealth Attorney-General, the Hon. George 

Brandis QC MP and ACT Minister for the Prevention of Domestic and Family Violence and Minister 

for Women, Yvette Berry in November 2016. 

The Program consists of legal and non-legal staff – two solicitors and 

a social worker, supported by our legal support officer. The team 

work together to provide a holistic response to the needs of our 

clients. The team works with clients to identify to both their legal 

and non-legal needs, supporting women to understand their legal 

options and establish safety and independence following separation. 

This includes formalising care arrangements for children, obtaining a just and equitable property 

settlement to sever the financial relationship with an ex-partner, procuring stable housing as part of 

a property settlement, accessing relevant government services including child support and public 

housing, and obtaining protection through a family violence order.  

The Program works closely with key referrers 

in the community including the Domestic 

Violence Crisis Service, ACT Police, 

Relationships Australia, Legal Aid and Care 

Financial and Consumer Law. The Program 

also receives direct referrals from the Courts 

and private lawyers. The team provide 

outreach services to the Children and Family 

Centres in Belconnen, Gunghalin and 

Tuggeranong to improve the accessibility of 

the Program for women across the ACT.  

219 women 

supported in 16/17 
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This year, the Program supported 219 

women. The Program was only fully 

staffed from the last quarter of 2016/17 

and in this quarter alone saw 116 women. 

One in four clients of the Program also 

received specialised social work support. 

This includes one-off assistance, safety 

planning and intensive and ongoing case 

management support. 

 

 

 

Susan 

Susan was referred to the Domestic Violence Program for family law property advice. 

Susan had been in a long-term relationship with her former partner, Rohan, which had 

been characterised by Rohan’s emotional abuse and physical violence towards Susan.  

Susan and Rohan had lived together for periods during the relationship. Most recently 

Susan lived in Rohan’s house for two years leading up to their separation. Rohan was in a 

much better financial situation than Susan; he owned multiple properties and shares in a 

business. 

Rohan and Susan maintained relatively separate finances, however Susan contributed to 

living costs, did the washing and cleaning and looked after the garden.  During the last 

few years of their relationship Susan also worked in Rohan’s business.  

When they separated, Susan was told not to return to her job at the business on the 

basis that the relationship had broken down. Rohan also told her she would get nothing 

from him in terms of property. 

Susan worked with a specialist solicitor in the Program as well as the Centre’s 

Employment and Discrimination Solicitor. The Program Solicitor worked with Susan to 

obtain an appropriate family law property settlement and the Centre’s Employment 

Solicitor initiated an application for unfair dismissal through the Fair Work Commission.  

Rohan then retained a lawyer and offered to settle both matters jointly, with only a small 

payment to Susan. The Centre was able to negotiate further to obtain a settlement for 

Susan from Rohan’s business in the Fair Work matter as well as an appropriate separate 

settlement in the family law matter. 

When Susan came to the Centre she was homeless and sleeping on friend’s couches. 

Because of this payment Susan was able to relocate interstate to be closer to family 

support. 
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General Practice 
The Centre’s General Practice encompasses our family law practice, employment and discrimination 

practice, advice line, and various pro bono clinics and programs.  

Advice Line  
The Centre’s telephone advice line provides information about legal systems and processes; 

preliminary legal advice, particularly in the area of family law; referral to sympathetic private 

solicitors where women are not eligible for ongoing advice and representation from the Centre; and 

referral to other legal assistance services where advice is required in an area not practiced by the 

Centre. The Advice Line runs Monday to Friday 9:30-12 and is operated by volunteer solicitors. 

Family Law  
The Centre is the only community legal centre in the ACT that practices in the area of family law. The 
Centre’s solicitors provide legal advice and representation in relation to care arrangements for 
children, divorce, property division and child support matters upon relationship breakdown. This 
includes: 

• Drafting court document for matters in the Federal Circuit and Family Courts, and providing 
on-going representation in these courts.  

