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OVERVIEW
First Step Legal is pleased to report on another successful year, very much building on the achievements
and continuing the trajectory of the past two years. Over the past twelve months we:
-

-

-

-

Continued to operate the legal service four days per week with a Legal Case Manager three days a
week,
Welcomed Patrick Lawrence as new CEO to First Step. Patrick has held a number of positions in
First Step over many years and worked for ten years in senior management at the Asylum Seeker
Resource Center. Patrick is also currently a Board Member of 100 Story Building.
Welcomed former Chief Magistrate and Former Chief Coroner, Ian Gray to the Board.
Inducted and managed four new legal service volunteers,
Commenced a volunteer legal outreach program for Windana Therapeutic Community residents,
Continued to dramatically increase the number of files managed due to our legal case manager,
Finalised our project with Victorian Legal Services Board + Commissioner (VSLB+C), and produced
a comprehensive final report on the results of the two-year grant from the VLSB+C showing an
increase in the number of files by 59% and number of clients by 46% in addition to enhanced
wellbeing and reduced substance use and re-offending in the surveyed clients,
Successfully re-accredited under the National Association of Community Legal Centres (NACLC),
Refined our purpose-built legal database, inputting historical and psycho-social data,
Presented and chaired at a variety of events across Australia including the Non-Adversarial Justice
Conference, the LIV Criminal Law Conferences and the NACLC conference, promoting therapeutic
jurisprudence, justice reinvestment and compassionate practice,
Engaged in print and radio media on the topics of therapeutic justice and justice reinvestment,
Assisted in policy submissions to government regarding access to justice and current criminal law
issues through our Principal Lawyer who is a Board member of the Law Institute of Victoria,
Inspired support from new supporters and retained ongoing (and very much appreciated) support
and commitment from our valued long term supporters,
Continued to deliver our high standard legal service and support to complex, high needs clients.

QUICK REFRESHER ON FIRST STEP LEGAL AND HOW WE ARE
DIFFERENT
First Step Legal has been operating since 2008. It offers pro bono and/or low cost legal services to clients
of First Step who are actively engaged in rehabilitative treatment. First Step is a multidisciplinary addiction
and mental health services hub in St Kilda.
First Step Legal is different in a few key aspects:
-

-

-

We are embedded within a mental health and drug and alcohol treatment and rehabilitation clinic;
The legal team works closely with allied health professionals through regular communication in
supporting our clients achieve an ultimate resolution which will support their continued rehabilitation
and recovery in the community;
Positioning the legal service within First Step facilitates a more trusting relationship between lawyer
and clients, such that the lawyer becomes part of a triangular rehabilitation model of care;
Our methodology of practice involves allowing the client time to progress in their rehabilitation prior
to the final hearing; this often necessitates matters being adjourned several times before they are
ready to proceed to final hearing;
We offer pro bono legal advice and representation to clients facing criminal law proceedings;
We support those who are among the most disadvantaged and disenfranchised members of the
community, yet receive no state or federal funding;

-

The current legal aid funding structures do not allow for this type of practice method to be funded,
as a result, First Step Legal has sought private, corporate and philanthropic funding to ensure the
continuity of its operations.

Recognising the link between stress from legal matters and relapse and reoffending, First Step Legal is a
specialist, predominantly criminal law practice, which, in addition, now supports clients with a range of legal
matters from housing and tenancy, infringements, intervention orders, VOCAT applications, civil debt and
family law applications. Where we do not have the resources to directly handle the matter ourselves, we
make referrals to practitioners who are experienced in practice in the relevant area of law.

