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VICTORIAN ABORIGINAL LEGAL SERVICE 

About Us 

Welcome to the Annual Report of 2014-

2015 of the Victorian Aboriginal Legal 

Service (VALS).  

VALS was established in 1973. In 2015, it 

will be 40 years since our incorporation in 

1975. VALS was established as, and 

remains, an Aboriginal Community 

Controlled Organisation, with its focus on 

ensuring Victorian Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander people enjoy and exercise 

their legal rights, are aware of their 

responsibilities under the law, and have 

access to appropriate legal representation 

in the legal system. 

VALS is the only Victorian organisation 

funded by the Australian Government 

under the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Legal Services program (known 

as the Indigenous Legal Assistance 

Program).  

Understanding that an individual’s legal 

problem is the result of a challenging set 

of individual issues, VALS seeks to 

provide supports that are not limited to 

legal services. As such, we support 

thousands of people within the Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander community in 

Victoria with a range of services including: 

 legal services such as advice, 

representation and case work in 

criminal, family (including child 

protection) and civil law); 

 client support services in addition 

to legal services, aimed at 

providing the link between law 

and community; 

 pre and post prison release 

support services to facilitate 

positive transition back into 

community 

 community legal education to 

ensure our mob know their legal 

rights and responsibilities and 

know who to turn to when in need 

 providing analysis and advice on 

the impact of law and other social 

factors on our community 

 advocating systemically for the 

rights of Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander people when they 

interact with the legal system 

 building awareness and 

understanding of the broader legal 

system, and the general public, of 

specific issues facing Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander people 

in legal system and beyond.  

VALS looks for sustainable responses to 

legal problems. This means we support 

investigation and use of therapeutic and 

preventative approaches to reduce the 

interaction our clients and community 

have with the legal system and produce 

longer lasting outcomes for our clients.   

 



  

Report from the 

Chairperson, Des 

Morgan 

 

On behalf of the VALS’ Board I am pleased 

to present to you our 2014-15 annual 

report. 

 

VALS is an organisation that naturally 

attracts staff and volunteers who are 

passionate about social justice.  We have 

dedicated staff across a range of program 

areas and all of our staff focus on our 

overarching goal, reducing 

overrepresentation of Aboriginal people in 

the justice system in Victoria and across 

Australia. 

 

Members of the VALS’ Board are 

committed to reducing the rate of contact 

Aboriginal people have with the justice 

system and importantly reducing the over-

representation of Aboriginal people in 

Victorian prisons across all age groups. 

 

The 2014-2015 year saw additional service 

changes to increase VALS participation in 

the justice space and provide additional 

services to the community. 

 

Alongside our well established Legal 

Practice (Criminal, Family and Civil) and 

our Community Justice Programs, new 

funding opportunities saw the 

implementation of a Special Programs 

worker, this year focusing on the two Royal 

Commission’s being undertaken both by 

the Commonwealth and the State of 

Victoria, and the establishment of the 

ReConnect Program, a post release 

prisoner support program to aide in the 

VALS holistic community service model. 

 

The VALS Board was excited and proud to 

mark this year as the VALS 40th year of 

service delivery to the Victorian 

community and celebrated this milestone 

by hosting a community dinner at the 

Fitzroy Town Hall. The event was well 

attended and most importantly was about 

celebrating this milestone with the 

community that it serves.  At this 

celebration, the naming of the community 

and Board rooms at VALS was announced.  

I’m proud to say Aunty Bunta’s long 

standing service to the community was 

recognised by having our community room 

named after her.  I am also honoured that 

the Board room at VALS is to be named 

after me. 

 

Although there are many moments at any 

point during the year to celebrate and mark 

achievements of the organisation, there is 

often also moments of great sadness. 

 

This year it was with great sorrow and grief 

that we marked the passing of a VALS 

family member and long serving Board 

Member, Dr. Uncle Alf Bamblett.  We have 

established an annual study grant for 

students which will be granted by 

expression of interest, and focus on both 

lore and law. 

 

On behalf of my fellow Board Members and 

the VALS organisation, I acknowledge the 

amazing work of a great community man 

and respected Elder whom believe 

passionately in the work of the VALS 

organisation. He is and will be greatly 

missed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

  

We also lost a long standing staff member 

of VALS, and an iconic figure in his own 

community, Wayne ‘Swisha’ Bell.  He was 

legendary community member with a 

mighty heart, whose focus was always to 

work for his people.  He worked for VALS 

for over 20 years.  He was passionate about 

justice, and worked hard to make sure his 

people got second chances.  We miss him 

greatly. 

 

Lastly, but not least, I thank the VALS 

staff members for their ongoing dedication 

to the work and their service to the 

Victorian community in an effort to ensure 

that Aboriginal people are treated 

equitably before the law in and out of the 

courtrooms.  

 

In closing, I thank my fellow Board 

members for their commitment to ensuring 

that VALS continues to take a leading role 

in Aboriginal justice in Victoria and look 

forward to work that awaits us in the 

upcoming year. 

 

  



  

VALS Board of Directors 

 

Des Morgan - Chairperson 
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, having served on 

various local and state organisations, Boards of 

Management Inc, Legal Service, Aborigines 

Advancement League, VACSAL and VAEAI. He also 

served a six year period as an ATSIC Regional Councilor 

and past Chair of NJERNDA (Echuca) for several years 

and a member of Yorta Yorta Nations Aboriginal 

Corporation. 

