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Panel Manager,
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Melbourne 3001
Dear VLA Board.
RE: Legal Aid Panels
I am a solicitor/notary/mediator in Castlemaine and am retired from full time business.

Because of my work in Castlemaine for over 30 years as a youth worker and later as a lawyer, I am well known and increasingly contacted for legal assistance by people of all ages who have to face court. 

They contact me not only because they know of my work but also because given their financial circumstances, they are unable to get a lawyer who will deal with their matters pro bono. There are no firms in Castlemaine who offer VLA service.
I have attended Court on a number of occasions and there is a lawyer from VLA present who is available for clients on the day. 

A number of people, some in their late teens and early twenties, who appear without representation and those that have the VLA lawyer appear for them are, in my opinion, grossly unrepresented especially where the cases are complex legally or where the client’s circumstances are complex. I’m not having a go at the VLA representative, it’s almost an impossible job.
I initiated an application to join the VLA panel but find the process complicated and may I say outrageously pretentious and elitist. 
The so called philosophical basis for the complexity of the application and the apparent standards of training and specialisation to join the panel must be to restrict the lawyers available to do VLA work and to judge the standard of lawyering which was previously acceptable as insufficient and in fact unacceptable.

Whoever came up with this system must accept responsibility for the large number of people who are appearing without any legal representation or insufficiently instructed legal representation and are sentenced accordingly i.e. convictions, large fines, diversions overturned.

Terrorism has very simple roots: dissatisfaction with society.

Dissatisfaction with society arises in people who have their basic needs unmet. 

Legal representation is a basic need when one is arguing for one’s basic rights.

I have recently represented people (pro bono) who are homeless, unskilled, unemployed, having difficulty obtaining Centrelink payments, experiencing depression and other mental disadvantages who are becoming very angry. At least they had their legal rights catered for. I will add that the sentences they received allowed for deferment and not conviction and the acceptance of an argument from the bar that these people are “victims” as much as defendants.
I would like a response from the highest level in VLA, on the rationalisation of the system which severely limits the number of lawyers permitted to practice and apply for VLA payment, and therefore the large number of people appearing unrepresented and why the previous system:  “any lawyer could send in an application for a client” was changed.

I invite the board to visit the local courts and see the effects of people appearing without appropriate representation.

I have spoken to a number of lawyers who, like me, have been intimidated by the process of applying to get on the various panels, so that they and their firms are no longer VLA firms.

I am amazed that the LIV hasn’t been on the blower or the digital equivalent on this issue.

I will send a copy to the LIV Board.

Lastly, I am prepared to and will continue to represent and act for the poor, the disadvantaged, the depressed and the dispossessed, but I wouldn’t mind some compensation for my work.
I look forward to your response.

Yours Faithfully

Bill O’Donnell, Lawyer.
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