WE CAN’T DO IT ALONE
As the graph at the end of the report illustrates, we continue to build on the doubling of client numbers
achieved following the piloting of the legal case manager role in 2015 with a further additional 17% increase
in files managed in 2017. This achievement has been largely attributable to the support of our team of
volunteers and our legal case manager whose role includes resource-intensive client liaison with the
healthcare professionals and the Courts as well as administration and practice management.
Our success is also attributable to the assistance and support we receive from external legal practitioners
who generously give of their time and skill.
We especially thank and acknowledge the support and assistance which Anton Hermann and his team at
Minter Ellison Lawyers continue to provide to the increasing numbers of our clients whom we refer with
their infringements court matters.
We make special mention of our new legal outreach volunteer (dream) team, Danielle McKeown and Laini
Liberman (who wears several hats) both of whose patience, time and skill in assisting in residents at the
Windana Therapeutic Community is enormously appreciated and valued.
We also acknowledge DLA Piper for their ongoing support and assistance with a number of debt matters
and general advice in relation to our policies and practice management.
We have also been very fortunate to have Belle Lane, Barrister, assist us pro bono, in a parenting
application before the Federal Circuit Court, involving numerous hours reviewing and considering the case,
advising, settling affidavits and in appearances. Belle represents the very best of the profession and we are
truly humbled by her generosity and deeply appreciative of her wise counsel and assistance.

CASES
An overview of the cases for the relevant period (1/07/16-30/06/17), indicates that the majority of clients
progressed in their overall rehabilitation while engaged with the legal service in conjunction with the First
Step treatment team.
Over this period we have dealt with a total of 92 matters, including criminal law matters (59 matters),
financial, tenancy, family, infringement (30 matters) and other matters, including advice only files.
We have dealt with a large number of driving offending matters including driving while suspended, while
drug impaired, over the prescribed BAC and to such a state as incapable of having proper control of a
vehicle as well as dishonesty offending in this past year: one burglary but predominantly thefts, shop theft
and thefts of motor vehicle. We have managed some violent offending matters as well as several resist
arrest and obstruct charges. We have continued to assist with a large number of drug related offending and
others involving breaches of CCOs and offences while on bail as well as breaches of Intervention Orders,
possession of prohibited and dangerous weapons.

We appeared in relation to two County Court appeals against sentence, both successful and both resulting
in the accused being re-sentenced to a significantly lesser sentence, in one instance from a term of
immediate imprisonment, to an adjourned undertaking.
Again this year, we successfully applied to have a number of our clients’ matters referred to and finalized
by the Assessment and Referral Court List (a Specialist Mental Health List at the Melbourne Magistrates’
Court). Within that specialist Court list, our clients are supported by ARC professionals, with regular judicial
monitoring by empathetic Magistrates, and referred to service providers including treating professionals of
First Step over an extended period. This has assisted a number of our clients struggling with challenges
including fluctuating mental health, housing, addiction and relapse issues, in enhancing their ability to
comply with orders and prevent re-offending.
We are proud of the Court outcomes achieved by the First Step Legal for our clients that enabled them to
continue their rehabilitative programs. Matters do not need to be rushed through due to the flexibility in our
current funding model. If additional time is required to achieve a desired outcome, matters are adjourned
(sometimes on several occasions) until such a time that our clients have progressed in their rehabilitative
efforts and there is sufficient probative evidence to illustrate to the Court that the client has transitioned
from a life marked by offending and chronic addiction to one which is functional and constructive. Time and
again the value of this approach has been reflected in the court outcome.
Since the beginning of 2016, we have implemented a client follow up and feedback process that records
clients’ reflections on the assistance they received, self-reported psychosocial improvement and perceived
benefits of the health justice partnership arrangement. The results where ‘1’ was strongly disagree and ‘5’
was strongly agree, were as follows:

FS Legal Exit Survey results
I am using less than when I first came to FS Legal
The support provided by the First Step medical staff
together with FS Legal makes me feel more hopeful about
Dealing with my legal issues made me feel more able to
deal with other problems.
Having my legal and health teams in one place made it
easier to deal with my legal issue
I felt supported and listened to by the legal team
I was satisfied with the extra assistance provided by the
case manager
I was satisfied with the assistance provided by my lawyer
I was satisfied with my legal outcome
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Of the clients surveyed who had received legal advice before, 85% said the FSL service was better or
equivalent.

