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ACKNOWLEDGEMENT OF COUNTRY
The Women’s Legal Centre acknowledges
the traditional custodians of the
lands on which we work.
We recognise this land was never ceded and the
experience of colonisation and loss continues to
affect the lives of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
women and communities today. Despite this, Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people’s connection to
land, sea and community is strong and continuing.
We pay our respects to elders past and present, and to
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and future
leaders, for they hold the memories, the traditions,
the culture and the hopes of First Nations people.
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CHAIR’S REPORT
Over the last four years the Centre has grown and evolved,
particularly in the areas of governance and service delivery,
and we can now meet the legal needs of the women of
Canberra in a way we have never previously been able to.
MEETING LEGAL NEED

LOOKING AHEAD

The Centre’s service model has changed significantly
during my tenure and is now much better able
to meet the needs of our clients. Where limited
resources previously meant we were focused on
providing initial advice, we now deliver ongoing
legal assistance to support women to not just
start, but also to resolve their legal matter.

As we look ahead, all levels of government must ensure
the Centre and all specialist women’s services have
secure and adequate funding so we can respond to the
increasing need and ensure women can be safe, secure
and empowered in their dealings with the legal system.

We have grown from four to eight lawyers and created
a Client Services team. We have supported clients to get
fairer and safer outcomes when it comes to separation
and arrangements for care of children in the context of
domestic and family violence and employment issues.
Our legal services are being delivered in an holistic
and multi-disciplinary way. Our Aboriginal Case
Manager and Social Worker support women to
stay safe, engaged and connected to services and
culture. Our pro bono partnerships mean women
have access to expert accounting and other
professional services to support their case.

GOVERNMENT INVESTMENT
IN ESSENTIAL SERVICES
While many factors have contributed to this change,
one of the most significant has been additional
funding from the Commonwealth Government
to support our domestic violence work and from
the ACT Government to support our Aboriginal
women’s program and Health Justice Partnerships.

STRATEGIC LEADERSHIP

THANK YOUS
This year marks the end of my term as a
Director and as Board Chair. It has been a full
and rewarding period and I will be sad to leave.
However, I know the Centre is in good hands.
My sincere thanks go to:
■

the dedicated staff who do the hard yards,
and especially to Elena;

■

my fellow Board and Committee
members for their wisdom, commitment
and humour;

■

our pro bono partners, volunteers and
donors, who so generously support the
work of the Centre.

Nerida Gill
Chair of the Board
Women’s Legal Centre ACT

Governance has also been a significant focus. Four
years ago, when I joined the Board, members endorsed
a new Constitution that set the foundation for the
Board to move from focusing on operational issues
to providing strategic leadership to the Centre. In the
intervening years we have developed and put in place
a comprehensive set of governance policies to support
the organisation and the Board deliver on its mission.
Thanks to the vision and commitment of our Board
and leadership team we had systems in place to
support remote service delivery and were able to
respond quickly and effectively to COVID-19. This
response was also enabled by the passion and
dedication of our staff to ensure our clients were
still able to access the support they needed.
2
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CEO’S REPORT
19/20 is a year that has taught the Centre much about
the concepts of transformation and change.

EMPLOYERS CAN CHANGE THE STORY
OF STAFF EXPERIENCING VIOLENCE

RESPONSIVE SERVICES CAN CHANGE
THE WAY THEY WORK TO MEET NEED

LEGAL ASSISTANCE CAN
CHANGE WOMEN’S LIVES

Our interest in improving workplace responses to
women experiencing domestic and family violence has
been driven by our clients’ experiences – clients with
family law matters also mentioning that they need to
take time off work to attend a court date, but don’t feel
comfortable asking; that they are worried their ex-partner
knows their work movements too well; and most
often, that in the upheaval of managing or separating
from a violent relationship, they have no choice but
to give up their work because ‘something has to give’
and they can’t expect work to accommodate them.

One of the most significant achievements this year
has been the work done to support our accreditation
as a community legal centre. This is an industry-based
certification process that supports good practice in the
delivery of community legal services. Our engagement
with this process was purposeful and has consolidated
the Centre as a sustainable, transparent and modern
community service. This was also evidenced by
the national CLC peak body’s request to use the
Centre’s policies as a reference as they develop
good practice templates for the sector nationally.

The legal assistance provided by the Centre
and specialist women’s legal services across
Australia can play a part in stemming the
damage done to women by COVID-19.

We were therefore pleased to be engaged by the ACT
Government to design and deliver training to public
sector managers to support them to better respond to
staff who are affected by domestic and family violence.
Workplaces can play an important role in the life of
someone experiencing violence. Small adjustments can
secure their connection with the workforce – something
critical to women’s financial security and independence.
This year we have trained over 500 ACT Public
Service managers. Given ACT Public Servants make
up approximately 11% of the Territory’s labour force,
this training has the potential to change the story for
many people in Canberra affected by violence.

2020 has shown us the frailty
of progress towards gender
equality in our own community
and across Australia.
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PROGRESS TOWARDS GENDER
EQUALITY IS FRAGILE
But not all transformation has been positive.
COVID-19 has had a disproportionate effect on
women. Women in Australia have been more likely to
lose their jobs and more likely to lose hours at work
than men. At the Centre, we saw a 60% increase in
the demand for employment advice over the COVID
period. Like many domestic violence services, we also
saw an increase in the rates of domestic and family
violence – the number of advices on violence doubled
when compared with the same period last year.
We can be proud of how quickly and effectively the
Centre was able to transform our services to meet
client needs in the unprecedented COVID shutdown.
But my eye is drawn towards the tsunami of need
on the horizon as a long-term social and economic
disaster unfolds for women and their children.
A UN tool tracking how policies are protecting
women during COVID shows the Australian
government has taken zero measures in relation to
women’s economic security. Despite the intervention
of many #crediblewomen, recovery initiatives
announced provide little benefit for women.

