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This report focuses on the 2002/2003 year.
However, due to the delay in finalising this report
there will be some mention of important matters
which will have an impact on the Service in the
2003/2004 year and beyond.

VALS has again delivered a range of services to the
Koorie community and increased the number of services
provided in key areas.

Last year VALS initiated over 6000 new matters in the
criminal, civil and family law areas.
The number of criminal matters increased significantly
as did the family law matters.VALS capacity to do Family
law matters was boosted by the secondment of a Family
law solicitor from Victoria Legal Aid.This increased the
personnel in the Family Law section to three.

VALS has continued to participate in a range of forums
and networks with the aim of improving the quality of
justice that Indigenous peoples enjoy.The State
Government supported Aboriginal Justice Plan
continues to evolve and VALS is actively involved at a
State and regional level. Initiatives such as the Koorie
Court and the funding of a Community Justice project
at VALS are two examples of successful initiatives.

Unlike most other Australian States,Victoria still has not
decriminalised Public Drunkenness and VALS continues
to pursue this change. In the area of Chroming
legislation VALS was one of a number of organisations
making submissions that criminalising Chroming
would be counterproductive. Although police powers
to search, refer to a support service and take an
affected person to a safe place were legislated for,
Chroming was not criminalised.

VALS has employed an Indigenous Womens’ Justice
Forum Project worker to improve information and
service provision to Indigenous women.This was
funded with Community Initiatives Program money
via the Aboriginal Justice Plan.

VALS has established a Web site which can be found at
www.vals.org.au 

A report compiled by VALS research officers aimed at
improving diversion and police cautioning of juveniles
was completed and presented to a meeting of the
Aboriginal Justice Forum and this is likely to lead to the
establishment of some pilot projects at various locations
in the State.

In spite of these achievements, the future of the service
is now in doubt.

Last year, my Annual Report included the following
statement:

“We note with great interest the recently published
ATSIC - Office of Evaluation Report – ‘Evaluation of the
Legal and Preventative Services Program’ which states
in part – “ATSIC needs to seriously address the high
workloads, staff turnover and dissatisfaction of ATSILS
staff with their working conditions and remuneration”.

The report compared Aboriginal Legal Service costs
with Legal Aid costs and stated that if Legal Aid provided
a similar service it would cost $25,605,598 more than
the present Aboriginal Legal Services budget of
$38 million.The report forcefully argues that the ATSIC
administrative arms enthusiasm for an expansion of
tendering is not supported by the findings of the report.

With the release of the ATSIS Exposure Draft document
on 4th March 2004, it is now clear that ATSIS has decided
to significantly down size and restrict what Aboriginal
Legal Services are funded to do. It is also clear that
ATSIS want to encourage non-Indigenous Providers to
deliver these services.

VALS will be arguing that this will radically redefine and
change Aboriginal Legal Services. Aboriginal Legal
Services will no longer play the primary role in legal
service provision that they presently do but instead
become a secondary service more limited in scope than
a private legal firm.These changes will not create a
more effective legal service system for Aboriginal peo-
ples they will at best force Aboriginal peoples to use
already overstretched mainstream services and force the
State Governments to fund what is clearly a
Commonwealth Government responsibility.The changes
will represent the Commonwealth Government washing
their hands of the obligations which the Australian
people gave them in the 1967 referendum to provide
services to Aboriginal peoples.

VALS is seeking support to convince the government to
adopt more efficient ways to increase service
effectiveness and accountability.

Frank E. Guivarra

Annual Report  2

CHAIRPERSON’S REPORT



Annual Report  3

The unit is staffed by ten Client Service Officers, six of
whom are based in non metro offices and the other four
staff at the Fitzroy office.

The Metropolitan Client Service Officer staff are on a
on-call roster and respond to notifications from Victoria
Police (via Records Services Branch ) of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander persons detained in custody.

In total more than 70% of VALS Client Service Officer
work is delivered to rural based clients.

During the year several of the Client Service Officers
were involved in Regional Aboriginal Justice Advisory
Committees around Victoria. Client Service Officers are
to be congratulated for their hard work during a chal-
lenging year.