CLIENT STORIES AND TESTIMONIALS
“Carrie,” a young South American born mother, was referred to First Step Legal a few years ago, while in
her twenties for criminal matters related to her significant alcohol addiction. In representing Carrie on two
separate occasions for different offending Carrie was sentenced to a bond without conviction. This year,
just before the Easter break, she and her 6 year old son came in with a letter from the Migration and
Refugee Tribunal of the AAT which she did not fully understand. The letter was by way of confirmation that

the final “appeal hearing” of her matter was listed the following Wednesday. She knew this was in respect
of her partner visa but had no recollection of a decision she had appealed and had done nothing to prepare
for the matter. Not being migration lawyers or agents, we had no standing to advise or represent her,
however with little option due to the seriousness of her predicament and the pressure of time, we tried to
support her as best as she could under the circumstances. We obtained a copy of the decision and the
grounds on which the original adverse decision had been made. Central to that decision had been her
failure to provide numerous documents including a police check.
We drafted correspondence to the Tribunal by way of explanation of her previous non responsiveness,
attaching chronologies and documents, including marriage and birth certificates requested. We applied
online for the police check which would take at least two weeks. We wrote to tribunal requesting an
adjournment to allow us to obtain and provide the police check. On the Tuesday after Easter, we got a
positive response for the requested adjournment. We all collectively exhaled. The police check, once
received showed criminal offending. We were aware that this could potentially call her character into issue
and threaten the prospects of her application. We provided the police certificate with a detailed explanation
of the context in which the offending occurred (ie an alcohol addiction from which she is in recovery). We
also explained that both matters were dealt with by way of good behaviour bonds, "without conviction"
reflecting the courts' exercise of discretion consistent with the objective lack of seriousness of the offending
in context.
A few weeks later the Tribunal wrote to us to state they are returning the matter to Department to decide
based on the new information provided and quoted our explanation in its decision as to the objective
seriousness of the offending. The Department confirmed its decision in June. Carrie was granted her
Australian Visa and remains a resident of our country.

“Brad” was 21-years-old when he first came to First Step. Despite his youth, he had a long term and
significant ice addiction. He sought assistance from us to represent him in relation to pending criminal
charges flowing from being found by police asleep in his car with an ice pipe in his lap. He was significantly
drug affected and had five different kinds of drugs in his car including ice, amphetamines, cannabis and
ecstasy. He was charged with five counts of trafficking and possession of drugs and driving offences (he
was unlicensed).
After various adjournments to allow him to progress in his treatment (which he struggled with) his matter
was finalised. After significant negotiation of charges following careful analysis of the evidence, a number of
charges were withdrawn. He was ultimately sentenced to a Community Corrections Order (CCO) and his
licence was disqualified. It was a great result. He was ecstatic, as was his supportive family.
As is often the case, sometimes things have to get much worse, before they start to improve. After
celebrating the great Court outcome with his family, Brad decided to go out to see some friends. He was
apprehended later that evening by police, without a licence, in a stolen vehicle, in breach and his recently
acquired Corrections Order, in a car full of items from recent burglaries and with jewellery from another
reported robbery, stuffed down his underpants. He was remanded in custody.
Our first very time consuming effort, which was not strictly legal work, was to try to ensure his safety in
custody. He was and is very young in age and maturity, and he looks (and behaves) far younger. Brad had
never been in custody and was at high risk of being a victim of assault in prison. Therefore numerous
representations were made by our legal team to have him accepted into the Youth Unit at Port Phillip which
has a strong rehabilitation focus and exists for eligible prisoners between 18-25 years old. Eventually, he
was transferred to that unit.
After 4 months on remand at the Youth Unit, we represented him again at Court. There were 85 new
charges before the court, from five alleged burglaries, thefts and other matters. These all had to be
analysed and the evidence tested after instructions were taken. In the end, 29 charges proceeded. The
matter was serious, aggravated by the further offending immediately after being sentenced to a CCO.
Fortuitously, at the end of a detailed plea, the Magistrate sentenced Brad to a new 12 month Community
Corrections Order, and he was released that day. Brad has been compliant with his CCO since then,
continues to engage in treatment and is working full time, living with family and playing footy.

