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Thank you for coming today. Thank you too to the speakers for your kind words. 
None of them were paid.   
 
In 1986 it was a much smaller crowd at my swearing-in. It’s clear that this retirement 
is a much more popular decision.   
 
I am pleased you came to celebrate my departure.   
 
I’m particularly pleased that Justice Barry is here from Brisbane, Justice Burr from 
Adelaide, Master Robyn Lansdowne of the Victorian Supreme Court, Warren Donald, 
the Co-Ordinating Magistrate for the Federal Magistrates Court, Mrs Jean Hogan, 
Ivan Tanzer from Bridie Island, and so many retired judges and spouses.  
 
I am delighted that my former employer then partner George Bilbie, the oldest 
practising lawyer in Australia, could get off work early to come. 
 
For my work in the Court, quite a few other people need to accept credit or blame.   
 
First is my manager, Dawn, who has managed my private life and social life, attended 
to my private commitments, managed the home and the children and still laughed at 
my jokes. In her spare time she has also had her own career.  
 
For any humility I have shown, credit must go to my children and friends, who enjoy 
nothing more than paying me off.   
 
My mother tells me she taught me everything I know. She is still working on 
improvements to most aspects of my life. It keeps her mind active. This morning she 
was on the phone telling me not to mumble today.   
 
In the Court I have enjoyed an enormous support team of dedicated people who have 
made work and life easier.   
 
The lead role is Margaret Coan my associate of nearly 22 years who is a perfect 
associate and companion. The main support role has been Steve Russell, who for 
many years was my court officer come “ring leader”. The three of us worked together 
as friends and I will not be retiring from the friendship.   
 
I have also enjoyed support and friendship from the Court staff in Newcastle, fellow 
judicial officers (including the judicial registrars, registrars and the Newcastle Federal 
Magistrates), my support staff in Sydney in my role as Regional Co-ordinating Judge, 
the counsellors and family consultants, the Sydney library staff, members of the 
national IT staff, Dennis Beissner, head of statistics, and other staff located in Sydney, 
Canberra, Melbourne and Brisbane. I have also been very lucky too with the registrars 
and registry mangers at Newcastle.   
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I record my thanks to three Chief Justices, Elizabeth Evatt, Alastair Nicholson and 
Diana Bryant, and two CEO’s Len Glare and Richard Foster, for their support and 
friendship.  
 
I can’t mention other names today, because the cakes will go stale and the drinks will 
get warm.  
 
I hope that I haven’t left it till this stage to make others aware of how much I 
appreciate them.  
 
If you read the newspapers you might think that all the family courts do is make 
decisions about very rich people’s finances, children’s birthday parties and finding 
ways to stop children spending time with their fathers.   
 
That is not been my experience. I grew up in Broadmeadow, a working class suburb. I 
lived in inner Sydney Ultimo in the 1960’s as a student and saw the poverty there. 
Nothing prepared me for the poverty and troubles of the families in children’s cases in 
the Newcastle Registry.   
 
We have clients from all over Australia and overseas, but the main client area is 
generally bounded by the Hawkesbury to the south, the coast up to a little past 
Kempsey, then across to Moree, taking in Glen Innes and Inverell, then on the west 
from Moree to Narrabri and Gunnedah. That’s a population of 1.2 million or 18 per 
cent of the NSW/ACT population. You can compare 1.2 million with the population 
of Tasmania (nearly 480,000), and the population of South Australia (about 1.5 
million).  
 
I plan to talk about those 1.2 million people, the main client group for the registry. I 
will call them “the client group”. First their education levels. 
 
In 2003 in the Sydney region 44 per cent of persons over 15 had at least a year 12 
education, but for the Hunter it was only 27 per cent.   
 
2006 census showed that the rates had increased for both regions, Sydney rate was 
still 140per cent of the rate for the Hunter.  
 
Nearly 55 per cent of the 2006 adult population of the Hunter Region left school at 
year 10 or earlier, which was 25 per cent higher than the rate for the state.   
 
The 2006 census shows the client group has significantly lower rates of persons with 
degrees or diplomas compared with the NSW/ACT average. 
 
Research shows that early school leavers suffer significantly more unemployment and 
significantly lower earnings when employed.    
 
But a survey last year by the Hunter Valley Research Foundation found that 43 per 
cent of adults in the Hunter believe that early school leavers have the same or better 
chances of finding work. Forty seven per cent believe that they have the same or 
better chances of having fulfilling employment over their lifetime.   
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A startling 34 per cent believe early school leavers have the same or better chances of 
being well paid at work.   
 
A 2005 state numeracy survey of year seven students showed the Hunter and Central 
Coast students performed below the state average. The 2007 survey showed the gap 
had widened. 
 
This year Education Department figures were released showing that the three 
education regions in our client area had the three highest rates of long suspensions of 
students.  Western Sydney at 1.69 per cent of students compared with 3.23 per cent 
for New England in our client area, the highest in the state. 
 
With poorer education, high unemployment is a feature of the client group.   
 
1996 unemployment for the client group was 11 per cent. The NSW/ACT average 
was 9 per cent. By the 2001 census the discrepancy had increased. The national 
unemployment rate had decreased by 16 per cent, but the rate for the client group 
decreased by only 12 per cent.  
 
A study by the ANU showed that in 1998 the unemployment rate for Newcastle City, 
at 15 per cent, was higher than any suburb in Sydney and more than double the rate of 
most Sydney suburbs 
 
In 2002 a HVRF study found that for the previous five years the Hunter consistently 
had a higher rate of long term unemployment than the state average.  At the time the 
Hunter rate was 50 per cent higher than the state rate.   
 