CLIENT SERVICE OFFICERS

Back row left to right: Willie Pepper and John Bell. Front and middle row left to right: Justin Downing,Wayne
Bell, Rosemary Lovett and David Atkinson.
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Frank Guivarra: Chairperson:
The current Chairperson has been involved with VALS
for a number of years. Frank has extensive experience
in Industrial Relations and Human Resource
Management, having worked in the area for over twenty
years. He is currently employed at the Victorian
Aboriginal Community Services Association Limited
(VACSAL). He has an involvement with Human Rights
forums and has attended international forums. He is the
Chairman of NAILSS and has represented NAILSS under
the auspices of the United Nations in Geneva.

Alfred Bamblett:
Alf Bamblett is an Elder and Leader of the Victorian
Aboriginal Community and the Executive Officer at
VACSAL. For over twenty years through key policy
making and management roles, Alf has held a number of
Executive positions and has been instrumental in shaping
many Aboriginal Community Organisations in Victoria.

Raymond Ahmat:
Originally from Queensland, Ray has been involved in
Aboriginal Affairs since coming to Victoria. He first
spent two years with Ngwala Willumbong in the Drug
and Rehabilitation Program before moving to VALS
where he spent a year as a Client Service Officer for the
Shepparton area. He is executive manager of Rumbalara
Aboriginal Co-operative where he manages the youth
and community programs.

Robert Pearce:
Robert has lived in Bairnsdale for 37 years. He has
4 daughters and 20 grandchildren. Robert has been
involved in Community Development for 30 years.
He is a founding member of Gippsland East Gippsland
Aboriginal Co-operative (GEGAC) which is now
33 years old. He has been on the Binjarru Regional
Council and with ATSIS from 1993-1996.

Terrie Stewart:
Terrie has been involved with VALS for over 10 years.
She has held positions within VALS such as Financial
Counsellor, Officer Manager, Client Service Officer and
Team Leader. Terrie has also held positions at the Bert
Williams Centre as a Youth Support worker and is
currently employed as a Koorie Support Worker at
Parkville Youth Residential Centre and Melbourne
Juvenile Justice Centre. She has been actively involved
in the criminal justice area for over 10 years.

Desmond Morgan:
Des is a Yorta Yorta man from the Murray/Goulburn
river area of Victoria/NSW. He has been an active
member of the Aboriginal community since 1984, hav-
ing served on   various local and state organisations,
Boards of Management Inc, Legal Service, Aborigines
Advancement League,VACSAL,VALEAI. He also served
a six year period as an ATSIC Regional Councilor and
Chair of Referenda Corp (Echuca) for several years and
a member of Yorta Yorta Nations Aboriginal
Corporation.

Lorraine (Bunta) Patten:
Lorraine is a Gunditjmara woman. She has been
involved in Koorie affairs for many years. She has been
a VALS Board member in the past and was the Manager
of the Gladys Nicholls Hostel in Northcote. She is the
Chair of the Weeroona Aboriginal Cemetery in
Greenvale. She was also an ATSIC Regional Councillor
for 5 years.

BOARD OF DIRECTORS
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STAFF (AS OF JUNE 30 2003)
Chief Executive Officer
Darren Lovett (Acting)

Corporate and Financial Services Unit
Executive Officer – Sam Firouzian

Legal Practice
Executive Officer – Jenny Clark

Legal Practice
Criminal Section
Kimberly Bott
Graeme Davis
Justin Wheelahan
Tim Whitehead
Becky Pattinson (Bairnsdale)

Civil Section
Michele Zaccaro

Family Law Section
Lorne Clements
Dennis Barry
Leah Billeam

Client Support Unit
Metropolitan
John Bell
Bradley Boon
Justin Downing

Regional
Wayne Bell (Heywood)
Ray Clarke (Mildura)
Willie Pepper (Morwell)
David Atkinson (Shepparton)
Clayton Ison (Swan Hill)
Lyn Morgan (Bairnsdale)