We know more relationships will fail as the economic
and emotional pressures of COVID hit families in
Canberra. Legal assistance in relation to relationship
breakdown is particularly important for women who
have experienced violence and coercive control to
ensure arrangements for the care of children are safe
and the division of any assets of a relationship are fair.
We know women’s employment arrangements
are already more precarious and more precious.
Legal assistance in relation to employment can
ensure women are being paid properly, able
to access their entitlements, including flexible
work and maternity leave, and therefore able
to stay connected to the paid workforce.
In the past year we have been part of the transformation
of some of our clients lives – women who have
been able to negotiate a property settlement that
means they can stay in their home or have a small
retirement income, women who have been able to
negotiate with their employer to stay in their jobs,
women who have negotiated with Child Protection
and maintained contact with their children in
care, or avoided removal of their babies. You
can read some of these stories in this report.
These transformations are testament to the value
of the Centre’s role in levelling the playing field.

There is also change in the wind
for our Board, as the terms of our
Chair, Nerida Gill, and our Treasurer,
Lisa Leverton, come to an end. I
want to thank them for their support
through an unprecedented time
of expansion and evolution.
Above all else, I want to
thank the Centre staff.
At a time of global crisis, they have
been unwavering and ensured
we continued to deliver essential
services to women in Canberra.
Like so many women, they have
done this while facing significant
increase in caring responsibilities and
disruption in their own families.

Elena Rosenman
Chief Executive Officer
Women’s Legal Centre ACT
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OUR CLIENTS

Through our clients
we have impacted
the lives of

1,407

1,759

Clients assisted.

dependant children.

23

%

11%

identify as
Aboriginal or
Torres Strait Islander

identify as women
with a disability.

84

%

of ongoing clients
had experienced
or were at risk of
domestic or
family violence.

100%

12

90% of new ongoing
clients earn under
$52k per annum.

WOMEN'S LEGAL CENTRE

53%

Clients who have experienced domestic or family violence
also reported experiencing physical violence.

37 %

Clients who have experienced domestic or family violence
also reported experiencing financial abuse.

94%

Clients who have experienced domestic or family violence
reported experiencing multiple forms of violence, including
physical, financial, psychological and sexual violence.

"My whole life has changed
with the great and supportive
assistance that Women’s
Legal [Centre] afforded.
I didn’t know what to do
without their support."

of clients felt the Centre
listened to their legal problem.

speak a language other
than English at home.

< $52k

6

92

The most common form of domestic and family violence
reported by clients was psychological violence, including
behaviour that may constitute coercion or control.

of clients found it easy to contact
the Centre when they needed help.

97 %

%

%

< $32k

71% of new ongoing
clients earn under
$32k per annum.

No income

"The professionalism,
reassurance, human approach,
listening and empathy displayed
during a time where I have
been quite fragile was so
important and so vitally needed,
I cannot thank WLC enough."

97 %

clients felt the Centre helped them understand
how to deal with their legal problem.

100%

of clients said they would recommend
the Centre to other people.

14% of new ongoing
clients did not
have an income.
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OUR SERVICES
TOP 3 PROBLEM TYPES

2,136
Legal advices
provided

262

Legal tasks
completed

288

Ongoing
legal matters
represented
by our lawyers

200

Ongoing legal
matters resolved

67

Ongoing non-legal
cases closed

199

Discrete non-legal
services provided

"Without them I wouldn't have
had the outcome I got & it has
made a better difference to my
life & now I can move forward."

1,848
referrals
provided

"It was very helpful to know exactly
what to do when and if I need to
take the legal path. I got a lot of
advice and I really appreciated how
lovely and helpful they were."

1.
2.
3.
Child contacts Property
Family or
in marriage domestic
or contact
orders
violence
MOST COMMON PROBLEM TYPES
FOR ONGOING FAMILY LAW MATTERS

MOST COMMON PROBLEM TYPES
FOR ONGOING CIVIL LAW MATTERS

1.

Parenting arrangements

1.

Child protection

2.

Divorce and separation

2.

Discrimination

3.

Family Law Property

3.

Victim compensation

4.

Domestic and family violence

4.

Employment

TOP 4 REFERRING AGENCIES

1.

2.

3.

4.

Domestic
Violence Crisis
Service (DVCS)

Police

Private legal
practitioners

Relationships
Australia

ONGOING LEGAL SERVICES
TARGET PRIORITY POPULATIONS*

26%

of ongoing legal services closed were provided
to Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander women.

36%
of ongoing legal services
were provided to women
with disability.

26%

of ongoing legal services were provided to women
who do not speak English at home.

*percentage of closed matters.
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OUR RESPONSE TO COVID-19
COVID-19 has had a disproportionate effect
on women in Canberra, across Australia and
globally and threatens women’s financial
independence, safety and security.
Legal assistance is critical to
ameliorating the disproportionate
effects of COVID-19 on women.

WORKFORCE SUPPORT
Like many services, we saw an escalation
in the incidence and severity of domestic
and family violence and the isolation facing
women. Clients were more distressed, and
their circumstances became more complex.

WORKFORCE
SUPPORT

SYSTEMS &
TECHNOLOGY
LEADERSHIP

IMMEDIATE
LEGAL NEED

SYSTEMS &
TECHNOLOGY
LEADERSHIP
We had previously invested in mobile devices,
a paperless client filing system, and secure
cloud-based ITC services. This allowed the
Centre to move seamlessly to remote
service delivery with no interruption to
service delivery or client access.

RECOGNITION
OF SYSTEMIC &
LONG-TERM
ISSUES

COLLABORATION

INCREASED ACCESS
INCREASED
ACCESSIBILITY

The Centre took a leading role in
identifying immediate legal needs of
women in Canberra. These included:
■

■

10

Advice for separated parents whose parenting
and care arrangements were affected by
restrictions on movement. This was particularly
important for women affected by ongoing
violence and controlling behaviour from their
ex-partner.
Advice and assistance for women whose
employment was affected by COVID-19 or
who were being denied access to workplace
entitlements.

■

Advice for women affected by escalating
domestic and family violence.

■

Ongoing matters and those listed for hearing
where client circumstances and preparation
became more complex due to COVID.

WOMEN'S LEGAL CENTRE

COLLABORATION
We prioritised maintaining collaborative
relationships with key stakeholders and were
able to significantly increase referrals to other
organisations, ensuring women found the support
they needed as quickly and directly as possible.
The Centre’s CEO convenes the ACT Community
Legal Services Association and coordinated
communication about community legal services
availability. We shared our expertise as part of
the Community Services Directorate’s Domestic
and Family Violence COVID-19 Roundtable and
were active in communicating the availability
of key services through local media.

