
Rawstamina!
By Lyn McDade, Executive Director OCA*

It is timely that the Registry staff of the Magistrates Courts Darwin 
finally make headline news. I refer to the article in the June 2002 
edition of Balance, by Mr Ian Morris. It was pleasing to read his 
constructive comments and most importantly, for the President to 
offer the services of local practitioners to provide support and 
education to clerical staff of the Civil Registry.
Members may wish to know a little 
more about the history of the review 
by Stanton Partners and the current 
state of the Registry (which is a far cry 
from its position 12 months ago).

Calls by the Office of Courts 
Administration for additional staff and 
for resources to provide training and 
development of staff, began when I 
was appointed Chief Executive Officer 
of Courts Administration in October 
1999. Two years ago I identified that 
there were three main issues to 
address;
1. There were simply not enough 

people to service the increasing 
demands from the public and to 
serve the profession.

2. Most positions in the Civil (and for 
that matter, Criminal) Registry were 
base grade clerical level 
(Administrative Officer level 2). 
There was no funding to upgrade 
these positions which in turn, would 
attract people with the requisite 
skills and experience to deal with 
complex case processing issues.

Justice Mildren’s Other 
Passions, from previous 
page

In a hall of about 400 people he could 
hardly be heard.

“I got through the program as quickly 
as possible," he says.

But being a musician is well worth it 
according to the Judge.

“It’s a great mood changer. I can come 
home feeling absolutely annoyed at 
someone or perhaps feeling down in 
the dumps or miserable and the 
piano helps you get over that 
emotional black hole. It’s also an 
instrument through which you can 
express great elation and joy," he 
says.

And if that doesn’t work, there is 
always the cricket field.(ij
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3. The Registry needed to change its 
processes in line with new 
technologies and global 
developments in e-justice.

Twelve months ago there was a 
commitment to fundingfor all three of 
these issues. Unfortunately, following 
the change of Government, the 
announcement of the “great black 
hole" and merger of the Office of 
Courts Administration into the 
Department of Justice, the funding to 
drive the initiatives likewise became 
“black-holed".

We were well aware of the 
consequences of no change and with 
the support of the new Government 
and the new CEO (who, having served 
as a magistrate, understood the 
urgency of the situation), gained 
commitment for the recent review. 
Stanton Partners were contracted to 
review staff structures, processes and 
services as well as future 
developments such as the 
establishment of a Civil and 
Administrative Tribunal, similar to VCAT 
in Victoria. The results and 
recommendations of that review are 
expected shortly.

I would like to assure members that 
their concerns have not been falling 
on deaf ears over the last three years 
and I am confident that the 
implementation of the review 
recommendations will be given high 
priority. It is important to note that 
through sheer effort, hard work and 
positive support, staff of the Registry 
currently have the fastest turn around 
period in over three years.

There is one final request from Courts 
Administration to the profession. 
Ian Morris volunteered the support and 
time of members to educate and 
support staff. This is greatly 
appreciated and we will be taking up 
the offer. One of the other areas in dire 
need of attention is a cost-free service 
to litigants in person (ie. a service run 
by volunteers).
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One of the greatest demands on our 
staff’s time is the provision of 
procedural information to litigants in 
person, in particular, the Small Claims 
jurisdiction. While registry staff go to 
great lengths to explain to members 
ofthe public that they cannot give legal 
advice, they continue to spend many 
hours of their day providing procedural 
advice to people at the counter and 
over the phone. Conceptually, there is 
a fine line between helping a person 
fill out a claim form and giving advice, 
thus often a polite “no, I cannot help 
you" from registry staff is taken to be 
poor service. The confusion and 
frustration experienced by members of 
the public who are engaged in Local 
Court matters, is often exacerbated by 
underlying, emotional conflict 
surroundingthe dispute. There needs 
to be somewhere to refer members of 
the public people to, for both 
procedural and legal advice.

I will leave it to the Law Society to come 
up with a proposal for a hotline of 
volunteers who can provide advice and 
support, and take this function away 
from public servants who are ultimately 
there to process the case.

* NOTE: Greg Shanahan has been 
appointed Executive Director, Courts 
Administration for the next 12 
months, replacing Lyn McDade who 
is currently on leave.

EDITOR'S NOTE:
There are three points in response.
1) The Society is still receiving 

complaints from practitioners 
about the operation of local courts;

2) The assistance sought by claimants 
is available at NTLAC, DCLS, 
NAALAS and those firms 
participating in the $55 First 
Interview Scheme run by the Law 
Society; and

3) A proposal to amend the Act to 
allow a recoverable amount of 
solicitors fees of say, $150, on 
SOC/defence would assist clients 
and the courts.