• Representation in Alternate Dispute Resolution processes such as round table conferences, 
mediation, family dispute resolution and collaborative practices. 

• Providing advice, drafting applications and representation for clients obtaining a domestic 
violence order and/or a personal protection order.  

• Providing advice about Care and Protection procedures, care plans and processes in the 
Children’s Court and in limited circumstances, representation in the Children’s Court in 
relation to temporary and final care orders.  

‘Your Place’ Outreach 

The Centre continued to provide outreach legal services to ‘Your Place’ Housing Support Service in 

Queanbeyan NSW as an integrated response to supporting women in crisis with their legal issues. 

Senior Family Law solicitor, Marilyn Wright attended Your Place every alternate Wednesday to 

provide initial advice and support to women who had sought assistance from Your Place. 

The Centre also runs various clinics with the support of private legal practitioners. These include: 

CALD Divorce Clinic  

The CALD Women’s Divorce Clinic provides free legal advice and representation to assist women 

from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds to obtain a divorce order. This Clinic is 

coordinated and supervised by the Women’s Legal Centre and draws upon the pro bono services of 

private family law solicitors. The Clinic has built an expertise in assisting with the specific and unique 

issues facing many CALD women seeking a divorce, including, language barriers, absence of 

documentary evidence, problems with service and questions of forum, which may be affected by 

war, crisis or migration. 

Tuesday Night Advice Service  

The Tuesday Night Advice Service runs every 

Tuesday night and provide free legal advice about 

family law matters. It is staffed by volunteer family 

lawyers from the private sector and administrative 

support is provided by law students. The Tuesday 

Night Advice Service enables women to access free, expert advice at the Centre outside of business 

“Thank You so much Angela. You and 

Belinda have been wonderful through all 

of this. I can't thank you both enough and 

WLC. Your advice has been amazing.” 
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hours. Often this will be the only time women can see a lawyer and is one of the few ‘out of hours’ 

legal services provided in the ACT.  

Friday Morning Advice Clinic  

Farrar Gesini Dunn, one of Canberra’s largest family law firms, runs a free weekly advice clinic on 

Friday mornings at the Centre. It is crucial women receive expert and timely advice at any stage in 

their matter, and the FGD clinic enables more women to access the Centre to get this advice. The 

continued operation of this also clinic allows the Centre lawyers to focus on ongoing case work and 

provide more intensive and ongoing assistance to women.  

Victims of Crime Financial Assistance Program 
In partnership with Clayton Utz, the Centre assists women to make applications through the ACT 

Victims of Crime Financial Assistance schemes. The ACT scheme aims to assist victims of crime to 

recover from acts of violence and contribute to the safety of victims of crime and the prevention of 

future acts of violence. 

Employment and Discrimination Law Practice 
The Centre remains committed to providing women in low-paid and precarious employment with 
advice and assistance to uphold workplace rights, maintain their connection with the paid work 
force and support their financial independence. The Centre is the only community legal centre that 
maintains a specific practice in employment and law. The General Practice also includes 
discrimination matters. This includes: 

• Providing advice about unfair dismissal claims, general protections claims, human rights 
complaints and discrimination claims, as well as managing a client’s claim and representing 
them through various dispute resolution proceedings. 

• Drafting applications for claims in the Fair Work Commission, ACT or Commonwealth Human 
Rights Commissions, ACAT, ACT Magistrate’s Court, Federal Circuit Court and Federal Court, 
and ongoing representation and advocacy in these matters. 

Employment or discrimination comprises a significant percentage of the Centre’s work. One in five 

cases opened by the Centre in 16/17 was in regards to an employment or discrimination matter.  

This year the General Practice has focused on offering ongoing 

support and representation to women with employment or 

discrimination problems.  We have represented clients with 

employment or discrimination related claims in the ACT 

Magistrate’s Court and both the Federal Circuit and Federal Courts 

of Australia, in addition to the Fair Work Commission and the ACT 

and Commonwealth Human Rights Commissions. The Centre has 

also supported clients through protracted informal negotiations, 

focusing on practical solutions such as reinstatement or reasonable adjustments in the workplace. 