These factors, combined with home-based
work, greatly increased demands on our staff
and the consequent risk of vicarious trauma
and burnout. The Centre responded by
significantly increasing the support provided
to staff, including a focus on individual
psychological and debriefing support. We
believe it is essential to dedicate resources to
support domestic violence practitioners if we
are to maintain services and meet client need.

RECOGNITION
OF SYSTEMIC &
LONG-TERM ISSUES

INCREASED
ACCESS

IMMEDIATE LEGAL NEED

The Centre’s pro bono and volunteer
programs were suspended, and many
community services reduced service
delivery. This made it more difficult to
access the supports our clients needed.

Lockdown measures increased women’s legal
needs while also restricting their ability to seek
help. Many women were now at home with violent
or controlling partners, making it difficult for them
to seek assistance, and many community-based
services had closed or reduced their services.
To maximise access to our services we:
■

Opened the lines - We increased the
operating hours of our Telephone Advice
Line to run 9-5, Monday to Friday;

■

Kept the door open through our Health
Justice Partnerships. Calvary Hospital
continued delivering essential health services,
providing a referral and safe access point for
the Centre during lockdown;

■

Provided up-to date legal information.
We developed and delivered community
legal education resources and on-line training
on key employment and family law issues
related to COVID-19.

The disproportionate effect of COVID on
women is likely to be long term. Women
have been more likely to lose their jobs or
have reduced hours than men. Domestic
and family violence has increased. The
combination of these threatens the safety
of individual women and their children as
their options to leave close down. It also
threatens gender equality on a bigger scale.
Free, accessible and expert legal assistance
will be critical to responding to these threats
to women in the Canberra community.
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IMPACT OF COVID-19
Compared to the same period in 2019*:

55%
Advices related to separation 34%
Advices related to child residency 60%
Advices related to employment law 60%
Advices related to divorce

97%
162%

Advices relating to family and domestic violence
Advices relating to Family Violence Orders

*Covid-19 period was the period between the declaration of a Public Health Emergency in the ACT on 16 March 2020 and 30 June 2020.

OUR CLIENTS – MARTINA

OUR CLIENTS – FELICITY

Martina* is Korean and has three young children.
Her husband is very controlling, particularly
with money, and a heavy drinker. He lost his job
during the COVID shutdown and his drinking and
violence escalated. Martina called the police,
who removed him from the house. Martina
knew the rent was due but had no money.

Felicity* works in an administrative role for
a furniture retailer. She became pregnant
just before the declaration of a public health
emergency and was extremely worried about
the risk of contracting COVID while pregnant.

The Centre’s lawyer talked to Martina about
tenancy, financial and other support available
to her. She also focussed on Martina’s safety,
including the option of a Family Violence Order,
her parenting rights if she and the children
left the house, and how parenting would be
resolved if she separated from her husband.
Martina wasn’t ready to make an immediate
decision and arranged to speak to
the lawyer again in a few days.
When the lawyer called back, Martina said her
husband was back and things were ‘ok.’ Martina
whispered she didn’t think she could do anything
now and would wait for things to change to
make the next decision. The lawyer talked to
her about opening her own bank account and
applying for Centrelink benefits to increase her
independence and options in the meantime.

She asked her employer if she could work from
home. She told them she had a medical condition,
but not that she was pregnant. The company
refused her request, despite approving the
arrangement for other staff. Her manager expressed
concern that she would not be able to do her
job from home and told her if she couldn’t come
into the office, she would have to take leave. She
was also asked for more detail about her medical
condition. Felicity was worried she would have to
choose between her job and keeping her baby safe.
The Centre’s Employment Lawyer provided
advice to Felicity about how she could
approach the conversation with her manager,
including how she could fulfil the requirements
of her role while working from home. She
also talked through the possible advantages
of sharing information about her pregnancy
and consequent concerns about COVID.
Informed by the advice, Felicity successfully
negotiated to work from home. She was
able to keep herself and baby safe while
maintaining her employment and income.

*All names have been changed to protect privacy.
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OUR IMPACT
SAFETY
OUR GOAL
HOW

WHY

ENGAGEMENT
■

Legal outcomes reduce risk of harm to women and their children.

■

Build coalitions of support and expertise to deliver comprehensive legal services.

■

Women’s safety is supported throughout the legal processes.

■

Improve law and policy responses to women.

■

Provide high quality legal services to help women understand their options in
relation to separation and care in the context of domestic and family violence.

■

Leverage pro bono and low bono relationships with the private sector to increase
the depth and breadth of services available to clients as a cost-effective solution.

■

Pursue legal outcomes that support the safety of women and their children.

■

Maintain strong relationships with specialist domestic and family
violence agencies to maximise accessibility and responsiveness.

Use the skills and energy of volunteers to increase the
number of clients assisted and support our work.

■

■

■

Provide multi-disciplinary and trauma-informed services, including
safety planning and case management services.

Provide expert advice to the community, governments, and others
based on our expertise and the experiences of our clients.

■

■

Provide culturally safe services to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
women to seek assistance in relation to violence and care of children.

Provide community legal education and information to support
better understanding and use of legal processes.

■

■

Domestic and family violence is one of the most serious
and prevalent social issues facing Australia:

Women affected by domestic and family violence are ten times as
vulnerable to legal problems as the rest of the population and often
face multiple, intersecting and complex legal matters.

■

Women and their children are at increased risk of violence at the time of separation.

■

■

Post separation, women are also subject to legal systems abuse (the misuse
of legitimate legal processes to create fear, delay or uncertainty).

The Centre operates within strict funding constraints. Pro bono partners
and volunteers increase our ability to meet the need for our services.

■

■

Aboriginal women are more likely to experience domestic and family violence and
government and service responses can inhibit their willingness to seek assistance.

Communities and private firms want to use their time and expertise to
contribute to gender equality and support safe and respectful relationships.

■

Laws and policies developed without considering the needs of women
may have a disproportionate and adverse effect on them.

OUR GOAL
HOW

WHY

SECURITY
OUR GOAL
HOW

WHY
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■

That legal outcomes protect women’s rights and entitlements and create
the platform for women’s financial security and independence.

