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About Us

Hunter CLC's catchment covers 10 local
government areas with a geographical area of
approximately 22,000 square kilometres and a
population of over 700,000.

Community Legal Centres recognise the barriers which exist for
many people in their interaction with and understanding of the law
and our legal system. These barriers are reinforced by the high cost
of private legal services, the restrictions on the availability of Legal
Aid, the complexity of the law and legal processes, and the fact that
many people are powerless to deal with their legal problems because
of social, economic or other disadvantage.
The Hunter Community Legal Centre (CLC) aims to address the
unmet need for legal services and to eliminate the structural and
systemic barriers to justice which exist for many disadvantaged
members of its community.
The Hunter CLC was established in 1991 as a not-for-profit
community legal centre to provide free legal advice, assistance and
representation for those with most need in the Newcastle and Hunter
region.

Our Catchment

Our Vision

An empowered community that values equal
access to justice and upholds and respects
human rights

Our Mission

Respect
Accountability
Integrity
Social Justice
Equality

To enhance access to justice and promote
human rights in the Hunter region by:
- Providing a high quality accessible legal service
to disadvantaged and vulnerable people.
- Delivering legal information and education to
service providers, clients and the community.
- Identifying and engaging in law reform activities
to address inequalities in the legal system.

We Value 
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Our People 

Board of Management
Chairperson:               Colin James
Vice Chairperson:       Richard Lane
Secretary:                   Kenn Clift
Treasurer:                   Jeff Shute
Members:                   Jill Evans
                                   Lucy Urach
                                   Steven Wendtman
                                   Maree Callaghan
                                   Bill Bowman

Staff
Managing Solicitor   Bronwyn Ambrogetti
Solicitors                  Kim Richardson

Michael Giles
Briony Manning
Clair Tait
Zach Biddles
Toobah Choudhari
Molly Willoughby 
Mitch Harvey

CLE Coordinator      Duhita Lewis
Coordinator              Julie Vitnell
Administration          Kathrina Balston
                                 Eileen McGovern

                   Tika Wright 
     Nick Rose 

April 2018 - March 2019
Aug 2018 - Oct 2018

April  2018 - April 2019
Nov 2016 - Dec 2018

Staff at Molly's farewell
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 Pro Bono Assistance & Volunteers

Lynn Flanagan
Rebecca Stokes
Seamus Burke
Annette West 
Jessica Phillips
Steve Wendtman
Lestelle Olsen
Marlena Pitrone
David Behne - Smith
Tim Stanfield
Colin Dau

McCullough Robertson
LBC Lawyers
Cantel Carmichael Legal
Sparke Helmore
Lizzie McLaughlin Barrister
SWS Lawyers
Luke Shearston
 

Pro Bono Assistance

Volunteer Solicitors

Intake Volunteers

Nick Rose
Tika Wright
Josephine Adamson
Lukas Stevens
Glenn Hyland
Matthew Beugeling

 Students

Kim Tomasic
Lucas Hafey
Chris McCourt
Annika Schultz
Chris Mosman
Candice Parkes
Josephine Adamson
Daniel Schmidt
Darren Whitbourne
Emily Hart
 

Sharon Claydon Volunteer Awards:
Duhita, Sharon, Colin & Annika

We are indebted to our student and
solicitor volunteers, for their assistance
during the year. We would like to
acknowledge and pay tribute to the
solicitors and barristers who have
donated many hours of pro bono
assistance.The generous support of our
volunteers and pro bono partners
significantly increases our capacity to
provide legal services.
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Chairperson's Report 

Congratulations to all our staff, volunteers and committee members who ensured the
Hunter Community Legal Centre (the Centre) had another successful year, all things
considered. Through your professional diligence we provided legal advice, assistance
and representation to more than 2000 individual clients and presented many legal
information sessions across our broad community catchment on a wide range of legal
topics.
 
At the national level the review of the National Partnership Agreement was completed,
however we are still awaiting the outcome. Submissions to the review were made by our
Managing Solicitor Bronwyn Ambrogetti and by the National Association of Community
Legal Centres – now called ‘Community Legal Centres Australia’ or CLC Australia.
Specifically, the Centre is waiting for confirmation of a 5-year contract commencing next
financial year.
 