Alfred Bamblett: Director 

(In Memory) 
Dr Alf Bamblett is Leader of the 

Victorian Aboriginal Community and 

the Executive Officer at the 

Victorian Aboriginal Community 

Services Association Limited 

(VACSAL). Alf’s father was a 

Wiradjeri man and his mother a 

Yorta Yorta woman and hence he 

has a biological and kinship 

relationship with many Victorian 

Aboriginal families. 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.  

Irene Morris: Director  
Irene is a Wurundjeri Elder who has 

worked in Aboriginal Community 

Controlled Organisations for nearly 30 

years.  

Irene has worked with many Aboriginal 

community organisations, co-ops and 

sporting groups across the state of 

Victoria to provide support and 

education on corporate governance 

structures and corporate responsibilities. 

Irene has a passion for youth education 

and welfare in ensuring that young 

people are receiving the opportunities in 

life that they deserve. 

 

Lorraine (Bunta) Patten: 

Secretary 
Lorraine is a Gunditjmara woman. She 

has been involved in Koori 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.  

Leigh Saunders: 

Director 
Leigh Saunders is a proud 

Bangerang and Yorta 

Yorta man. He grew up in 

Mooroopna, later moving 

to Melbourne to complete 

VCE. Leigh worked for a 

number of years with 

VACCA as the Koorie 

Cultural Placement and 

Support Worker before 

moving over to VACSAL as 

the project officer for 

Aboriginal Gambling 

Awareness Service. 

 

Amanda Dunstall: 

Director  
Amanda is a 

Gunditjmara woman 

who is currently 

undertaking a Bachelor 

of Social Work.  

Amanda has previously 

worked for VACCA, 

VALS, VACSAL and 

Victoria Police.  

Amanda is currently 

working for the 

Department of 

Education.  Amanda 

has, through her tireless 

work, shown she is 

passionate about social 

justice for Koori people. 

 

Larry Kanoa: Treasurer 
Larry is a Gunditjmara man born 

in Mooroopna. He has been 

actively involved in Aboriginal 

affairs since 1983 with a strong 

background in Koori education 

and as a client service officer 

with VALS. He has represented 

the Aboriginal community at 

local, state and national forums 

including the Regional 

Aboriginal Justice Advisory 

Committee, the Aboriginal 

Justice Forum, VAEAI and ATSIC. 

Larry’s current role is as an 

Indigenous Community 

Development Broker with the 

Victorian Office of Aboriginal 

Affairs.  



  

  

Vale Dr Alf Bamblett 

Dr Alf Bamblett, Uncle Alf to many of us, 

was an driving force in the establishment 

of the Victorian Aboriginal Legal Service 

in the 1970s. At the time of his death, at 

age 71, he was a serving board member, 

still providing guidance and vision for not 

only our organisation, but for the broader 

issues of justice for Aboriginal people in 

the Victorian community.  

A proud Yorta Yorta,  Bangerang and 

Wiradjuri man, Uncle Alf was raised on 

an Aboriginal reserve outside of Leeton in 

New South Wales. It was the injustices 

Uncle Alf saw as a young man when he 

moved to Fitzroy that fired his spirit to 

seek justice.  

The list of achievements and accolades for 

Uncle Alf is long. They represent his 

impact and influence within not only 

Victoria but at a national level also. 

Recognising the interconnectedness of so 

many issues facing Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander people, his involvement in 

organisations covering justice, education 

and community services reflects the 

importance of understanding our 

community’s issues in a holistic way. He 

was a key member of the Victorian 

Aboriginal Education Association 

Incorporated and helped start the 

Victorian Aboriginal Community Services 

Association, which advised the 

government on service delivery. He 

worked there until his death. 

His love of the Fitzroy Stars Football and 

Netball teams and his love of music 

through the performances and recordings 

of the Stray Blacks were further 

testament to his ability to connect with 

and give to others.  

Dr Bamblett was awarded an honorary 

doctorate from Deakin University in 2004 

in recognition of his outstanding 

contribution to Aboriginal affairs, the 

Koori community and Deakin's Institute 

of Koori Education. He was also a Director 

of the Victorian Aboriginal Child Care 

Agency and Executive member of 

Secretariat for National Aboriginal and 

Island Child Care advocating for equality 

and services for Aboriginal children. 

Dr Bamblett influenced government policy 

and fought for justice as Victorian 

Commissioner on the Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Island Commission from 

1991 to 1995, helping foster "real and 

sustained change" in response to the 

Royal Commission into Aboriginal deaths 

in custody. Part of this response was the 

development and implementation of the 

Aboriginal Justice Agreement, in which 

Uncle Alf was instrumental. The 

development and growth of the Koori 

Courts in Victoria reflects Uncle Alf’s 

guidance.   

He was named Victorian Aboriginal of the 

Year by NAIDOC (National Aboriginal 

and Islander Day Observance Committee) 

in 1994 and he was inducted to the 

Victorian Indigenous Honour Roll in 2011. 