Across the 12 litigation matters commenced and closed within this Financial Year, a total of $69,295 

was awarded for our clients, who otherwise were without income. This is an average of $5,775 each, 

and has helped relieve the strain for clients unfairly dismissed or discriminated against at work. 

The Centre continued its pro bono relationship with Ashurst. The Ashurst Thursday morning 

employment law clinics give initial advice to clients in relation to employment and discrimination 

matters including unfair dismissals, general protections claims, and sexual harassment at work. In 

addition, Ashurst have offered their ongoing support to several clients of the Centre, representing 

1 in 5 16/17 cases 

were employment or 
discrimination cases  
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them in the ACT and Commonwealth Human Rights Commissions and successfully negotiating with 

their former employers for significant settlements. 

The Employment and Discrimination practice has also benefitted 

from a new pro bono relationship with Clayton Utz. The Centre’s 

Employment and Discrimination solicitor, Belinda Miller 

participates in a reverse secondment at the Clayton Utz offices. 

This gives her the opportunity to receive practical advice and 

assistance on litigation and case strategy. As with Ashurst, 

Clayton Utz have also been generous in donating their time and 

ongoing support to several Centre clients, who have been 

represented and assisted by Clayton Utz in the Federal Court.  

In addition to the generous pro bono support of Ashurst and Clayton Utz, the practice has affirmed 

relationships with local Canberra legal practices who donate free initial appointments to Centre 

clients who may not otherwise be able to access legal advice. We wish to extend our thanks to BAL 

Lawyers, Maurice Blackburn, Meyer Vandenburg, Colquhoun Murphy, Trinity Law and Griffin 

Legal, who have all offered their support in this respect. 

 

Jemima 

Jemima worked as a casual in a large, male-dominated business. All of her supervisors 

and managers were men. During the few months she worked for the company, she 

experienced sexual harassment, including comments about her body, being approached 

for massages, and being shouted at when she rejected the advances of her supervisor. 

Fed up, she had complained to a manager, who did not take any action to help her. As a 

result of this conduct, Jemima began experiencing mental health issues and was unable 

to work. She was a single mother, and her child also developed some problems as a 

result of the impact on Jemima. 

The Centre’s Employment and Discrimination solicitor, together with solicitors from 

Ashurst, assisted Jemima to prepare and file a sexual harassment claim. The Centre and 

our pro-bono partners also attended compulsory conciliation with Jemima, the main 

perpetrator and the company. 

At this conciliation, we successfully negotiated for Jemima to receive a compensation 

payment of $20,000. With this money, Jemima was able to clear the debts she had 

accrued during her period of unemployment and find new employment. 

 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Women’s Access to Justice Program 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women are one of the most legally disadvantaged group of 

women in Australia. In the ACT and across Australia, Aboriginal women face barriers in accessing 

legal advice and representation from existing legal assistance services. Continuing law and justice 

disadvantages, including a dire lack of case workers, lawyers and other advocates skilled in Child and 

Youth Protection Services process and proficient in family law have contributed to high levels of 

unaddressed domestic and family violence and persistent over-representation in the child protection 

and criminal justice systems in the ACT. 

$69,295 
awarded to Centre clients 
through assistance from 
the Employment and 
Discrimination Solicitor  
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The Centre’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Access to Justice 

Program (the A2J Program) directly addresses the access to justice 

gap experienced by Aboriginal women providing legal assistance 

and wraparound supports (case worker and social worker 

support) to support Aboriginal women to support and protect 

their families and communities in the face of family and domestic 

violence, conflict and family breakdown, discrimination, employment issues and lack of access to 

basic government benefits and services. 