At the state level the new tender process was challenging to work through however our
submissions ultimately were successful and we received an increase of $224,000 making
a total of $509,000 per annum which will help to meet identified needs in several areas.
Our main focus of activity continues to be domestic violence, family law, general civil
matters and community legal education with a focus on seniors and elder abuse.
 
We began our new Hunter Youth Law Service this year at the Hunter Valley Children’s
Courts with a $50,000 grant from the Law and Justice Foundation (LJF). That service is
getting excellent results for clients and has had great feedback from them and other
stakeholders. However, since the LJF is no longer making funding grants we are looking
for other sources to keep it going when funds expire at the end of December 2019.
 
Our student placement program was again successful as we supervised ten law students
from several different law schools, as well as a social work student on placement. 
 
I am happy to report we have successfully completed Phase 2 of the National
Accreditation Scheme and the HCLC is now a fully accredited Community Legal Centre.
However (…there’s always a ‘but’), new phases are presented as we complete them and
we have already begun Phase 3. 
 
Finally, a huge thanks to all our staff and especially our leaders – Managing Solicitor
Bronwyn Ambrogetti and Coordinator Julie Vitnell - for resolving the year’s various crises
on several fronts and keeping the Centre functioning, efficient and productive. A special
thanks to our volunteers and pro bono solicitors, without whom we might only be half as
effective, and to the Board of Management. We must sadly farewell long-term committee
member Kenn Clift and happily welcome new members Bill Bowman and Maree
Callaghan.

Colin James Page 6



Managing Solicitor's Report 

Funding was a major issue again this year.  Following the Cameron Review the NSW
Attorney General implemented the  Cameron Report’s recommendation to introduce a
tender process for the centre’s state funding. Following a challenging process we were
successful in obtaining additional funds.  This will go some way to meet the growing legal
need in our catchment.
Our Family Law team, Briony Manning, Clair Tait and Zach Biddles continued to provide
an excellent duty service at the Federal Circuit Court in Newcastle. 
We welcomed back Clair Tait who returned from parental leave. Molly Willoughby, our
temporary family lawyer, was quickly hired by Women’s Legal Service Victoria, a
specialist legal centre in Melbourne. 
Our family law team continue to provide an outstanding service at the Federal Circuit
Court in Newcastle.  In recognition of their expertise and experience, a delegation from
the Australian Law Reform Commission came to Newcastle and consulted directly with
our team on their recent inquiry into the reform of the family law system. 
Kim Richardson, Michael Giles, our new Youth Lawyer, Toobah Choudhari and volunteer
solicitor, Lynn Flanagan, continue to represent the centre in our civil and criminal law
advice and casework. The funding for our Traffic Law Service ended which meant
Mitchell Harvey’s contract ended. 
Mitchell was snapped up by the Seniors Rights Legal Service a specialist legal service in
Sydney.
Our lawyers are also in demand for community legal education, co-ordinated by Duhita
Lewis. Our outreach programme to Miruma at Cessnock Correctional Centre, Yacaaba
Neighbourhood Centre at Nelson Bay, Cessnock Neighbourhood Centre and Wanaruah
Local Aboriginal Land Council in Muswellbrook continued with most clinics at
capacity.
A personal highlight was the invitation to co-present at the Metropolis Conference in
Sydney.  I presented on the law and asylum seekers in regional Australia with presenters
from the Refugee Advice and Casework Service, the Human Rights Legal Centre and
Legal Aid.    This was followed later in the year by a month in Myanmar as International
Clinician in Residence at East Yangon and Dagon Universities.  I assisted the law
schools in East Yangon and Dagon implement their Clinical Legal Education and
Community Legal Education programs.  As well as working through the BABSEACLE
curriculum I shared Hunter CLC’s experience and information about the legal system and
legal practice in Australia.  While in Myanmar I observed two community legal education
sessions, one about narcotic drug law, presented by law students in a village school.  The
other was on sexual harassment and cyber bullying presented at a female student hostel
on the Dagon University campus.
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I would like to thank all the staff, in particular Julie Vitnell our Co-ordinator and the
Admin team; Kathrina Balston, Eileen McGovern, Tika Wright, Nick Rose and Toobah
Choudhari for their commitment throughout the last year in the challenging
circumstances of the new tender process.  The professionalism of all our staff make the
Hunter CLC a great organisation to work for.
To our Board who give their time to attend meetings after hours, read Board papers
and provide support to the Centre in many other ways a big thank you again for your
contribution in 2018/19.
I would also like to thank the volunteers and Pro bono solicitors who make the Hunter
CLC much more accessible to our community by providing hours of their time to assist.  
I look forward to working with you all again in the coming year.
 