■

Provide high quality legal services to assist women to understand and enforce
rights and entitlements relating to property division following separation.

■

Provide high quality legal services to assist women understand and enforce
rights and entitlements relating to employment and discrimination.

■

Prioritise ongoing services in matters where legal representation can ameliorate risk of
poverty, unemployment, homelessness and other forms of financial dependence.

■

Women are more likely to live below the poverty line than men; more
likely to be in low-paid, part-time or casual employment than men;
and retire with less superannuation than men or none at all.

■

15% of women experience financial abuse in their intimate relationship.

■

Post separation, women’s incomes drop on average by 21%,
and they are at greater risk of homelessness than men.

WOMEN'S LEGAL CENTRE
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SAFETY

SECURITY

We prioritise women experiencing or at risk
of violence for ongoing assistance.

We work to protect women's rights and entitlements
to support financial security and independence.

OUR CLIENTS – JACKIE
"Women's Legal [Centre] team guided
me and helped me understand
the legal rights and made my life
at ease after domestic violence,
understood my needs and worked on
it together...Today I am a confident
and brave individual in the society
and credit goes to my wonderful
team at Women's Legal [Centre]."

84%

of ongoing clients experienced
or were at risk of domestic
or family violence.

20

of all ongoing legal matters
were provided to Aboriginal or
Torres Strait Islander women
experiencing or at risk of
domestic and family violence.

%

31%
153
58
169

of ongoing legal matters closed were
provided to women with disability
who were experiencing or at risk
of domestic and family violence.
women with complex needs were
supported by our Social Worker.
Aboriginal women were supported
by our Aboriginal Case Manager.
ongoing domestic and family violence
legal matters resolved, supporting
women’s long-term safety.

"[The Centre] helped get myself and
children a bigger place which I tried
for many years to do. They were
there through every little bit.
Without Women’s Legal Centre
I wouldn't be where I am today."

OUR CLIENTS – MATILDA
Matilda* is an Aboriginal mother, with a young son,
Toby. Toby's father, Michael was emotionally and
physically abusive to Matilda. The Centre represented
Matilda in lengthy Family Court proceedings when
they separated. Matilda retained majority care of
Toby, despite Michael using the court system to
perpetuate further abuse of Matilda and gaslighting
her into thinking she would never see him again.
Matilda’s new partner, Tim, also became
violent. The violence escalated when Matilda
discovered she was pregnant. She was early
in her pregnancy after he assaulted her.
Michael contacted Matilda in hospital to say CYPS
would take Toby away and she would never see
him again. Matilda was terrified that CYPS would
take both Toby and her new baby away from her.
Matilda got back in touch with the Centre. Our
Lawyer and Aboriginal Case Manager helped
Matilda develop a safety plan, separate safely
from Tim, and avoid further court proceedings
with Michael. The team also liaised with CYPS
and supported Matilda during her meetings
with them to ensure she understood what
was happening and that CYPS understood her
circumstances and the actions she was taking to
keep herself, Toby, and her unborn baby safe.
With the support of the Centre, Matilda engaged
proactively with CYPS and addressed their
concerns. Matilda said that without this support
she would have been too scared to meet with
CYPS, which would probably have resulted in CYPS
taking emergency action once the baby was born.

*All names have been changed to protect privacy.
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1 in 3

women assisted reported
experiencing financial abuse.

669

legal advices provided to
women in relation to family
law property matters.

453

legal advices provided to women
in relation to employment and
entitlements at work.

62

ongoing legal matters to assist
women secure a just property
settlement post separation.

30

ongoing legal matters to assist
women stay in employment,
access entitlements or
correct underpayment.

$77,291
$58,000

recovered in underpaid wages, lost
wages from unfair dismissal, notice
periods, unpaid leave, and damages
for discrimination in employment.
financial assistance secured for
women who have been a
victim of crime.

Jackie* worked as a team leader in transport,
a blue collar, male-dominated industry.
Some of the men in her team would swear
at her, ignore her directions, and tell her
she wouldn’t last long because she was a
woman. Months of having to work in this
environment affected Jackie’s mental health
so badly that she was hospitalised. Jackie
lodged a workers’ compensation claim
and the company responded by offering
her a more junior role. Jackie also lodged
a sex discrimination complaint to the ACT
Human Rights Commission but wasn’t sure
what she wanted from this process.
The Centre’s Employment and Discrimination
Lawyer helped Jackie clarify what outcome
she wanted from taking action. Jackie was
clear she wanted to keep working as she
was proud of her work and she needed her
income to support herself and her family.
The Centre represented her at the
subsequent Human Rights Commission
conciliation meeting, but we were unable
to come to an agreement that both her
and her employer were happy with.
While Jackie was disappointed the
conciliation was unsuccessful, the
Centre continued to negotiate with her
employer to find a way forward.
After four months’ negotiations we were
able to reach a resolution with Jackie’s
employer that kept Jackie in her job. The
company agreed to a gradual return to work
at the same level, but in a different location
where they were confident her colleagues
would be more supportive. Jackie was also
paid $22,000 in general damages and her
worker’s compensation claim is ongoing.
Jackie is still working with the company and
has maintained her financial independence.
Her new colleagues are respectful,
and she feels positive about work.

*All names have been changed to protect privacy.
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ENGAGEMENT

PRACTICE AND
PROGRAM REPORTS

We build coalitions of support across government,
the private sector and community services.

A care and protection system that is impenetrable, confusing and
opaque compounds trauma. It reinforces the inherent power imbalance
between a government system and a highly vulnerable individual.
Many women come to our service distressed and confused. They do
not know the care and protection system and they are unable to get
information from Care and Protection to clarify the situation.
Women's Legal Centre submission to ACT Legislative Assembly Committee
Inquiry into Child and Youth Protective Services: Part Two – Information
Sharing under the Care and Protection System (verbal submission).

12
50
7

145

500

pro bono partners assisted
over 200 clients.

volunteers.

law and policy reform submissions
relating to the Care and Protection
system, consent in adoption,
Family Law Act reform, Family
Violence Orders and discrimination
on the grounds of sexual
orientation and gender identity.
secondary consultations provided
to ACT Health and Community
Health staff to assist them recognise
and respond to legal issues for
women experiencing or at risk of
domestic and family violence.
ACT public servants trained
in best practice workplace
responses to domestic violence.