VALS is proud to have had such a man as 

Dr Alf Bamblett involved in our 

organisation from our beginnings and his 

legacy will continue to be reflected in the 

work we do and how we pursue justice for 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

people in Victoria.



  

   

Report from the Chief Executive Officer, 

Wayne Muir 

The 2014-2015 year has seen many 

changes and challenges to the VALS 

organisation.   

Over the last 12 months, and moving 

forward into the new financial year, the 

VALS Board, Management and staff 

members have been involved in broad 

service delivery planning to ensure that 

we are finding the balance between the 

expectations of the Victorian Aboriginal 

community of what a VALS service looks 

like and the high level demand on the 

VALS organisation by the justice system, 

and by expansions the staff, to meet this 

high legal demand. 

In line with past recent past years, we 

have expanded our staffing, service 

delivery and community legal education to 

ensure we had the widest reach into the 

community, providing the best service 

efficiently and effectively. However, we do 

this in the context of increased funding 

into policing, legal systems and prisons 

which puts pressure on our service 

delivery.   

We have maintained our commitments to 

working in partnership with 

Commonwealth, State and local 

Governments to advocate for systemic 

change and achieve better outcomes in the 

justice space.   

Under a grant of funding from the 

Commonwealth the VALS established a 

new position to actively engage in both the 

Commonwealth Royal Commission into 

Institutional Responses to Child Abuse 

and the Victorian State Government Royal 

Commission into Family Violence.  

This program has provided; community 

consultation meetings regarding the Royal 

Commission processes, support to 

individual community members wanting 

to provide statements to the Royal 

Commission, research responses on behalf 

of VALS on the Royal Commission topics, 

including the proposed Redress Scheme 

for victims.   

The addition of the VALS ReConnect 

Program, a post release prisoner support, 

has been funded by Corrections Victoria 

and will further complement our other 

Community Justice Programs and will 

aide in the VALS holistic community 

service model. 

I would like to echo the sentiments of our 

VALS Chairperson, that with all that has 

been achieved this year, it was with our 

deepest sympathies we remember one of 

our longest serving Board members Dr. 

Uncle Alf Bamblett. 

In consultation with the Bamblett family, 

VALS was honoured to announce during 

the celebration of 40 years of VALS 

service delivery to the Victorian 

community, that VALS will be 

establishing an annual bursary in the 

name of Dr. Alf Bamblett that will be 

available to a student undertaking a 

degree in a social justice related area. 

Like our Chair, I would like to sincerely 

thank our Board, our staff and our 

volunteers for their professionalism, hard 

work and commitment. 



  

 

    

Organisational Structure  



  

   

 

VALS by the numbers 

 

 

CLIENT CASEWORK                

       

Law 

Type Activity 2014 Q2 2014 Q3 2014 Q4 2015 Q1 TOTAL 

Civil Advice Only 57 106 95 107 365 

Civil Casework 41 87 62 41 231 

Criminal Advice Only 2 4 10 3 19 

Criminal Advice/Information 2004 2157 2430 2489 9080 

Criminal Casework 830 869 727 827 3253 

Criminal Duty Work 10 13 5 12 40 

Family Advice Only 56 28 83 69 236 

Family Casework 68 93 86 71 318 

 TOTALS 3068 3357 3498 3619 13542 

 

 

 

 

VALS Casework by Gender by Quarter Trend Report 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Law 
Type 

Gender 2014 
Q3 

2014 
Q4 

2015 
Q1 

2015 
Q2 

Total 

Civil F 50 34 29 25 138 

Civil M 37 26 10 17 85 

Criminal F 252 204 244 226 926 

Criminal M 612 519 580 491 2202 

Family F 43 43 36 23 145 

Family M 50 42 35 40 167 

 Total 1044 868 934 822 3663 



  

   

 

 

 

 

CASEWORK BY LAW TYPE AND GENDER TREND 
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POLICE CUSTODY NOTIFICATION BY AGE TREND 
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The Legal Practice 

Report from the Legal Practice Manager, Sarah Jefford 

 

There have been many changes and challenges across the legal practice during 2014-15. We have 

been working hard to improve our systems, processes and practices in order to deliver better, more 

efficient and culturally-sensitive legal assistance to the community. 

 

We endeavour to offer an holistic and supportive service to our clients, which means providing 

professional development to our staff to ensure they can respond to the client’s needs. Much of the 

feedback from our clients is that they want more time with their lawyer, and want the same lawyer 

to help them with their matters. This is challenging for us as lawyers, as we often specialise in 

only one area of law. This past year has seen several of our lawyers take on the challenge of 

learning new areas of law, rotating between the Civil, Criminal and Family Law sections and 

developing their skills and experience. We also to train our lawyers in assessing each client’s ‘legal 

health’ so they can ensure the ‘whole client’ is assisted rather than discrete issues. 

 

During the year, Sarah Jefford moved into the new role of Practice Manager, and Meena Singh 

became the Executive Officer – Legal Practice and Strategy. This development has allowed both 

incumbents to work to their strengths, with Meena having a broad view of the legal practice within 

the greater context of VALS and the wider community; whilst Sarah focuses on day-to-day 

management of staff, professional development and quality assurance. 