The legal case manager helped so much! I was able to engage with the relevant authorities, and reach an
outcome that was extremely favourable. Along the journey, (she) not only provided me with legal support, she
also provided me with understanding, perspective and emotional support, and communicated with me on a
regular basis, keeping me informed and up to date at all times. I am very grateful to the team at First Step Legal
for all their hard work, and helping me resolve this matter. “B”

“Sophie” was referred to FS Legal in relation to a Residential Tenancy dispute with the Director of
Housing. Sophie had been using methamphetamine daily for a number of years.
The Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS) had obtained a warrant of possession against
Sophie on the basis that she owed rental arrears on her current property. Sophie had moved from her
previous government rental because of fears for her safety after her former partner was jailed following
serious ongoing domestic abuse. When Sophie moved to her current house she did not hand in the keys
for the previous property and her rent was being automatically deducted to her previous rental and not her
current rental.
Sophie applied for a review of the order but VCAT refused the application and reinstated the Order. The
result of this would have been that Sophie would be forcibly removed from her housing.
First Step Legal intervened and were able to successfully negotiate with DHHS to have the warrant of
possession recalled unexecuted upon payment to DHHS of rent arrears that they alleged to be owing.
Sophie was able to pay the rent arrears with family support and was able to remain in the house.
With stable housing, Sophie was able to continue to work on her ice addiction and recovery goals with the
help of the clinical team at First Step. .

STAFFING, NEWS AND ACHIEVEMENTS
Staffing – We are thankful to have been able to continue to offer a 4 day a week practice managed by two
fully qualified, experienced criminal law practitioners and an expanded service offering to our everincreasing client demand. Janine Perlman has returned to the criminal bar but continues to represent
clients of First Step Legal one day per week with her unique blend of compassion and legal skill. We
welcomed Shirin Sethna as our new legal case manager who has brought her own calm and considered
style and manner to the role. We continue to induct, train and supervise a team of new dedicated
volunteers who assist us on a weekly basis with a range of projects and tasks. We remain indebted to
Gayle Wood and all the administration team for all the help they offer.

Grants – We are very pleased to have been successful recipients of a number of grants this year that
enable to us to continue to make a difference. These include: RE Ross Trust, Collier Charitable Foundation
and Virgin Unite.
Memberships - We remain committed to and involved in the growing area of medical-legal partnerships/
health justice partnerships through our involvement with the Health Justice Partnership Network. We
continued our involvement in the Smart Justice Steering Committee and Smart Justice for Youth
Committee, underscoring our commitment to therapeutic justice and justice reinvestment initiatives and
policy reform in this area.

ACKNOWLEGEMENTS
We thank and acknowledge Jane Tewson and the team at Igniting Change for their passionate and
unflagging support of First Step and First Step Legal. We thank Paul Benveniste, (he continues to baulk at
any kind of acknowledgement), for his ongoing support of our work (and for rallying his associates together
to do the same). We welcome back Virgin Unite to our close family of supporters and thank Emma Harrison
and the Gourlay Charitable Trust for her continued support of our work this year and look forward in both
cases to a long association.
We feel very privileged to be able to count on the long standing support and encouragement of our
incredibly generous supporters and friends: Suzi Carp and the George and Freda Castan Family Charitable
Foundation, Laini Liberman and Jagen Nominees, Talya Masel and the Humanity Foundation and Natalie
and Andrew Bassat. We also acknowledge all past and present donors for their generosity and support,
which has been critical and has allowed us to continue to help our clients make and sustain changes in
their lives.
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“THERE’S A CRACK IN EVERYTHING. THAT’S HOW THE LIGHT GETS IN.”
LEONARD COHEN
This year has been a year of unprecedented activity. Our continued success in terms of service delivery
and Court outcomes is attributable to the hard work and dedication of all of professionals at First Step and
most significantly, the courageous and tenacious efforts of our clients who continue to struggle to overcome
difficult personal, physical, emotional and mental conditions to rebuild and restore their lives.
Tania Wolff,
Principal Lawyer
Accredited Criminal Law Specialist

SUPPORTING US
First Step has Deductible Gift Recipient status with the Australian Taxation Office; all donations are fully tax
deductible. Please contact the clinic if you would like to learn more about First Step or are interested in
supporting the valuable work that we do.
We gratefully acknowledge the generous assistance of all our supporters including:

Jagen Nominees Pty Ltd
Gourlay Charitable Trust

George and Freda
Natalie and Andrew Bassat
Castan Family
Charitable Foundation
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