OUR CLIENTS – FAIZAH
Faizah* had been in an abusive relationship
for over 30 years. She wanted to leave her
partner but was very worried about her financial
situation. Her husband has always controlled
the money and finances and refused to
answer any questions about their finances.
When she came to the Centre for advice, the
solicitor explained the property settlement
process, but Faizah didn’t know if her name was
on the deed of their house, the balance of the
mortgage, or what bank it was with. Without
this information, she couldn’t go any further.
KPMG did a title search for Faizah as part of
their pro bono partnership with the Centre.
Once they confirmed Faizah’s name was
included on the house title and which bank the
mortgage was with, Faizah was able to request
more information from the bank directly.
Now Faizah has an understanding of the
assets of her relationship and her financial
situation, she can take the next steps towards
separation and fair property settlement.

*All names have been changed to protect privacy.
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FAMILY LAW
PRACTICE REPORT

EMPLOYMENT & DISCRIMINATION
PRACTICE REPORT

KEY ACHIEVEMENTS

TRENDS

KEY ACHIEVEMENTS

For the first time in the Centre’s history, we created
a Client Services team to provide paralegal support
to our family law litigation practice. This means
family lawyers have critical administrative support
to prepare for final hearings, family dispute
resolution conferences and general negotiations,
allowing them to focus on legal work.

During 19/20, the Centre opened 192 new family
law cases whilst still carrying 100 matters from the
previous year. Of these new matters, 44% included
helping women obtain safe parenting arrangements
for children, 21% related to assistance with the divorce
and separation process, and approximately 19% related
to obtaining a fair property settlement on separation.

These efficiencies are evident in the 18% increase
in family law services provided compared to last
year. These services included providing clients with
information about family law processes, legal advice
about children and property after separation, social
work support, one-off lawyer assistance to progress
family law matters, and one-off court appearances.

The Centre noted an increase in the intensity and
complexity of family law matters, exacerbated
by COVID-19 lockdown, including an increase
in clients expressing suicidal ideations and
presenting with drug and alcohol issues. Data will
be available next year to monitor this trend.

2019-20 was the busiest year yet for our Employment
& Discrimination Practice with our Employment &
Discrimination Solicitor providing 71% more legal
advices compared to the previous year. We also
developed the ACT Government's Manager Training
package on domestic and family violence and trained
approximately 500 ACT public servants in best
practice workplace responses to domestic violence.

During COVID-19, the Centre quickly adapted its
service delivery model to increase access to our
services during lockdown. Bolstered by the new
Client Services team, family lawyers staffed the
Advice Line from 9am – 5pm, Monday to Friday,
ensuring women could access timely, accurate
and specialist advice. The new model has worked
well and will be continued whilever we have
sufficient resources.

FUTURE NEEDS AND DIRECTION

In another first for the Centre, the Family Law team
successfully defended two family law appeals. In
both instances, our clients had experienced systems
abuse, where cumulatively, they had spent over
eight years in the family court system. The Centre’s
involvement meant their ex-partners had no further
avenue to control them through those proceedings.
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The Centre anticipates an influx of family law matters
in the next financial year as we see the delayed effects
of COVID-19. As seen in the post GFC era, increased
financial hardship is a predictor for higher separation
rates and family violence. The Centre also anticipates
a greater focus on financial abuse because of financial
hardship, including helping clients where family law,
bankruptcy and sexually transmitted debt issues collide.

We continued to assist women to understand and
enforce their rights at work and in other areas of
public life, including transport, education and housing.
We also responded to the significant increase in
demand for our employment law services as a result
of COVID-19. We produced online employment law
factsheets on COVID-19 and JobKeeper, and also
delivered a Facebook Live event to explain JobKeeper
in collaboration with Canberra Community Law.

TRENDS
The practice has continued to reach women who
are particularly vulnerable due to disability, age or
sex. 66% of ongoing clients had a disability, 33%
were older women, and 25% were pregnant.
As workplaces responded to COVID-19, we were
inundated with requests from working parents and
pregnant workers who were finding it difficult to get
approval to work from home, or to take carers leave
to care for children who couldn’t attend childcare
or school. We also received many calls shortly after
the introduction of JobKeeper, with both employees
and employers confused about the scheme.

While our ongoing representation work remained
steady, a lot of the increase in work during the COVID-19
period involved helping women understand their legal
rights and advising on strategies to help them negotiate
directly with their employers. As a result of our advice,
many women were able to assert their rights, maintain
employment, and avoid lengthy legal processes. This
included two pregnant workers successfully negotiating
work from home arrangements, two receiving
compensation for unfair dismissal (one of whom
was pregnant), one who started receiving JobKeeper
payments while on unpaid maternity leave, and one
woman who started receiving paid maternity leave
her employer had initially refused due to COVID-19.

FUTURE NEEDS AND DIRECTION
We expect the devastating effects of COVID-19
on women’s employment to continue for some
time, with a consequent higher demand for our
employment law services. We are planning targeted
community legal education to women in femaledominated industries to assist them in asserting
their rights and to maintain employment.

It was really good training – lots of
verbal interaction. I was glad you didn’t
just stand up on your soap box, it felt
like you were talking to us as one of us.
ACT Manager’s training on domestic
and family violence participant
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MULLEUN MURA
REPORT

HEALTH JUSTICE PARTNERSHIP
PROGRAM REPORT

KEY ACHIEVEMENTS

KEY ACHIEVEMENTS

TRENDS

Mulleun Mura provides culturally appropriate law
and justice services for Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander women. Mulleun Mura uses a multi-disciplinary
model to provide legal assistance in combination
with culturally informed support, including casemanagement services and connecting women to
community and culture to build strength and resilience.

Our Health Justice Partnership Program (HJP) extends
legal assistance into primary and allied health settings
to increase access to legal assistance, particularly
for marginalised and disadvantaged women, and
increase opportunities for early intervention. HJP also
builds relationships and expertise across agencies
to increase the ability of the service system to
respond to interrelated health, social and legal issues
and ensure women receive assistance wherever
and whenever they present with a legal issue.