 

One of our priorities in the past twelve months has been to join the Legal Aid Panels for 

Practitioners, across all jurisdictions. Membership of the Panels allows us to apply for grants of 

legal assistance on behalf of clients, but obtaining Certification has been a challenge. The criteria 

for membership is strict and requires our lawyers to have sufficient expertise in their jurisdiction. 

As many of our lawyers have less than 5 years’ experience, and staffing is a moving feast, it is 

difficult to meet the VLA standards. We believe we provide high-quality legal representation and 

our lawyers are top class, and the VLA processes are providing a good opportunity to ensure our 

own processes and standards are up to scratch. 

 

This past year has been one of enormous changes, with new directions and priorities, fresh ideas 

and building new relationships. We are positive about moving forward and further growing the 

legal team to provide holistic, culturally sensitive, comprehensive advocacy and legal services to 

the community.  

 

 

 

Civil Law Section 

 

There has been some changes over the past 12 months in the Civil Team. Chelsea Candy came on 

board in late 2014 as the new Senior Civil Lawyer. Tim Christensen, Civil Lawyer, has been on a 

secondment to VLA’s Civil Section, which has been a valuable arrangement both for VALS and 

VLA. Tim was able to fill a staffing gap at VLA, whilst furthering his own professional development 

for the benefit of himself and VALS. During Tim’s time at VLA, Pekeri Ruska filled his role in the 

Civil team, seconded from the Criminal Law team. Pekeri later resigned from VALS to return to 

her community on Stradbroke Island, where she intends on opening her own law practice. 

 



  

  

During the year, we also implemented a secondment arrangement between the legal teams, with 

one lawyer from each of the Civil, Family and Criminal Law teams swapping seats and spending 

up to 12 months in another team. This included Ali Besiroglu moving into the Civil Team, where 

he quickly adapted his criminal law advocacy skills to the Civil law arena. Ali and Michael 

Haralambous (Civil Paralegal) have been working very hard on a high-profile Coronial Inquest.  

Sophia Blosfelds returned from maternity leave, and Nerita Waight moved into the Family Law 

team for a secondment opportunity.  

 

Chelsea has led the team through many changes in the past year, including a full review of the 

Civil Law practice. This involved analysing several studies into Indigenous legal needs and 

developing strategic plans for the Civil team – determining which matters they could assist with, 

and which matters required a referral to a pro bono law firm or other community legal service. To 

that end, Chelsea and the team have spent considerable time building relationships with pro bono 

law firms and community legal services, to ensure clients who are referred out of VALS are 

provided with appropriate and sensitive legal representation. 

 

The Civil team has had a number of interesting cases this past year, and had some great wins. 

They have been involved in several cases of discrimination and racism, assisted clients to make 

police complaints, victims of crime applications, advocated for clients facing homelessness, and 

assisted with several coronial matters. The Civil team is leading the way in advocating for the 

aboriginal community beyond the traditional model of legal representation. 

 

 

Family Law 

 

The family law team consists of a Senior Family Lawyer, two family lawyers, and one family lawyer 

seconded from VLA. We also have one family law secretary. During this year, Ara Blaker was our 

Senior Family Lawyer until she left in May. Ara provided a grounded and steady presence in the 

team, and was responsible for many improvements to the practice. Jarrah Jones and Janelle 

Cooper held the family lawyer positions, and Janelle was seconded to the Criminal Law team, 

bringing Nerita Waight from Civil over to Family Law. The changes have been productive and 

refreshing and the team is strong and energetic. 

 

Our largest clientele is from the Children’s Court (Family Division) jurisdiction, particularly 

representing parents involved with child protection matters with the Department of Health and 

Human Services. Aboriginal children are many more times more likely to be in out of home care 

than non-aboriginal children, and our clients face many challenges in engaging with child 

protection. We continue to seek ways of growing our practice and recognition of the right for 

Aboriginal families to self determination and Aboriginal parents and children to be represented by 

Aboriginal legal service. This includes our seeking membership to the VLA Child Protection Panel, 

which would allow us to apply for grants of aid and retain clients rather than having to refer out 

to private practitioners. We continue to work with VLA.  

 

In the next year we will build our presence in both the family law and child protection jurisdictions 

and make particular efforts to forge networks in those areas. This includes on court user groups, 

and family law pathway networks. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

  

Criminal Law 

 

This past year saw the arrival of our new Inhouse Counsel in Tony Hager, who arrived from the 

Western Australian Aboriginal Legal Service. The Inhouse Counsel role was established to provide 

a consistent and stable advocate for the legal practice, allowing lawyers to brief Inhouse Counsel 

without needing to secure a barrister, and providing clients with a better quality of service. Tony 

has been a great addition to the team, settling in quickly and establishing himself as a talented 

and skilled advocate. We are pleased too that our brief-out to external barristers has reduced as a 

result. 

 

The criminal law team has remained stable for much of the year. Jacob Mildren (paralegal) was 

able to step up into a lawyer role through a secondment opportunity, which further provided an 

opportunity for Peter Sublet to come on board as an employee paralegal. Peter had previously 

completed his practical legal training at VALS and stayed on as a volunteer. It has been positive 

to be able to see several of our volunteers come through as employees as they complete their 

education. 

 

In the coming months we will see significant staff change in the team, with several of the lawyers 

moving on to go to the Bar, or other opportunities. This in turn provides opportunities for other 

lawyers to step up into new roles and take on other responsibilities. 