Legal Secretaries
Michelle Tapp
Lauren Harris
Raylene Hibbins (Bairnsdale)

Filing Clerk
Teresa Hofilena

Receptionist
Gary Bamblett

Research, Planning and
Development Unit
Research Officer – Kate Hairsine

Community Justice Unit
Project Officer 
Jan Muir (resigned: April 2003)
Project Officer – Melissa Morgan
Education Officer – Catie Pitman

Indigenous Women’s Justice
Forum
Project Officer – Melissa Morgan

Auditor
Eric Townsend
E Townsend & Co
Chartered Accountant
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Staff

Criminal Practice
During the financial year June 2002 to June 2003 we
enjoyed temporary stability in the staff of the criminal
practice. However, that has not continued into the early
part of 2004, and we have now seen the departure of
3 solicitors: Kimberley Bott, Justin Wheelahan and
Tim Whitehead.

We employed Francis Hill to fill the Bairnsdale position,
and has settled in well.

We have also appointed staff to fill the vacancies men-
tioned above.

The present criminal lawyers are:
1. Graeme Davis
2. Urfa Masood
3. Samantha Brown
4. Jillian Prior
5. John Sutton
6. David Podger (commencing 5 April 2004)

The departure of a number of staff disrupts service
generally, and particularly service to regions, where
local knowledge is a valuable commodity.

It is envisaged that Urfa Masood will continue to handle
West Gippsland (Moe);
Graeme Davis will be responsible for Swan Hill;
Samantha Brown will take over the Hume Region;
Jillian Prior will be responsible for the Murray River
(Mildura and Robinvale region); and 
John Sutton will handle the Western District.

Francis Hill remains in the Bairnsdale office.

The metropolitan courts are shared by all staff.

In the past I have handled the majority of serious
indictable cases. These files are now conducted by all
staff, under my supervision.

It is a continuing challenge for the Executive Officer to
balance casework responsibility and administrative
responsibility. That challenge is not lessened by the
turnover of staff, and the difficulty in attracting experi-
enced replacements.

The staff in the family practice and the civil practice
remain unchanged.

Family Practice
1. Lorne Clements
2. Denis Barry
3. Leah Billeam

We are fortunate to continue to receive the support of
Victoria Legal Aid through the secondment of Leah to
the family law section.

Civil Practice
Michel Zaccaro remains the civil solicitor.

Key Developments and Achievements

Koorie Court
Koorie Court has operated in Shepparton for approxi-
mately 2 years, for over a year at Broadmeadows, and
recently commenced in the Warrnambool region.

Significant Cases
VALS successfully reviewed the decision of a Magistrate
who found that chroming constituted the criminal
offence of offensive behaviour. This case involved a
young person. VALS decided to challenge the decision
because we believed the decision was wrong in law, and
because it was contrary to the intention of proposed
legislation to address the problem of young people abusing
volatile substances without making it a criminal offence.

We also proceeded with an application to the High
Court for special leave to appeal. This matter concerned
the factors that should be taken into account in
sentencing Aboriginal offenders, and in particular
childhood separation from family, childhood sexual
abuse and whether the significance of Aboriginality was
less for urban Aboriginals, as seemed to be suggested by
the majority in the Court of Appeal. Disappointingly,
this application was unsuccessful. However, the
minority judgement of Eames J in the Court of Appeal,
which contains a comprehensive review of factors to
be taken into account in sentencing Aboriginals has
received widespread acceptance in the County Court
and Supreme Court.

VALS has participated in the Volatile Substances Abuse
Protocols Advisory Committee. The committee is
developing protocols for the introduction of legislation
to address the problem of volatile substance abuse by
young people.

Jennifer Clark
Executive Officer –Legal Practice

LEGAL PRACTICE REPORT
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Including the Community Justice project and
Indigenous Women’s Justice Forum project

Introduction
Recent policy proposals (March 2004) from the Commonwealth
Government to tender out funds previously allocated to
Aboriginal Legal Services will mean that non Indigenous
organisations may in future be contracted to provide these
services.The tender proposal does not include prevention and
education, policy, research or test cases. Hence much of the
work of this unit would no longer be funded in future if the
tendering proposals proceed in their present form.