The HJP model is particularly effective at reaching
women who may not otherwise access legal assistance.
Child and Family Centres provide targeted parenting
support to migrant and refugee families. One in three
HJP clients come from culturally and linguistically
diverse backgrounds, which is significantly higher than
Centre clients overall. Similarly, working with health
partners has increased the number of women who have
complex needs, including disability, and homelessness.

Mulleun Mura is staffed by a dedicated Family lawyer and
an Aboriginal Case Manager, who provides the Program’s
cultural leadership. The Program is supported across the
Centre to ensure clients have access to high-quality legal
assistance, regardless of the legal problem they face.
In 19/20, Mulleun Mura assisted approximately 113
women. This was an increase of almost 25% from the
previous year. The majority of our clients are Aboriginal,
though we have also assisted a small number of
non-Aboriginal women who have Aboriginal children.

TRENDS
The most common reasons women sought assistance
from the Program in 19/20 was in relation to the
care of their children. This included family law
processes following relationship or family breakdown
and engagement with Child and Youth Protection
Services (CYPS). The issues related to care of
children in both jurisdictions occurred most often
in the shadow of domestic and family violence.
The majority of ongoing legal matters this year have been
in relation to engagement with CYPS. This has included
supporting a pregnant woman at risk of domestic
violence to engage proactively with CYPS and avoid the
removal of her new baby and supporting a mother with a
child on CYPS orders to maintain contact with her child.
COVID has had a notable effect on Program activities and
clients. Lockdown and social isolation measures caused
most community events to be cancelled, disrupting
community and kinship connections for clients and
our very active community engagement. Some clients
have reported lockdown measures increased the risk of
conflict within families, including for some clients, the
risk of violence. It also increased the pressure and stress
for clients themselves, who like many women in the
Canberra community were facing significant increase
in caring responsibilities in the context of grave threat
to health. Unfortunately, clients have also reported
the fear of CYPS attention has affected their decision
making and support seeking over the COVID period.

FUTURE NEEDS AND DIRECTION
The Program looks forward to continuing our early
intervention work with clients engaged with CYPS
to reduce the number of Aboriginal children in care
and to maintain their connection with family and
culture where this cannot be avoided. We also want
to increase our support to Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander women to access the family law system in
relation to care for children as a way of avoiding the
care jurisdiction and giving Aboriginal families a sense
of empowerment and influence over their situation.
As well as our core work, the Program has been doing
work to support women advocate for their children to be
able to participate in the education system and we look
forward to being able to build strong school partnerships
and be more proactive as COVID restrictions ease.

OUR CLIENTS – LOUISA
Louisa* is an Aboriginal woman whose young son,
Harrison, is in kinship care. The highlight of Louisa’s
week is the two hours she spends with her Harrison.
Louisa was devastated when CYPS suspended
face-to-face contact with Harrison during the
COVID lockdown and her only contact with him was
through FaceTime. She understood the reason for
the change, and looked forward to the restrictions
easing. However, when this happened, CYPS refused
to re-instate Louisa’s visits with Harrison, suggesting
they did not have staff available to supervise.
The Mulleun Mura team supported Louisa’s request
for her visits with Harrison to be reinstated and
actively advocated for her, escalating the matter
within CYPS and emphasising the importance
of physical visits to such a young child.

HJP operates partnerships with Calvary Public
Hospital and Gungahlin Child and Family Centre,
with Centre lawyers embedded in these partner
teams. HJP also provides legal assistance via an
outreach model at Tuggeranong and West Belconnen
Child and Family Centres, and through Maternity
Options and Tresillian QE2 Family Centre.
Our solicitors provide advice and assistance to clients in
these locations and build staff knowledge about domestic
and family violence, the associated legal issues, and referral
options available. This year, the HJP assisted 217 women
and provided 17 training sessions to 233 health staff.
Across all sites, the HJP works to ensure women
contemplating separation understand the legal
processes involved and manage increased risk of
experiencing violence caused by separation.
The Calvary partnership also focussed on early
intervention assistance to women engaged with Child and
Youth Protection Services, attending case conferences
and discharge planning meetings to assist women to
have enough support to take their newborns home.

HJP was also a critical part of maintaining
women's access to the Centre during COVID-19.
As other community-based services suspended
operations, Calvary Hospital continued delivering
essential health services to women, which meant
they continued to provide referrals and a safe
access point to the Centre during lockdown.

FUTURE NEEDS AND DIRECTION
The HJP model has proved its effectiveness in
increasing access to specialist legal services to
pregnant women and new parents affected by
family and domestic violence. Unfortunately, it is still
subject to very short-term funding. Remedying this
would allow us to secure and build on the very real
impact we have made over the last 18 months

"I had domestic violence. But I had
a child with a disability, and I’m
foreigner so, it was very hard to
escape from my ex-husband.
But thanks to WLC’s advice and
support, things has changed.
It was a great experience and they
helped me make sense of my situation
and what help was available during
an extremely stressful and difficult
time for myself and family."

CYPS reversed its decision and re-instated
the face-to-face visits, allowing Louisa to
maintain her relationship with her son.

*All names have been changed to protect privacy.
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OUR PEOPLE
BOARD AND COMMITTEES

OUR STAFF

The Centre has a strong, skilled and passionate
Board who guide our strategic direction and
ensure we meet our obligations as a transparent
and accountable community organisation.

The Centre has a diverse and dedicated staff
team, with deep legal expertise in our key practice
areas and broad professional experience across
government and non-government sectors,
community services and the private legal sector.