 

Client Response 

 

We receive many feedback forms from clients. On the whole, it is generally positive. Some 

constructive feedback includes that our lawyers are sometimes too busy to spend much time with 

clients, which can affect the client’s overall court experience and appreciation of the outcome. Other 

feedback includes having difficulty getting through our busy phone lines and making contact with 

the lawyer. On the other hand, positive feedback has included: 

 

“Everything about VALS was extremely good. Keep up the great work you’re all doing for our 

communities around the State.” 

 

“Thank you for always being contact with me throughout this process.” 

 

“Going to Court is an extremely difficult time for anyone. But I think having [lawyer] represent 

me, made it easier for me to attend the court proceedings. 

 

Further Collaborations 

 

We have excellent relationships with Aboriginal Liaison Officers at Courts and prisons around the 

State. We have also developed great relationships with other community legal centres and the 

Federation of CLCs, and this has included working with several CLCs to develop Reconciliation 

Action Plans and Memorandums of Understanding. The Civil section in particular has worked 

hard on developing stakeholder relationships with pro bono law firms to ensure our clients have 

workable pathways to legal assistance outside of VALS. We have valuable relationships with the 

police and prosecutors, including for professional development such as participating in Moots 

(advocacy exercises). VLA launched its Reconciliation Action Plan earlier in the year and we have 

productive collaborations with parts of the organisation 

 

 

 



  

  

 

Community Justice Programs 

Report from the Manager, Community Justice Programs, Peter 

Rotumah 
 

 

On behalf of the staff of the Community Justice Program section I would like to acknowledge the 

people of the Aboriginal Nations that we work on and pay respects to their Elders both past and 

present. 

 

VALS has suffered a great loss during this period with the passing of Wayne “Swisha” Bell. Swisha 

was a tireless worker as the Barwon Southwest Client Service Officer (CSO) as well as coordinating 

the Palawarra Aboriginal Community Justice Panel in the region for over 20 years and was a well-

respected Elder and Brother by all who knew and worked with him. He will be missed. 

 

Another great loss to our community was the passing of Dr Alf Bamblett. Alf had an enormous 

impact in the sphere of Aboriginal Affairs and was one of the main drivers for the development and 

implementation of the Aboriginal Justice Agreement. In addition Alf was passionate about his 

community and was instrumental in the rebirth of the Fitzroy Stars as well as leading his band, 

Stray Blacks at many Koori community events. R.I.P. Alf. 

 

The Community Justice Program (CJP) has experienced a number of staff changes during 2014/15 

across all of its associated programs. Long term position vacnacies included;  

- Western Suburbs Local Justice Worker position was advertised through community 

promotion, the position was finally filled in December 2014.  

- Central Gippsland CSO, this position was filled in May 2015.  

- Southwest (formerly Barwon Southwest) CSO position was restructured to one full-time 

and a two day part-time positions, with all position filled by early 2015. 

Community Justice Programs

Client Service 
Officers - Metro

Client Service 
Officers - Regional

Local Justice 
Workers

Northern Metro

Southern Metro

Western Metro

ReConnect 
Program

Statewide 
Aboriginal 

Community 
Justice Panels

Aboriginal 
Children & 

Families Justice 
Program



  

  

- There was also staffing changes with two CSO positions in the metropolitan region 

during the October to December 2014.  

-  

In 2014 VALS was successful in securing funding for our Post Release Support Program, 

ReConnect. 

 

VALS ReConnect is a voluntary program for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander prisoners being 

released from prison. The program aims to provide a culturally-specific response to assist 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander men and women to prepare for their release and their 

transition to life in the community. 

 

 

Client Service Officer (CSO) Program 

Staff 

Metropolitan CSOs 

 Gary Bamblett 

 Elva Richards 

 Robert Miller 

Regional CSOs 

 East Gippsland – Lyn Morgan 

 Central Gippsland – Naomi Murphy 

 Hume/Loddon – Bradley Boon 

 Loddon/Mallee – Cain Chaplin 

 Sunraysia – Andrew Arden 

 Southwest – Sue Lovett, Troy Lovett (part-time) 

 Central Grampians – Danny Ilsley 

 

 

Casual CSOs 

The CSO program holds a rotating roster of at least 15 Casual CSOs at any time during the year, 

sharing rosters shift lasting between 6 and 12 hours. 

We thank all that have been involved on the weekend roster. 

 

Data analysis has provided clear evidence that there are regional variations in the role of Client 

Service Officer, most particularly noted between Metropolitan (Metro) and Regional CSO.  There 

is similar evidence with regard to court attendance and solicitor support. Although the CSO duties 

are the same across the State each area places emphasis on particular aspects of their role.  We 

have been working together to align the roles more fully, to be responsive to the needs of the 

community in which the CSOs work, but to ensure quality service delivery is provided Statewide. 