In 2016/17, the A2J Program was staffed by Teletha Elemes and later by Serena Williams. The 

Program assisted 108 women. The majority of women assisted were aged between 20-24 years, 

followed by women aged over 50.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As the A2J Program has consistently reported, engagement with child care and protection services is 

a key issue for many Aboriginal women attending our Centre.  In the last reporting period, this was 

the most common reason for seeking assistance from the Program. Not coincidentally, family 

violence is also a significant presenting issue for our Aboriginal clients – it may be the primary matter 

women present for, or mentioned as significant in their lives even if it is not the matter they are 

requesting assistance with. 

At the close of 2016/17 the ACT Government is reviewing its investment in access to justice services 

for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in Canberra and the Centre is hopeful this review will 

allow the A2J Program to lead to a greater level of services to Aboriginal women. The A2J Program 

has also been revitalised with Serena Williams joining the team late in 16/17 and Centre clients 

stand to benefit greatly from her experience and networks in the Canberra community.  

 

  

108 women 

supported in 16/17 
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8. Strategic Projects 

Family and Domestic Violence and the Workplace 
As part of our broader work campaigning against family and domestic violence, the Centre is working 

to raise awareness of the intersection between violence and the workplace. In 2016/17 the Centre 

has started working with workplaces to assist them identify and take practical steps to support 

women in their employment who are experiencing family and domestic violence.  

The Centre is uniquely positioned to undertake this 

work, having both a specialist Employment and 

Discrimination practice and the specialist Domestic 

Violence Program. Staff from both areas of the Legal 

Practices are collaborating in the production of this 

work. 

In 2016/17, the Centre used this expertise to develop 

a training package on family and domestic violence. 

This was delivered to Community and Public Sector 

Union leaders, organisers and delegates and the 

Independent Education Union.  

The Centre intends to continue and develop this 

work in 2017/18 to better equip employers to 

respond to domestic and family violence in their workplaces to better support women’s continued 

connection to the workforce. 

 

Health Justice Partnership with Interchange General Practice 
Many women considering leaving a violent relationship will need legal information and advice in 

relation to domestic violence orders and family law matters. However, many women are more likely 

to seek advice on domestic violence and family law issues from a non-legal professional than a 

lawyer. Evidence shows that after family and friends, victims are the most likely to tell health 

professionals about violence and more one in five women make their first disclosure of domestic 

violence to their General Practitioner. It has been estimated that full time GPs see up to five women 

per week who have experienced some form of intimate partner abuse (physical, emotional or 

sexual) in the past 12 months. 

Health Justice partnerships combine legal and healthcare services to strengthen both health and 

justice outcomes for patients. In 2016, the Centre received funding from the ACT Government to 

Women’s Safety Grant to pilot a small Health Justice Partnership in the ACT with Interchange 

General Practice for six months. This was the first Health Justice Partnership to be developed in the 

ACT. By establish a partnership with the Interchange General Practice, the Centre hoped to reach 

and assist clients who would not otherwise access legal help. 

Interchange General Practice is a busy inner-city medical practice with a high number of vulnerable 

patients on its books. The Practice has a long-standing commitment to assisting socially marginalised 

and economically disadvantaged groups. Doctors in the Practice identified that patients were 

presenting with a range of mental and physical health issues potentially connected to domestic 

 

“That was so good! We all pounced 

on Belinda at the end, wanting her 

checklist for domestic and family 

violence policy. The training made a 

big difference for me, organisers and 

delegates. We’ll be keen to keep 

working with the Centre on rolling it 

out further. Excellent stuff. 

Awesome team!” 

Feedback from CPSU participant 
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violence, but that there was not uniform practices to screen for domestic violence and its effects 

when seeing patients.  

The partnership saw a high degree of interest and co-operation between staff of the Centre and the 

Practice. Doctors were able to book appointments with a dedicated solicitor from the Domestic 

Violence Program within the Practice’s system. The Solicitor saw patients at the Practice itself to 

support a more integrated provision of health and justice services. 