 
Bronwyn Ambrogetti
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Our  Services

Number of people accessing
our services was approximately
7900.

1955 
Clients

Assisted

2259
Legal

Advices

2857
Referrals

785
Information

Services

232
Representative 

Services

 333
Duty Lawyer

Services

1380
Community

Legal
Education

participants

WHO WE HELPED
91% Experiencing financial

disadvantage

10.74% identify as
Indigenous Australians

32.43% have a disability

35.19% are 35-49 
years old

5.68% Non English
background

53% Female

25%  Experiencing family 
violence 

Telephone advice was again in
high demand with 9643 calls made
to the advice line. Hunter CLC was  
able to provide legal advice to 2259
of those callers.
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The spread of clients across our catchment

42% of our clients live in:
- Cessnock
- Charlestown
- Glendale
- Kurri Kurri
- Maitland East & West
- Mayfield
- Nelson Bay
- Newcastle 
- Raymond Terrace
- Wallsend
- Waratah

A large number of our clients are self referred or by
family and friends. Legal Aid, Law Access and State
Courts also make a large number of referrals to us.
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The bulk of people experiencing family violence lived in Mayfield, Nelson Bay and
Wallsend. This correlates closely with areas of low income.

Family Violence

Low Income

Page 12



83% of clients strongly agree that we helped them understand how to deal with
their legal problem.

77% of clients would recommend the service to other people

The service is
good, but it
seems to be
underfunded.
A client's comment 

Simple, very helpful,
explained so I could
understand. Couldn't

have been better.
 
 

Cameron

What our clients are saying
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7384 people were turned away
due to the lack of resources



84% of clients said they were treated in a friendly and respectful manner

I felt listened to and
taken seriously

Michael Giles at the Fines Day in Foster
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Hunter Youth Law Service

Who we have helped
Since the beginning of the service in February 2019, 415 young people have engaged
with the service. Levels of engagement range from receiving general information, specific
legal or non-legal advice, and/or being referred to appropriate services. We have found
that young people who come in contact with the criminal justice system frequently come
from disadvantaged backgrounds and have complex support needs.
We have made 366 referrals so far. We refer to Emergency Homelessness Services,
Samaritans, Welfare Rights, TAFE NSW, Education Officers, Legal Aid, Headspace,
FACS, Aboriginal Legal Service, Neighbourhood Centres and the Upper Hunter Youth
Development Officer.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
One of the major issues that young people are telling us about relates to police
complaints. Young people feel as though they are being treated unfairly and unlawfully by
police. Examples given by young people include body searches, police stops and not
being taken seriously when they approach police for assistance. We are currently
gathering data about this issue.

Toobah made me feel
good pumped up

Toobah Choudhari 
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We met Madeline* at a local Children’s Court. Madeline was there for an AVO hearing in
which her father was the applicant. After an altercation outside the courthouse,
Madeline’s father abandoned her leaving her homeless and without any food, money or
mode of transport. We were able to provide non-legal support to Madeline by contacting a
number of organisations through which we were able to organise temporary
accommodation, gift vouchers to purchase essentials such as food, clothing and phone
credit, as well as arranging an appointment with FACS to ensure ongoing support
including mental health care and help to obtain a birth certificate and Medicare card. 

 

Case Studies

Support for Abandoned Young person

We met Liam* at a local Children’s Court. Liam was there for a family violence matter.
After approaching Liam it was immediately clear that he had other concerns on his mind
besides his criminal matter. Liam was self-harming and identified that he had been a
victim of violence. He wished to leave his current living situation.
After working with our youth lawyer for a couple of weeks, Liam has now left his violent
relationship and is seeking to become independent. He is now financially independent
and recently paid off all his fines. He is now linked in with a community support service
and has a case worker supporting him with housing. Our youth lawyer also assisted Liam
in enrolling in school again and Liam is currently completing his HSC. 