 

The Metro CSOs are the first point of contact when an Aboriginal person is arrested thus the large 

numbers of D24 follow ups. In actual fact the “D24 follow ups” in this instance do not relate to the 

number of times a client or police are contacted after the arrest but relates to the arrest of an 

Aboriginal person. For example there were 4062 incidences of arrests in the third and fourth 

quarter of this year. During this time the Metro and Casual CSOs fielded 9060 follow up calls to 

police stations, family members and solicitors, monitoring each client until an outcome was 

achieved, such as bailed to appear, remanded or release on summons was attained. The regularity 

of D24 notifications coming to VALS has resulted in three full time Metro CSOs working on a roster 

shift from Monday to Friday to ensure VALS is contactable 24/7. Casual CSOs are then deployed 

to cover the weekend from 8pm Friday night to 8am Monday morning. 

 



  

  

Because the main focus of the Metro CSOs is addressing the D24 notifications other nominated 

duties such as following up with clients, attending courts to support clients and solicitors and 

identifying appropriate resources for clients and solicitors are difficult or near impossible to 

perform. We are working on finding alternatives to servicing the D24 phone lines, to free up Metro 

CSOs to assist clients and solicitors at court and other field work relating to their roles.  

 

The majority of the CSO work is protecting the health and well being of people in custody, and 

supporting solicitors and clients at courts as well as contacting clients prior to court in order to 

acquire relevant documents relating to their court matters.  

 

 

Local Justice Worker Program 

Staff 

 Northern Metropolitan (NMR) – Darren Lovett 

 Southern Metropolitan (SMR) – Kathryn Morris, Jane Britten 

 Western Metropolitan – Gene Roberts (Part-time) 

 

The Victorian Aboriginal Legal Service Local Justice Worker Program (LJW) staff work closely 

with Community Corrections Services (CCS) and the Sheriff’s Office in their respective region to 

improve justice outcomes for Koories by: 

• Increasing the likelihood that offenders sentenced to mandated community work 

successfully completed; 

• Facilitating outcomes where Koories with outstanding fines meet their obligations 

relevant to those fines; and 

• Contributing to the local efforts made by justice-related agencies and business units to 

improve justice outcomes for Koories. 

 

The key duties of the LJW staff are: 

• Provide support to Koori offenders and clients; 

• Where appropriate assist CCS, Sheriff’s Operations and Youth Justice in case 

management of Koori clients; 

• Identify and implement culturally appropriate work sites; 

• Contribute to the positive development of positive relationships between the local Koori 

communities and the Sheriff’s Office whereby Koories with outstanding fines can 

negotiate appropriate options 

 

During the year there had been significant periods where positions were vacant particularly in the 

Northern and Western metropolitan regions.   Vacancies occurred because staff moved to other 

roles in the organization, and we are committed to providing opportunities for staff to work in more 

than one role at VALS as part of professional development.  We always endeavor to keep vacancies 

to a minimum. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

  

 

ReConnect Program 

 

Staff 

 Craig Dow 

 Joan Singh 

 Robert Nicholls 

 

VALS ReConnect program is a voluntary statewide program for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander prisoners being released from prison. The program aims to provide a culturally-specific 

response to assist Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander men and women to prepare for their 

release and their transition to life in the community. 

 

To be eligible for the ReConnect program, prisoners must meet the following eligibility criteria:  

• identify as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander 

• be serving a sentence (not available for people on remand) 

• be at increased risk of reoffending 

• have multiple and complex transitional needs 

• be willing to participate voluntarily and be actively involved 

 

The VALS ReConnect workers meet with the participant to identify transitional needs and develop 

a case plan to address these needs. The case plan guides the work undertaken in the support 

period. 

PRS provides tailored support to assist with a range of transitional needs including: 

• connection with community 

• family re-unification 

• drugs and alcohol support 

• education, training and employment 

• housing* 

• cultural matters 

• general healthcare 

• mental health support 

• disabilities and acquired brain injury 

• legal issues 

*Although PRS can provide housing support and referral, it is not a housing program. Housing 

workers are located at prisons and can assist with housing enquiries. 

 

VALS ReConnect Program initially were looking at working with a caseload of 40 participants in 

one year. This meant that each staff member would have a caseload of 20 per year. However given 

the complex needs experienced by participants it was apparent that a strict timeline of engagement 

would be difficult to adhere to and some participants would need intense support and guidance for 

six to twelve months. Thus it is preferable that ReConnect workers be allocated a caseload of five 

at any given time and that intense support be provided to those clients to ensure that they have 

addressed their transitional needs. 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

  

 

Aboriginal Community Justice Panel Program (ACJP) 

 

In the past 18 months the VALS has been the auspice body of the Aboriginal Community Justice 

Panels across Victoria while the program has been under review. 

The ACJP Program is a volunteer based community initiative supporting communities and 

individuals needing assistance in justice or legal related matters. The Panels take a diversionary 

approach in supporting preventative initiatives for community and individual participation as well 

as providing direct support through a 'Call-Out' service to individuals held in Police custody. 

 

The primary roles of the ACJP Panels include: 

 

• liaise with legal and welfare agencies to assist in the delivery of services to Aboriginal people in 

the criminal justice system 

 

• assist to minimise contact of Aboriginal persons with the criminal justice system throughout 

Victoria by working with the Police and other agencies on appropriate diversionary programs 

 

• assist Police in assuring the safety of Aboriginal persons in custody 

 

There are currently twelve ACJPs across Victoria in the following localities: 

 Shepparton 

 Echuca 

 Swan Hill Robinvale 

 Mildura 

 Horsham 

 Portland/Heywood 

 Warrnambool 

 Geelong 

 Bendigo 

 Ballarat 

 Northern Metropolitan 

 Dandenong 

 

Although the initial contact point when Aboriginal people are arrested continues to remain a vital 

component, ACJPs have been involved in a range of other activities including: 

 Follow up support with families and persons who may have contact with Police 

 School holiday program support, positive alcohol, drug and violence free children’s 

activities  

 Crisis and emergency/welfare relief.  