As the first Health Justice Partnership to be established in the ACT, the Centre has learnt valuable 

lessons from the trialling the partnership in a general medical practice setting. These lessons include 

the importance of allied health providers in the system, the value of administrative support from the 

health provider in the partnership and some of the challenges of working with highly vulnerable 

patients. The pilot program would have also been strengthened by operating at a higher capacity 

and for a longer period.  

The Centre intends to continue working with health providers in 17/18 to deliver innovative justice 

services to women. 
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9. Our Team 

Executive Director 
Elena Rosenman  

Kath Taplin – January-September 2017 

Principal Solicitor 
Claudia Maclean  

Service Delivery Manager 
Antoinette Garside (from January 2017) 

Legal Support Officer 
Lauren Callahan (from December 2016) 

Office Manager 
Iris Elgueta (to October 2016) 

General Practice 
Marilyn Wright – Senior Family Solicitor 

Belinda Miller – Employment Solicitor 

Domestic Violence Program 
Alexia Zsigmond – Solicitor  (from October 2016) 

Angela Lauman – Solicitor  (from December 2016) 

Raylene Hodges – Case Management Model Project Officer (from January 2017) +  

       Social Worker (from April 2017) 

Phillipa Spence – Senior Solicitor (August – October 2016) 

 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Women’s Program 
Teletha Elemes – Aboriginal Liaison Officer (to March 2017) 

Serena Williams – Acting Program Manager  (from April 2017) 

Tracey Harris – Program Manager (on leave) 

 

Our Board 

Chair 
Julie Dobinson 

Deputy Chair 
Angela Lauman (resigned October 2016) 

Nerida Gill (from November 2016) 

Secretary 
Juliette Ford  

Treasurer 
Lisa Leverton (from February 2017) 

Members 
Lauren Haywood (November 16 – February 17) 

Lois Fordham 

Rosemary Budavari (from April 2017) 
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Volunteers  
The Centre is supported by a high number of dedicated private family practitioners who provide pro 

bono services to clients of the Centre through the Tuesday evening Family Law Clinic, the Centre’s 

Telephone Advice Line and the FGD Friday Morning Family Law Clinic. 

Advice Line Volunteers 
Di Spooner 

Belinda Wade 

Anne Kingdon 

Deborah Fields 

Sharyn Gist 

 

Divorce Clinic Solicitors 
Margot McCabe 

Perpetua Kish 

Emily Tighe 

Anne-Louise Pham 

Melinda Love 

 

Tuesday Evening Family Law Clinic 
The Centre runs a Tuesday evening Family Law Clinic which is staffed by experienced family law 

solicitors from a range of Canberra firms who provide services to the Centre’s clients on a pro bono. 

In 2016/17 the clinic was supported by the following solicitors. 

Alison Osmand 

Amanda Di Placido 

Andrea Evans 

Anna Neilan 

Anna-Kate Visser 

Barbara Campbell 

Catherine Coles 

Chloe Curran 

Courtney Mullen 

Cristina Heusch 

Debra Parker 

Emily Tighe 

Gillian Yeend 

Holly Gunn 

Jessica Wynd 

Julia Heinze 

Juliet Behrens 

Kirsty McLeod 

Laura Dorling 

Maggie Orczykowski 

Margie Rowe 

Margot McCabe 

Neshi Sooknandan 

Perpetua Kish 

Phillipa Webb 

Sally McGuinness  

Senzeni Zambezi 

Siobhan Mullins 

 

Tuesday Evening supervisors 
The Tuesday Evening Family Law Clinic would not be able to run without the assistance of volunteer 

supervisors who provide reception services to clients and support the volunteer solicitors as 

requested. Over 2016/17 the Clinic was supervised by the following volunteers. 

Anika Khwaja 

Hanna Walker 

Kashi Mogensen 

Zaen Alsweity
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Volunteer Admin Support 
The Centre’s volunteer students are the front door of the Women’s Legal Centre. For many of our 

clients, they are the first person they will speak with seeking assistance. Volunteer students have 

also provided practical support to the clients and staff and the Centre, including working on 

substantive projects, undertaking research and data entry. 