In the last financial year this unit managed two projects funded
by the State Government to supplement and extend work done
with Indigenous communities. Funding of $150,000 was
obtained for these projects.The unit in 2001-2002 made a
proposal which resulted in a successful secondment agreement
involving the Commonwealth Attorney General’s Department
and Victoria Legal Aid.This provides one additional full time
lawyer to the service and has proven a highly successful
arrangement in 2002-2003.The tendering policies being
embraced by the Commonwealth Government ignore the “value
adding” and leverage that a wholistic Aboriginal Legal Service
can provide. It is unfortunate for the Indigenous community
that the Commonwealth Government have developed a tender
policy which ignores the value of this work and the many other
valuable aspects of Aboriginal Legal Services.

The Research Planning and Development Unit
provides information, advice, referral and
support and advocates for improved laws, legal
system operation, diversion and prevention
strategies. Additionally the Unit has a number
of organisational support roles in relation to
preparation of funding submissions, library,
information technology and file management.

Highlights of the 2002-2003 year

The Unit has continued to work with Koorie
communities via its community justice project work,
Indigenous Women’s Justice Forum project and liaison
with VALS Client Service officers and legal staff.

It has:
✓ Employed an Indigenous Women's Justice Forum 

project worker
✓ Held launches of the Be Strong Use Your Rights kit in

the metropolitan area and in Gippsland
✓ Participated in the Department of Justice’s justice 

plan workshop
✓ Obtained a legal opinion about the capacity of Client 

Service Officers to play the role of Independent third
person in police interviews of juveniles

✓ Secured funding from the Department of Justice for 
the Community Justice project

✓ Provided a research report on improvements to 
diversion and police cautioning of juveniles to the 
Aboriginal Justice Forum (Discussions are continuing
about developing a pilot project)

✓ Co-hosted with the Victorian Council of Social 
Services a public forum, “Missing Stories in the Tough
on Crime Debate” (Speakers were Alf Bamblett,
Aboriginal Justice Advisory Committee and Nick 
Cowdrey Director of Public Prosecutions NSW

✓ Research about and Meeting with the Law Reform 
Commission of Victoria about their Defences to 
Homicide Review 

✓ Made a submission to the State Government about 
the establishment of a Sentencing Council

✓ Made a submission to the Commonwealth 
Government about proposed changes to the Human 
Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission

✓ Finalised content for the VALS web site 
(www.vals.org.au)

✓ Made a submission to ATSIS about proposed changes 
to the funding formula that applies to the state by 
state allocation of funds to Aboriginal Legal Services

✓ Oversee new computers and other I.T.
improvements

✓ Further submissions about the Community Justice 
Program review and the Police Aboriginal Issues Unit
policy review

✓ Worked more closely with the Ombudsman’s Office,
Consumer Affairs Department Indigenous Issues Unit
and Equal Opportunity Commission

RESEARCH, PLANNING AND DEVELOPMENT UNIT
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Key Tasks of the Unit

• Provide information to the CEO and Board about 
government policy and programs

• Provide information to the public, including media 
and human service organisations about VALS and 
issues affecting Koories

• Provide Community Legal Education  to Koorie 
community members

• Do research about policy changes and issues affecting
the Koorie community

• Record details of all client matters; create files and 
maintain and improve the VALS data base.

• Coordinate information technology planning and 
maintenance

• Library maintenance including updating all legal 
loose leaf systems

• Represent the service at meetings with government 
departments and other organisations

• Contribute to the services ongoing activities and 
development via assistance with funding submissions 
and training issues.

• Provide quarterly reports to ATSIC on the service's 
activities.

Staff
Thanks to all the staff who worked in the Unit.
Teresa Hofilena has been at VALS for seven years and
coordinates the filing and data entry area. She continues
to deal with an ever increasing volume of files.
In 2002-2003 plans to destroy old files came to fruition.

Thanks also to Catie Pitman who has continued to
provide strong support and critical thought to the
development of the Community Justice Project.
Thanks to departing staff Jan Muir and Sharon Firebrace
for their hard work and best wishes to them in their new
positions.