 Support for drug and alcohol free sporting events including football, netball, and 

basketball.   

 Attending various community justice related bodies and meetings, including: LAJAC, 

IFVRAG, LAECG, Aboriginal Health and Well-Being, Drug and Alcohol, Corrections, 

Sheriffs’ and Police. 



  

  

 

It is important to note that each of the individual ACJPs operate as a committee in their own right. 

The Chairpersons of each ACJP form a statewide ACJP committee which in turn elects a Statewide 

ACJP Executive committee comprising of Chairperson, Vice-Chairperson and two Executive 

Members. The Statewide Executive Committee is responsible for the governance and decision-

making process for the ACJPs on a state level. 

 

The Statewide ACJP Executive Committee is: 

 Chairperson   Larry Jackson – Rumbalara ACJP 

 Vice-Chairperson  Lillian Pettit – Munabingya ACJP, Robinvale 

 Executive Member  Candina Kanoa – Portland/Heywood ACJP 

 Executive Member  Chris Harrison – Horsham ACJP 

 

Conclusion 

I have been the Community Justice Programs Manager for approximately one and a half years and 

have found the position most rewarding. 

I believe all the CJP staff have and will continue to provide excellent service delivery to our 

community and mainstream services and I would like to thank them all for their contribution and 

commitment. 

I would also like to thank the VALS Board, Wayne and Annette for their continued support. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

Community Legal Education Program 

 

The VALS Community Legal Education (CLE) Program continues to undertake an important 

role in the services of delivery VALS.  Under the steady guidance of Loretta O’Neill, the CLE 

program delivers a range of activities and forums that provide educational information to the 

community and address person, social and community legal issues.  

The CLE program delivers information across the state and across the areas of practice VALS 

works in. Underpinning our activities is our continuing relationships with our sister 

Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations, other community organisations (legal and 

non-legal) and government departments.   

Staple events such as the ‘Wills and Bills’ days and “Legal Health Check Days” have become 

sought after community events with several regional and metro community services contacting 

VALS to runs these events in their towns.  

Another annual staple in the VALS calendar is the VALS Community Day occurring the 

December holidays just after Christmas. This is a fun filled afternoon for the VALS staff and 

the families of the community that attend and get to enjoy; free rides, kid’s creative activities, 

a magic show and a BBQ. 

VALS continues to target the specific needs of our young 

people – our Lore and Order days in Swan Hill and 

Bairnsdale were a huge success, focussing on the 

responsibilities of young people when using social media. 

Gambling awareness and career days have also been a 

highlight.  



  

Report from the Chief Financial Officer, 

Sam Firouzian 

The Financial & Corporate Services Unit is responsible for maintaining the financial 

framework and structure which supports all operational areas of VALS. 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, and all transactions are 

properly recorded, and the assets of VALS are safeguarded. 

 

VALS principal cost is staff salaries, with other major expenses being outside briefs, motor 

vehicle running, computer system maintenance, travels and telephone costs. Taken 

together, these expenses account for 84% of the recurrent funding provided to VALS by the 

Commonwealth Attorney General’s Department in 2014/15. A full analysis of Income and 

Expenditure is provided in the Annual Financial Statements. 

 

Reports are provided by means of quarterly Financial Reports to the Board of Directors 

and Department of Justice, half yearly to Attorney General’s Department and Annual 

Reports to Members. Each one is provided with various analyses according to their needs 

and statutory obligations. 

 

VALS is primarily funded by Attorney-General’s Department on a half yearly grant 

payment in advance. Payments are made only if satisfactory Financial Reports have been 

submitted in accordance with VALS’ Program Funding Agreement. There are additional 

terms and conditions that require VALS to undertake a range of accountability procedures. 

During the past financial year VALS received additional funds for specific projects, mainly 

from Department of Justice and these are accounted for separately. 

The State Department of Justice funded for Koori Court, Aboriginal Community Justice 

Panels (ACJP) and Local Justice Worker Programs. The Commonwealth Department of 

Social Services provided funding for Emergency Relief to those in need of financial 

assistance. Assistance is only provided after an assessment process of each application. 

No significant changes in the Co-operative's state of affairs occurred during 2014/15 

financial year.  

 

The Balance Sheet shows strong stability of VALS position as at 30th June 2015 with a 

ratio of 6.27 in the value of total assets over total liabilities. The capital expenditure was 

mainly for Motor Vehicles and upgrading the Computers and database system. It is 

anticipated that it will be modest during 2015/16. 