Amy Hamilton 

Anna Phillips 

Charlotte Wong 

Elizabeth Harris 

Emily Simpson 

Gaby Burgess  

Jessica Wat 

Jessica Win 

Julia Liu 

Katrina Curry-Hyde 

Louisa Hermitage 

Priyanka Koci 

Ramya Ranjan 

Sally Wong 

Sophie Thompson-Webb  

Suchara Fernando 

Tina Mao
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10. Our Supporters 

The Centre has a number of key pro bono partners who dedicate time, skill or resources to assisting 

the Centre and its clients. The Centre’s pro bono partners include: 

Clayton Utz 
Clayton Utz manages Victims of Crime applications for the Centre’s clients. Due to capped 
compensation and low cost recovery, this is an area of law where need outstrips supply. Clayton Utz 
solicitors play a crucial role in managing technically difficult applications, such as those made out of 
time for childhood sexual abuse, to give women dignity and a voice in the criminal justice system. 
Clayton Utz also provides ongoing, regular and practical professional development support to the 
Centre’s Employment and Discrimination Solicitor and legal advice and capacity building to the 
Centre’s leadership team on a pro bono basis.  
 

 
 

Ashurst 
Ashurst’s specialist employment relations solicitors run a weekly 
Employment clinic for the Centre’s clients on a pro bono basis. This 
clinic sees approximately two clients per week and has the capacity 
to pick up ongoing and complex matter for clients, also on a pro 
bono basis. Ashurst also provides professional development support 
and technical advice to the Centre’s Employment and 
Discrimination Solicitor.  
 

Farrar, Gesini and Dunn 
FGD’s specialist family law solicitors run a weekly family law clinic for the Centre’s clients on a pro 
bono basis. This clinic sees two clients per week and greatly extends the number of women the 
Centre is able to assist. In 2016/17 the following FGD solicitors supported the Friday morning clinic. 

 

 

 

KPMG 
KPMG provides forensic accounting services to the Centre on a pro 
bono basis including providing free title searches and company 
searches for the Centre’s clients. This is a crucial service for our clients 
who have experienced economic abuse during their relationship and 
have limited information about relationship assets. With KPMG’s 
assistance, the Centre has been able to assist women to become financially independent and leave 
violent relationships by obtaining a just and equitable property settlement.  

  

Courtney Mullen Juliette Ford Kirsty McLeod Victoria Murray  

Iveta Bales Kathryn Heuer Tash Priestly   

Jessica Kennedy Kasey Fox Victoria Blakeley   

http://www.claytonutz.com/
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Women Lawyers Association ACT 
The Women Lawyers Association has been a long-time supporter of the 

Centre and this continued in 16/17. This year, the WLA has undertaken 

fundraising activities for the Centre and provides all Centre lawyers with 

free membership and associated benefits. The Centre wishes to thank 

outgoing President, Prue Bindon, who has been particularly supportive 

of the Centre and looks forward to working with the incoming 

committee in 17/18. 

 

 

 

 

 

Soroptimists International – Canberra and Monaro  
The Soroptimist International Canberra and ACT/Monaro 

clubs hosted a fundraising breakfast for the Centre on 14 

October 2016. The breakfast was addressed by Rosie Batty 

who spoke about her experience of domestic violence, 

navigating the legal system and her ongoing activism. The 

breakfast was attended by almost 350 people and raised 

significant and much needed funds for the Centre. 
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11. Life Members 

In 2016, the Centre updated our Constitution. One of the changes we introduced was the capacity to 

appoint Life Members of the Centre. Life Members are women who have made a significant 

contribution to the objects of the Centre. 

In 2016/17 three inaugural life memberships were appointed. 

Carol Benda 
Carol commenced working with the Centre in 1997 as the Office Manager. The Centre had only been 

open for six months. At this stage it was a very small team. there were four staff, three of whom 

were part-time. The early days were filled with working out systems and procedures on an 

administrative and legal level and Carol remembers it as an exciting time for the Centre.  