Successfully Back on Track

*Names and some details have been changed

Faith was a high-school student who was charged with intimidating her parents. It was
clear from the facts that she had done so, though her actions were at the lower end of 
 seriousness. Faith pleaded guilty. In discussion it emerged that Faith had been treated
very badly by her mother during her childhood. She suffered anxiety and depression and
had had counselling and other support by a charity group to assist her in the previous 2
years. Her criminal record was clear. She entered a guilty plea and
we expected that, in sentencing, her charge would be dismissed. The Magistrate
convicted her and imposed a substantial fine. We decided to  appeal to the District Court
on behalf of Faith as we believed the sentence was too severe in the circumstances. The
District Court accepted our submissions and the conviction was quashed.

Success on Appeal
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Newcastle Local Court 

AVO Duty Service

Hunter CLC continued to provide a duty service for the Domestic
Violence (DV) list at Newcastle Local Court every Thursday. The
service provides legal advice and assistance to persons involved in
AVO and DV matters in the court. Advice is given to defendants,
applicants and/or Persons In Need of Protection (PINOP). As most
DV matters are initiated by the Police, the majority of advice is
provided to defendants. Assistance is focussed on the most
disadvantaged community members.
 For the reporting year, the Hunter CLC AVO Duty Service assisted
230 people. This included advice on the AVO process, court
procedures and where necessary advice on associated criminal
charges. For most duty clients the service will also mention the
matter before the Magistrate, which speeds up the court process.
Ongoing assistance to clients is determined on a case by case basis.
Hunter CLC has been running the Duty Service for over seven years.
It has been well received by the court, with the Presiding Magistrate
and court officers being a main source of client referral. Referrals are
also received from Legal Aid, Aboriginal Legal Service,
Hunter Women’s Domestic Violence Court Advocacy Service and
private solicitors. One advantage of the service is the ability of
solicitors to provide detailed advice to defendants, particularly in DV
matters, relating directly to their circumstances and assisting them in
better understanding the court orders, which prevents breaches of
the AVO in the future.

Congratulations to Molly Willoughby
on being a finalist in the Lawyers
Weekly 30 under 30 awards for her
"professional excellence".

Michael Giles
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The Family Law Program has seen some changes over the last 12 months. Molly
Willoughby finished her parental leave contract in April 2019 and was employed by
Women’s Legal Service Victoria in Melbourne. Her matters were taken over by Clair
Tait, returning from 11 months of parental leave. Briony Manning has been supervising
the Program and mentoring the junior lawyers. Zachery Biddles has been with the
Centre for over 12 months now and enjoys his new role as a Community Lawyer.
We are approached by people for advice in all areas of family law. Most of our
assistance is advice based, providing telephone advice to all clients who approach our
service (subject to a conflict check) regardless of their financial means or 
 circumstances. Our duty service at the Federal Circuit Court has been running well. We
are approached regularly when we are on duty, and often receive referrals directly from
the judiciary, court staff, private solicitors and Legal Aid solicitors.
The majority of our ongoing case work is property matters. This is because many of our
clients are financially disadvantaged and may have experienced domestic violence
where they require assistance to resolve their property dispute. 
An example of our assistance with family law property was a client who had recently
separated from her partner of 30 years. Our client had been the victim of serious
domestic violence, perpetrated by her partner. The violence had escalated in the years
leading up to the separation. The clients had a property in joint names. This is a
common issue we deal with at the Centre. It is difficult for parties to negotiate a property
settlement with their abusive partner, especially when they are suffering from a trauma
related illness such as PTSD. Our client was not able to work or undertake education
during the relationship. Her partner would not allow her to work or study, and for the
majority of the relationship she was focused on surviving and caring for her children.
When the parties separated she was in such a bad state that she was not employable.
Simple tasks that most people take for granted, such as learning how to use a mobile
phone, were more arduous due to her age, lack of experience with technology, and the
effects of the trauma on her mental health. 
We assisted our client by first attempting to negotiate a property settlement with her
partner. We were unsuccessful so made the decision to initiate proceedings in the
Federal Circuit Court seeking property orders that would see her receive at least 50% of
the value of the property. For her first court date we arranged a Safety Plan with the
court to ensure she felt safe enough to attend. We assisted her on a duty basis and
were able to negotiate a settlement on a final basis.
It is unlikely that our client would have had the financial resources to retain a private
solicitor, or the ability to run her own matter without our assistance. Legal Aid rarely
provides grants in property matters, and often takes a portion of the settlement funds
from the client at the conclusion of the matter. So without our assistance our client
would not have been able to achieve this result.
Many of our on-going cases are centred on helping clients who would otherwise be
without legal assistance. Providing access to justice for vulnerable people is our focus.