Our Board includes women from a broad
range of professional backgrounds including
senior women leaders from across the
community, legal and government sectors.
Chair
Nerida Gill

Secretary
Alana Fraser

Deputy Chair
Linda Crebbin

Treasurer
Lisa Leverton

Directors
Katrina Fanning
Cathie Warbuton (joined April 2020)
Joanna Le (resigned March 2020)
Claire Carton (resigned February 2020)
The Board is supported by two standing committees,
the Governance Committee and the Finance
and Risk Committee. Committees include
Board Directors and independent members.
Governance Committee
Independent Members
Yvonne Korn
Juliette Ford

Finance and Risk
Committee Independent
Members
Agnes Kopras-Ianson
Christina Li

OUR PRO BONO PARTNERS

CEO
Elena Rosenman

Social Worker
Kasumi Ejiri

Principal Solicitor
Claudia Maclean

Office Manager
Magda Kaczmarek

Employment &
Discrimination Solicitor
Bethany Hender

Reception
Alex-Lee Hargy

HJP Solicitors
Anna Hutchinson
Rosa Grahame

Solicitors
Lauren Callahan

Solicitor
Philippa Daniel
(commenced Nov 2019)
Katherine Taplin
(resigned Aug 2019)

Client Services Manager
Ania Zalewska

Our Employment and Discrimination Lawyer,
Bethany Hender, was named the Australian Labour
and Employment Relations Association (ALERA) ACT
Workplace Diversity Champion for 2019. This award
recognized her work assisting women to access their
entitlements at work as well her work to improve
workplace responses to domestic and family violence.
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Paralegal and
Intake Officers
Nicola Mildren
Thenaya Naidu
(resigned Nov 2019)
Nila Norbu
(joined Feb 2020)
Rosie Heselev
(resigned Dec 2019)

Clayton Utz also provides corporate and
professional development support to build capacity
in our Executive and Employment practice.

FARRAR GESINI DUNN
FRIDAY MORNING ADVICE CLINIC

58 clients assisted

Community Legal
Education Project Officer
Emma Filer
(Aug to Dec 2019)

CLIENT SERVICES TEAM

Through the clinic, Clayton Utz lawyers provide
assistance to clients who have suffered injury, loss
or damage as a result of being a victim of crime
(including domestic and family violence and sexual
assault) to apply for financial compensation.

15 clients assisted
$58,000 compensation secured

The FGD Clinic provides high-quality family law
advice to women, with a focus on parenting,
property and child support matters.

MULLEUN MURA TEAM
Case Manager
Leah House

Through the Divorce Clinic, Sparke Helmore lawyers
provide advice and representation to clients from
migrant and culturally and linguistically diverse
backgrounds seeking a divorce. This clinic has developed
specialist expertise in addressing the significant legal
issues which can be posed by migration, refugee
experience and cultural and linguistic differences.
35 clients assisted from 16 different countries

FAMILY LAW TEAM
Senior Solicitors
Anna Wynne
Marilyn Wright

CALD WOMEN’S DIVORCE CLINIC

VICTIMS OF CRIME
COMPENSATION CLINIC

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE CLINIC

KPMG provides forensic technology and accounting
services, including title searches and company
searches, recovery of deleted computer material
and valuations of small businesses. This is a crucial
service for clients who have experienced financial
abuse and have limited information about relationship
assets. With KPMG’s assistance in 19/20, the Centre
assisted clients gain full knowledge of assets to obtain
fair property settlements, separate from violent
partners and become financially independent.

The HCC Clinic provides high-quality family law advice
to women who have experienced domestic and family
violence. Clinic appointments provide clients with expert
initial advice and a pathway into the legal system.
36 clients assisted

Proximity provides a full-time secondee for a three
month placement every year. In 19/20, Radhika
Bhatia provided legal and administrative support,
delivered legal services through the Advice Line,
supported the Employment Practice and assisted
the Centre streamline its policies. Proximity has also
provided commercial law advice when it intersects
with complex family law property matters.

Australian Government Solicitor (AGS) sends three
of its brightest lawyers on a regular placement with
the Centre as part of their graduate year. AGS lawyers
provide expert legal research and drafting support
to the Centre’s legal practice, assisting with complex
legal matters with intelligence and precision.
ANNUAL REPORT 19/20
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OUR FINANCES
VOLUNTEERS
Griffin Legal provided a part-time secondee, Renee
Mastrolembo, for three months in 19/20 to provide
legal services through the Advice Line and legal
and administrative support to the legal practice.
50 clients assisted

Ashurst provides high-quality employment law
advice to women, with a focus on assisting
women who have been underpaid at work.
13 clients assisted

TUESDAY NIGHT
ADVICE CLINIC
VOLUNTEER SOLICITORS
Aarti Arora
Ramya Balachandren
Catherine Coles
Julie Dobinson
Laura Dowling
Tina Lee
Elaine Li
Margot McCabe
Leah McGowan
Sally McGuinness
Courtney Mullen
Anna Neilan

Magdalena Orczykowski
Debra Parker
Kate Riley
Phoebe Ryan
Ellen Russell
Monica Serci
Bernadette Smyth
Jenna Storrier
Lucy Stramandinoli
Emily Tighe
Anna Visser

CORPORATE SUPPORT
VOLUNTEERS
King & Wood Mallesons supports the Mulleun Mura
program, providing advice on discrete technical issues of
law affecting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander clients,
and information to support community legal education.

Executive Officer
Alison Killen

PRO/LOW BONO
BARRISTER ASSISTANCE

Beatrice Alexander
Jessica Apolinar
Lydia Corcoran
Mahalia Crawshaw
Brianna Hammerschmidt
Emily l’Ons
Divya Kamath

INTERNS

James Haddock
Merrilyn Davis
Sage Leslie

Lauren Cant
Claire Osborne

WOMEN'S LEGAL CENTRE

Brigid McCarthy
Georgina Mckay
Elizabeth Reardon

VOLUNTEER
LEGAL ASSISTANTS

The following barristers provided their services
to the Centre on a pro bono or reduced rate.
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The financial outcome for the Centre in
2019-20 resulted in a surplus of 6.5% of the
annual revenue. This is an unusually high
surplus, driven largely by COVID-19.
Despite significant disruptions to operations, the
Centre was able to maintain continuous service
delivery to clients through the period. However,
some planned projects and expenditure were
unable to be completed in the time period. The
Centre also received some COVID-19 crisis funding.

2019/20 also marked the last in a three year partnership
with RSM Australia. RSM has provided audit services to
the Centre on a pro bono basis. This has assisted the
Centre to ensure its finances are managed and acquitted
transparently and in line with all relevant standards. This
partnership has been particularly valuable to the Centre
through a time of significant and rapid financial growth.