Carol left in 2005 but returned in 2007 in the role of Coordinator. During her time at the Centre, 

Carol worked tirelessly to build the Centre’s profile and increase its reach within the ACT community. 

In 2008, Carol lobbied successfully for on-going funding for the Indigenous Women’s Project, which 

then became a Program. Shortly after, with funding from the Federal government, it grew to include 

a dedicated family lawyer, Rhonda Payget to work specifically with Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander women. 

As the Centre grew under Carol’s guidance, organisational skills and energy, it started to run out of 

space. In 2014, Carol successfully lobbied the ACT and federal governments for funding to move the 

Centre. Every ACT politician was invited to the Centre to see the problem first hand, media also 

reported on the squeeze. In collaboration with the other CLCs, funding submissions were written, 

cake was eaten, supports from every field recruited. It was a long battle which paid off in the end, 

with enough money being allocated by the ACT Government to allow for the creation of the CLC Hub 

where the Centre is located today. 

Carol tells us that when she looks back on her almost 16 years with the Centre the most amazing 

part of the work for me was the relationship between staff, “we called ourselves a family, something 

I never had before in my career or probably will have again.” Both current and former staff recognise 

and appreciate the incredible contribution Carol made to the Centre. 

 

Rhonda Payget 
Rhonda has a longstanding connection with community legal centres. She first volunteered with a CLC 

when she was at Law School and subsequently worked with Women’s Legal Services NSW, Welfare 

Rights and Legal Centre before she joined the Women’s Legal Centre. 

Rhonda brought 20 years of experience in family law legal practice, and a great passion for delivering 

legal services in an organisation dedicated to feminist principles to the Centre when she joined.  In 

this role Rhonda built up the Centre’s practice by: 

• Building and enhancing relationships with the broader legal community and increasing the 
number of volunteer solicitors providing services to Centre clients; 

• Strengthening relationships with community services to establish and maintain a warm 
referral network so that the most vulnerable women were able to access a legal service; 

• Providing community education across the community to raise awareness about family 
law, family violence and the experiences of women in the family law system; 
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• Representing the Centre in a range of important forums including as National Co-Convenor 
of Women’s Legal Services Australia and as Chair of the ACT Law Society’s Family Law 
Committee. Rhonda also represented the Centre on the Steering Committee of the Family 
Law Pathways Network and as the Lawyer Representative of the ACT Victims Advisory 
Board. 

Rhonda tells us that a particularly highlight was working with Traci Harris to assist Aboriginal women 

to present their redress claims in an oral format which enabled women to meaningfully participate in 

the redress process.  

 

Heidi Yates 
Heidi joined the Women's Legal Centre’s small team at Havelock House in July 2007 as the Centre's 

Employment, Discrimination and Human Rights Solicitor. 

During her time at the Centre, Heidi undertook a broad range of legal work, including domestic 

violence, discrimination, employment, human rights, victim's compensation and family law matters. 

Heidi also undertook substantial law reform work in her time at the Centre. During her 8 years with 

the Centre Heidi was appointed as Co-Convenor of Women's Legal Services Australia (the national 

peak body for Women's Legal Services), the National Association of Community Legal Centre 

(NACLC) Human Rights Network and Sexuality and Gender Equity Network 

Heidi became the Centre’s Executive Director in 2014. As Executive Director, Heidi moved the Centre 

to new office premises, tripled the Centre's membership, oversaw a volunteer program engaging 

over 50 pro bono lawyers and successfully obtained four years’ of funding for the Centre's specialist 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Women’s program. Heidi also played key role in the local 

campaign to reverse significant federal cuts to the Centre's core funding. 

In reflecting on her work at the Centre, Heidi recalls the extraordinary challenge and privilege of 

working with an incredibly committed, supportive team of colleagues who remain her WLC ‘family’. 