Family Law
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 Community Legal Education

Seniors 
This past year Hunter CLC staff and volunteers have been involved in several community
legal education (CLE) presentations at forums for seniors.Topics range from elder abuse
to planning for the future and were held throughout the Hunter Region.
Together with our pro bono partners, Sparke Helmore Lawyers, we held wills workshops
for the Aboriginal community and Grandparents as Carers groups.

Youth

We conducted CLE workshops for young people at Glendale, Toronto, Kurri Kurri and
Cessnock High Schools and at the University of Newcastle for students of refugee
backgrounds. Topics included; joint offending, cyber bullying, sexting and legal service
assistance.

Networking

We promoted our service in the Upper Hunter, Lake Macquarie and Newcastle areas
through our stalls at the family and childrens' expos at Windale and Glendale and at the
Hunter Homeless Connect Day and Multicultural Expo at Newcastle station.
We also worked with the Indigenous community during NAIDOC week by attending the
Newcastle and Eastlakes NAIDOC events.

Toobah & Duhita at Hunter Homeless Connect Day

Josephine at NAIDOC Toronto

Duhita Lewis
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 We have continued to provide monthly community legal education at Miruma. 
Miruma is a residential diversionary program, located within the grounds of the Cessnock
Correctional Centre, aimed at female offenders with mental health and drug and alcohol
abuse issues.
Miruma has approximately eleven women participating in the program at any one time. 
A range of community legal education topics have been presented to the women
including Family Law, Victims Compensation and AVOs, Traffic Law and Debts.
This year, delivery of the community legal education has been highly innovative with the
development of a range of games to be played with the women that facilitate the delivery
of the legal education and ensure maximum engagement from the women. Pin the Horn
on the Unicorn and Bingo were particularly successful. The chocolate prizes have also
been very well received – even if it is first thing in the morning.
 

Miruma

Feels peace of mind.
Feels that she has
support from the

Centre which is very
important

Kim Richardson
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Community Events

Tika and Eileen 
Hunter Homeless Connect Day

David and Emily Multicultural Festival

Kim and Duhita NAIDOC week Newcastle
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Climate change march

Duhita at the Well Being Expo
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Volunteering with Hunter CLC over the last couple of years has been fascinating,
heartbreaking and inspiring. Probably most importantly educational, as I move to
completing my law degree as a mature age student.
 
Working on the intake lines as the first point of contact for our clients in their legal matters
has given me an insight into the diverse needs of a community legal centre’s
predominantly vulnerable and disadvantage clients. I have learnt to appreciate how
integrated Hunter CLC is within our local community. That it provides advice in the
context of the client’s life, not as a legal issue with a client attached.  I have had the
opportunity to see how a community legal service can contribute to their client’s resilience
by working so effectively alongside other service providers and sectors in the Hunter.
 
Most weeks, I accompany our solicitors to the Newcastle Local Court to assist them in
delivering duty solicitor services for AVO matters. It has given me valuable experience in
court processes and etiquette and a chance to watch our solicitors work provide on the
spot services to distressed and anxious clients.  I’ve come to appreciate that defendant or
otherwise, everyone should have the right of equal access to legal services and that
issues are not black and white; or grey, they come in a kaleidoscope of colours.
 
I have also enjoyed contributing to the grant writing process and gaining a greater
appreciation of the efficient management and running of a centre by Julie Vitnell.
Attending a Coronial Inquiry and providing assistance, was not an experience that I
thought would happen and it has opened my eyes to not only different court processes,
but the different roles of the court in terms of their intended outcomes.
 
I have worked in private and government sectors for many years before this and have
never experienced a more supportive, down to earth and professional environment.  I
have been lucky to be amongst solicitors and administration people who show such
strong personal commitment to their work – thank you.
 
Eileen McGovern

A Volunteer's Reflection
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Hunter Community Legal Centre Inc.
Level 2/116 Hunter St Newcastle 2300
PO Box 84 Newcastle 2300
Phone: 40409121
Email: admin@hunterclc.com.au
Web: www.hunterclc.com.au @hunterclc