As a service delivery organisation, employee
expenses accounted for the majority of expenditure.
The Centre also made modest investments to
improve our information technology, external
communications as well as support staff through
remote working arrangements due to COVID-19.

ADVICE LINE
VOLUNTEER SOLICITORS
Nina Eliseo
Sharyn Gist
Navreen Kular
Madeline Manning

Our clients’ matters can be complex, and we
collaborate with specialist practitioners to ensure
our client’s receive specialist expert advice. Tony
Lane, Head of Insolvency at Vincents Accountants
provides pro bono advice in relation to insolvency and
bankruptcy. Stephen Bourke, Director at SuperSplitting
and one of Australia’s leading superannuation
experts also provides his expertise the Centre.

Policy Advisor
Nadia Rosenman

The Board and the Finance and Risk Committee support good
financial governance for the organisation. Financial management
policies and procedures, robust internal control mechanisms
and timely, reliable and transparent financial information and
advice assists the Board to make sound financial decisions.

INCOME
Commonwealth Government

Samantha Khavin
Claudia Martin Lebon
Caitlin Plesek
Julia Quinn
Emma Roff
Hannah Webb
Janine Wan

ACT Government
Grants

$1,081,705.00
$592,992.00
$80,056.00

Other Income

$54,141.00

Donation

$14,501.00

TOTAL

$1,823,395.00

Despina Panagiotopoulos
Zoe Saunders
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RSM Australia Pty Ltd
Equinox Building 4, Level 2, 70 Kent Street Deakin ACT 2600
GPO Box 200 Canberra ACT 2601
T +61 (0) 2 6217 0300
F +61 (0) 2 6217 0401
www.rsm.com.au

INDEPENDENT AUDITOR’S REPORT

If, based on the work we have performed, we conclude that there is a material misstatement of this other
information, we are required to report that fact. We have nothing to report in this regard.
Responsibilities of Management and Those Charged with Governance for the Financial Report
The board members of the registered entity are responsible for the preparation of the financial report that gives a
true and fair view in accordance with Australian Accounting Standards and the Australian Charities and Not-forprofits Commission Act 2012 (ACNC Act) and for such internal control as the board members determine is
necessary to enable the preparation of the financial report that gives a true and fair view and is free from material
misstatement, whether due to fraud or error.
In preparing the financial report, the board members are responsible for assessing Women’s Legal Centre (ACT
& Region) Incorporated’s ability to continue as a going concern, disclosing, as applicable, matters related to going
concern and using the going concern basis of accounting unless management either intends to liquidate Women’s
Legal Centre (ACT & Region) Incorporated or to cease operations, or has no realistic alternative but to do so.

TO THE MEMBERS OF
WOMEN’S LEGAL CENTRE (ACT & REGION) INCORPORATED
Opinion
We have audited the financial report of Women’s Legal Centre (ACT & Region) Incorporated, which comprises
the statement of financial position as at 30 June 2020, the statement of comprehensive income, the statement of
changes in equity and the statement of cash flows for the year then ended, and notes to the financial statements,
including a summary of significant accounting policies, and the statement by members of the board.
In our opinion, the financial report of Women’s Legal Centre (ACT & Region) Incorporated has been prepared in
accordance with Australian Accounting Standards - Reduced Disclosure Requirements and Division 60 of the
Australian Charities and Not-for-profits Commission Act 2012, including:
(a)

giving a true and fair view of the registered entity’s financial position as at 30 June 2020 and of its financial
performance and cash flows for the year ended on that date; and

(b)

complying with Australian Accounting Standards and Division 60 of the Australian Charities and Not-forprofits Commission Regulation 2013.

Auditor's Responsibilities for the Audit of the Financial Report
Our objectives are to obtain reasonable assurance about whether the financial report as a whole is free from
material misstatement, whether due to fraud or error, and to issue an auditor's report that includes our opinion.
Reasonable assurance is a high level of assurance, but is not a guarantee that an audit conducted in accordance
with the Australian Auditing Standards will always detect a material misstatement when it exists. Misstatements
can arise from fraud or error and are considered material if, individually or in the aggregate, they could reasonably
be expected to influence the economic decisions of users taken on the basis of this financial report.
A further description of our responsibilities for the audit of the financial report is located at the Auditing and
Assurance Standards Board website at: http://www.auasb.gov.au/Pronouncements/Australian-AuditingStandards/Auditors-Responsibilities.aspx. This description forms part of our auditor's report.

Basis for Opinion
We conducted our audit in accordance with Australian Auditing Standards. Our responsibilities under those
standards are further described in the Auditor's Responsibilities for the Audit of the Financial Report section of
our report. We are independent of the Women’s Legal Centre (ACT & Region) Incorporated in accordance with
the ethical requirements of the Accounting Professional and Ethical Standards Board's APES 110 Code of Ethics
for Professional Accountants (the Code) that are relevant to our audit of the financial report in Australia. We have
also fulfilled our other ethical responsibilities in accordance with the Code.
We believe that the audit evidence we have obtained is sufficient and appropriate to provide a basis for our
opinion.

RSM Australia Pty Ltd

Canberra, Australian Capital Territory
Dated: 19 November 2020

Rodney Miller
Director

Other Information
Those charged with governance are responsible for the other information. The other information comprises the
information included in Women’s Legal Centre (ACT & Region) Incorporated's annual report for the year ended
30 June 2020, but does not include the financial report and the auditor's report thereon.
Our opinion on the financial report does not cover the other information and accordingly we do not express any
form of assurance conclusion thereon.
In connection with our audit of the financial report, our responsibility is to read the other information and, in doing
so, consider whether the other information is materially inconsistent with the financial report or our knowledge
obtained in the audit or otherwise appears to be materially misstated.
THE POWER OF BEING UNDERSTOOD
AUDIT | TAX | CONSULTING
RSM Australia Pty Ltd is a member of the RSM network and trades as RSM. RSM is the trading name used by the members of the RSM network. Each member of the RSM network is an independent
accounting and consulting firm which practices in its own right. The RSM network is not itself a separate legal entity in any jurisdiction.
RSM Australia Pty Ltd ACN 009 321 377 atf Birdanco Practice Trust ABN 65 319 382 479 trading as RSM

Liability limited by a scheme approved under Professional Standards Legislation
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