Welcome to Melissa Morgan, the Indigenous Women’s
Justice project worker and Kate Hairsine who
commenced at VALS in October 2002 as the Research
Officer.Thanks also to Emma Moss who has been a
regular volunteer assisting with research tasks and
recently joined the salaried staff in a part time capacity.

Indigenous Women’s Justice Forum
This forum was established by the Community Justice
workers in April 2001.The forum secured a Community
Initiatives grant from the Regional Aboriginal Justice
forum. Due to difficulties in recruiting a project worker
the project was not fully operational until April 2003.
The quarterly forum provides a regular opportunity for
Indigenous women and some key mainstream services to
discuss policy issues, government proposals and hear
from guest speakers.

Statistics
Last year VALS opened more than 6000 new matters.
A “matter” could involve one or more charges that
occurred at the same time.The number of criminal law
matters increased significantly as did the number of
Family law matters. Family law includes child protection
cases. Delays in recruiting new staff meant that the
number of Family Law matters commenced in
2001-2002 dropped from 168 to 90.In 2002-2003
with positions filled including the new seconded
position from Legal Aid VALS opened 284 new family
law matters.

Male-Female work balance

The percentage of lawyer time spent on matters
involving female clients was 37%.
Although the number of new matters opened for female
clients is 22% the time spent by lawyers is higher than
this as more than 50% of all the civil and family law
relates to female clients and these civil and family
matters often involve multiple hearings and continue
over many months.

The percentage of appeals for criminal matters which
were successful was 78%.

Robin Inglis (Executive Officer - Research,
Planning & Development Unit)
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Gary Bamblett Front Office Reception,Teresa Hofilena Filing Clerk, Loretta
O’Neil Community Justice Project Worker and Michele Zaccaro Civil Lawyer.

Melissa Morgan Indigenous Womens Forum Project Worker

Graeme Davis, Legal Practice 
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The Corporate & Financial Services Unit is responsible
for maintaining the financial framework and structure
which supports all operational areas of the organisation.
This involves ensuring that VALS meets its statutory
obligations and maintains a reliable system of internal
controls which is designed to reasonably ensure that all
transactions are authorised in accordance with approved
management procedures, that all transactions are
properly recorded and that the assets of the
Co-operative are safeguarded.

VALS principal cost is staff salaries, with other major
expenses being outside briefs, motor vehicle running,
telephone and travel. Take together these expenses
account for 98% of the recurrent funding provided to
VALS by ATSIS in 2002/03. A full analysis of Income
and Expenditure is provided in the Annual Financial
Statements.

Reports are provided by means of monthly Financial
Reports to the Board of Directors, half yearly reports to
ATSIS and Annual Reports to Members. Each one is
provided with varying analysis according to their needs
and statutory obligations.

The Service is primarily funded by ATSIS by means of
quarterly grant payments in advance. Payments are
made only if satisfactory Financial Reports have been

submitted in accordance with VALS contractual
agreement with ATSIS. Tied to ATSIS grants, there are
additional terms and conditions that require VALS to
undertake a range of accountability procedures.

The Commonwealth Government provides funding to
VALS for Emergency Relief to those in need of financial
or food assistance. Assistance is only provided after an
assessment of each application.

There has been no change in accounting procedures
during the year.

VALS budgets for break-even endeavours to end of the
year just under budget in order to protect the capital
base of the organisation and to ensure that we have
sufficient funds to meet the needs of unplanned events.

The Balance Sheet shows the strong stability position as
at 30 June 2003 with a 1.56% increase in the value of
current assets over current liabilities. Capital expenditure
was modest during the year, and it is anticipated that this
will remain the same during 2003/2004.