 

 



  

  

 

VICTORIAN ABORIGINAL LEGAL SERVICE
CO-OPERATIVE LIMITED

STATEMENT OF FINANCIAL POSITION
FOR THE YEAR ENDED 30 JUNE 2015

Note 2015 2014
$ $

CURRENT ASSETS

Cash and cash equivalents 5 1,990,690 1,892,161

Trade and other receivables 6 8,830 10,570

Other current assets 7 5,179 4,500

TOTAL CURRENT ASSETS 2,004,699 1,907,231

NON-CURRENT ASSETS

Property, plant and equipment 8 6,062,457 5,987,052

TOTAL NON-CURRENT ASSETS 6,062,457 5,987,052

TOTAL ASSETS 8,067,156 7,894,283

CURRENT LIABILITIES

Trade and other payables 684,091 720,228

Grant income carried forward 10 23,993 163,084

Short-term provisions payable 9 358,817 389,788

TOTAL CURRENT LIABILITIES 1,066,901 1,273,100

NON-CURRENT LIABILITIES

Long-term provisions payable 9 218,737 254,574

TOTAL NON-CURRENT LIABILITIES 218,737 254,574

TOTAL LIABILITIES 1,285,638 1,527,674

NET ASSETS 6,781,518 6,366,609

MEMBERS EQUITY

Members Share Capital 11 354 354

Reserves 11 6 6

Retained earnings 6,781,158 6,366,249

TOTAL MEMBERS EQUITY 6,781,518 6,366,609



  

  

 
 

VICTORIAN ABORIGINAL LEGAL SERVICE

CO-OPERATIVE LIMITED

NOTES TO THE FINANCIAL STATEMENTS

FOR THE YEAR ENDED 30 JUNE 2015

2015 2014

$              $       

Income

Grants

4,724,595 4,329,206

1,062,309 905,503

163,084 201,115

Less fund transferred/disbursed 0 0

Other Comprehensive Income 0 724,372

5,949,988 6,160,196

0 0

68,060 64,870

118,959 135,729

221,010 161,602

Donations 6,802 8,000

0 0

414,831 370,201

6,364,819 6,530,397

2015 2014

$              $       

Salaries 3,683,786 3,141,492

308,434 252,612

Workcover 13,330 8,548

6,195 18,916

-36,198 -3,609

-36,806 99,064

Fringe Benefits Tax 11,094 14,740

52,902 66,841

48,664 78,933

Repairs & Maintenance - Buildings 14,592 7,486

Repairs & Maintenance - Plant 14,353 15,493

Repairs & Maintenance - Computers 54,413 63,549

cont'd…

Motor Vehicles - Leases & Repairs

Superannuation

Annual Leave Accrual Expense

Long Service Leave Accrual Expense

Sick Leave Accrual Provision

Motor Vehicles - Fuel

TOTAL INCOME

Expenditure

Members Subscriptions

Bank Interest

Reimbursements Received

Profit/-Loss on sale of non-current 

assets

Attorney-General's 

DepartmentOther C'wealth & State Govt.Dept.

Transfer from Last year Current 

Liability

Other Income

Legal Costs Recovered



  

  

 
 

VICTORIAN ABORIGINAL LEGAL SERVICE

CO-OPERATIVE LIMITED

NOTES TO THE FINANCIAL STATEMENTS

FOR THE YEAR ENDED 30 JUNE 2015

2015 2014

Expenditure   (cont'd) $ $

Depreciation - Furniture, Plant & IT Equip 119,880 83,886

Depreciation - Motor Vehicles 63,285 60,240

Depreciation - Buildings 33,753 34,618

Audit Fees 9,950 9,950

Equipment Hire 11,406 11,170

Outside Briefs 486,854 327,690

Expensive Indigenous Legal Cases 137,970 96,883

Bank Charges 1,675 2,659

Cleaning 46,905 46,578

Insurance 26,586 41,056

Meeting Expenses 61,296 74,754

Postage 17,328 18,349

Rates 9,931 8,050

Rent 81,733 68,850

Telephone 61,587 115,006

Staff Training 15,916 6,137

Library Expense 10,792 11,459

Security 4,558 1,857

Storage 0 1,609

Staff Amenities 2,843 2,352

Recruitment Advertising 980 16,128

Practicing Certificates 9,495 8,328

Subscriptions 12,792 20,581

Emergency Relief 20,593 16,947

Sundries, minor equip & special projects 192,855 194,103

Electricity & Gas 16,966 45,609

Printing & Stationery 30,972 46,481

Travel 302,257 264,272

Current Liability Carried Forward 23,993 163,084

TOTAL EXPENSES 5,949,910 5,562,751

Operating Surplus/-Deficit Before Income Tax 414,909 967,646



  

  

Victorian Aboriginal Legal 

Service 

 

Free call: 1800 064 865 

 

Melbourne Office 
273 High Street, Preston, 3072 

 

Regional Offices: 
Ballarat - 403 Main Road, Ballarat, 3350 

Bainsdale - Shop 13, Riviera Plaza 80 Main Street, Bairnsdale, 3875 

Heywood - 22 Hunter Street, Heywood, 3304 

Mildura - 118-120 Madden Avenue Mildura, 3502 

Morwell - 16 George Street, Morwell, 3840 

Shepparton - Suite 1, 98 Nixon Street, Shepparton, 3875 

Swan Hill - 139A Campbell Street Swan Hill, 3585 

 

www.vals.org.au 
 

Like us on Facebook  

 

Follow us on Twitter - #thevalsmob   