Sam Firouzian
Corporate & Financial Services Unit - 
Executive Officer

FINANCE & CORPORATE SERVICES UNIT



Annual Report  11

Statement of Financial Position as of June 30 2003

VICTORIAN ABORIGINAL LEGAL SERVICE CO-OPERATIVE LTD
ANNUAL REPORT 2002 - 2003

CONSOLIDATED
TRADING PROFIT AND LOSS STATEMENT

FOR THE YEAR ENDED 30 JUNE 2003

2003 2002
INCOME $ $

Grants 
Atsic 2,339,172 2,269,578 
Other 30,818 15,678 
Transfer from Last year Current Liability 384,200 395,390 

2,754,190 2,680,646
Other Income
Member Subscriptions 55 121 
Bank Interest 35,756 35,232 
Reimbursements Received 6,960 6,226 
Legal Costs Recovered 28,253 47,100 
Legal Aid Reimbursed 50,658 34,576 
Donations 4,550 5,700 
Profit/-Loss on sale of Non-current Assets 150 -   

126,382 128,955
Sum of Income 2,880,572 2,809,601 
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2003 2002
EXPENDITURE $ $

Salaries 1,372,889 1,301,692 
Superannuation 119,683 112,164 
Workcover 15,701 16,259 
Annual Leave Accrual Expense 129 (24,425)
Long Service Leave Accrual Expense 4,393 12,106 
Motor Vehicles - Fuel 39,950 39,996 
Motor Vehicles - Leases & Repairs 96,953 98,955 
Repairs & Maintenance - Buildings 2,451 3,168 
Repairs & Maintenance  - Plant 1,021 1,400 
Reparis & Maintenance - Computers 8,941 10,576 
Depreciaition - Furn Fittings & Equip 37,171 31,537 
Depreciation - Motor Vehicles 24,058 21,933 
Depreciation - Buildings 18,657 18,656 
Audit Fees 9,250 8,000 
Equipment hire 13,477 14,528 
Outside Briefs 367,592 330,549 
Bank Charges 1,344 1,731 
Cleaning 23,805 19,986 
Insurance 19,798 16,767 
Annual General Meeting Expenses 7,772 3,490 
Directors Meeting Expenses 1,410 2,261 
Other Meeting Expenses 2,596 2,540 
Postage 11,431 11,834 
Rates 10,198 10,771 
Rent 36,357 34,690 
Telephone 84,495 78,726 
Staff Training 2,822 2,523 
Library Expenses 14,920 17,355 
Security 7,788 6,863 
Storage 3,613 3,363 
Staff Amenities 3,383 1,992 
Advertising 13,030 12,869 
Fringe Benefit Tax 4,600 8,801 
Practicing Certificates 5,821 5,932 
Subscriptions 7,010 2,609 
Food Vouchers 360 980 
Legal Fees 2,500 3,607 
Sundries 57,377 42,363 
Electricity & Gas 14,264 13,579 
Printing & Stationery 34,203 26,108 
Travel 91,192 96,446 
Current Liability Carried Forward 140,549 384,200 

Sum of Expenditure 2,734,954 2,809,480 

OPERATING PROFIT/-LOSS BEFORE INCOME TAX 145,618 121 

Statement of Financial Position as of June 30 2003



Note 2003 2002
$ $

CURRENT ASSETS
Cash 15 908,739 1,051,413 
Receivables 4 37,227 8,037 
Prepayments 22,230 30,438 

TOTAL CURRENT ASSETS 968,196 1,089,888 

NON-CURRENT ASSETS
Property, Plant & Equipment 5 1,111,807 1,072,968 

TOTAL NON-CURRENT ASSETS 1,111,807 1,072,968 

TOTAL ASSETS 2,080,003 2,162,856 

CURRENT LIABILITIES
Payable & Accruals 144,875 115,617 
Provisions 6 159,534 173,611 
Unspent Grant Funds 7 140,549 384,200 

TOTAL CURRENT LIABILITIES 444,958 673,429 

TOTAL LIABILITIES 444,958 673,429 

NET ASSETS 1,635,045 1,489,427 

MEMBERS FUNDS
Members Share Capital 8 304 304 
Reserves 9 6 6 
Retained Surplus 1,634,735 1,489,117 

TOTAL MEMBERS FUNDS 1,635,045 1,489,427 

Statement of Financial Position as of June 30 2003
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