In 2004 people were talking of the economy being in a glory phase, but youth 
unemployment in Newcastle was about 30per cent; mostly early school leavers. 
 
The 2006 Census shows the unemployment rate for persons over 15 in our client 
group was 20 per cent higher than the NSW/ACT rate. 
 
By May this year the unemployment rate in the hunter had fallen to only slightly 
higher than the state average. But the unemployment rate for people aged 15 -19 was 
still 13 per cent. In Newcastle the number of jobs has generally been increasing for 10 
years, but there are still early school leavers who miss the boat.   
 
The connection between unemployment and poverty is obvious. 
 
The Tax Office each year announces the Australian postcode with the lowest average 
income of taxpayers. The Newcastle suburbs of Windale, Carrington and Callaghan 
have each won the award more than once in the last decade.   
 
A report commissioned by the Hunter Taskforce found 1996 household incomes in 
the Hunter averaged $520 per month less than the state average. 
 
The 2001 Census showed lower incomes for the client area at the top and bottom 
earnings levels compared with the NSW/ACT averages. Fifty five per cent of the 
client group had incomes less than $400 per week compared with only 46 per cent for 
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NSW/ACT. Only 8 per cent had incomes over $1,000 per week compared with 13 per 
cent for NSW/ACT. The disparities had increased since the 1996 census.  
 
In the 2006 Census 55 per cent of families in NSW/ACT had an income of at least 
$1,000 per week, but for the client group it was only 45 per cent.  
 
Poverty brings more stress and separations to couples.   
 
A Monash University study drew attention in 2001 to the fact that while the divorce 
rate had stabilised amongst the middle class, it was still increasing amongst the poor. 
It reported that more than 40 per cent of separated fathers had incomes less than $300 
per week.   
 
For men 35 to 39 with incomes of $1,000 to $1,500 per week about one in 10 was 
separated or divorced. But for those with incomes under $300 per week one in four 
was separated or divorced.  
 
The 2001 census showed that with only 17 per cent of the population of NSW/ACT 
the client group had 19 per cent of the divorcees. It climbed to 20 per cent in the 2006 
census with 18 per cent of the population.  
 
Unemployment and poverty are not good for families. They put stress on the family 
and can cause unhappiness, depression and conflict.  
 
Health is another problem in the client group. This year it was reported that the death 
rate per 100,000 persons for the Hunter New England Health Region is almost 700, 
compared with a state average of 647. 
 
Cessnock had the highest death rate in the state. For males it was about 950 compared 
with a state average of less than 800. 
 
The Hunter New England and North Coast health regions have relatively high 
smoking rates. They have the highest and second highest rates in the state of persons 
receiving sickness benefits or disability pensions. 
 
Those two health regions have been classified by the Health Department as the two 
most disadvantaged health regions in the state in terms of the Department’s 
Socioeconomic Index for Regions. 
 
Within our client area the Joint Investigation Response Teams from Newcastle, 
Tamworth and The Entrance handle 23 per cent of the state’s investigations of serious 
child abuse. I understand that 20 per cent of the children taken into care by the 
Department of Community Services in 2006/07 were from the Hunter Region, which 
has only nine per cent of the state population.  
 
Last year Professor Tony Vinson of Sydney University released a research report 
called “Dropping Off The Edge – the Distribution of Social Disadvantage in 
Australia.”   
 
The report identifies entrenched and intergenerational patterns of disadvantage. It 
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demonstrates, through statistical analysis of the data, that links exist between factors 
such as early school leaving, low job skills, long term unemployment and criminal 
convictions.  
 
The report identified areas of concentrated disadvantage in Australia, where social 
disadvantage is entrenched within a limited number of localities. The indicators that 
were to the forefront in the profiles of the high ranking localities were: 
 
•  low income 
•  early school leaving 
•  year 12 incomplete 
•  disability/sickness support 
•  long term unemployment 
•  criminal convictions 
•  lack of post school qualifications 
•  unemployment 
•  prison admissions 
•  confirmed child mistreatment 
•  limited computer use 
•  limited internet access 
 
Those factors are common in our cases, as are personality disorders, mental illness, 
drug addictions, and children with serious health or behaviour problems.  
 
The report lists the 40 most disadvantaged postcode areas in NSW.   
 
One third of them are in our client area.  Of the 11 most disadvantaged postcodes, 
four are in our client area.  
 
Most Newcastle cases about “millionaires” are about dysfunctional families on whom 
the community has spent more than a million dollars.  The spending is in areas such 
as: 

• long term social welfare support because of unemployment;  
• medical, hospital and other health care because of depression and suicide 

attempts; 
• sickness and disability benefits because of drug abuse; 
• police costs for attending on complaints, investigations, court attendances in 

the state courts and other work to do with apprehended violence, prosecutions 
for breaches of those orders, assaults and other crime in the home; 

• medical and hospital costs and cost of ongoing counselling, drug rehabilitation 
programs, and methadone programs to do with drug or alcohol problems; 

• ongoing counselling and support by mental health services because of mental 
illness. (We increasingly see people who after long term use of marijuana have 
developed serious mental health problems); 

• costs of extensive involvement of the Department of Community Services 
because of numerous complaints about child abuse or neglect; 

• costs of treatment of children for behavioural and other problems because of 
abuse or neglect and antisocial attitudes of the parents;  
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• costs of the police, courts, the Corrective Services and the probation and 
parolee services because of other criminal behaviour, including using illegal 
drugs and abusive behaviour; 

• costs of accommodating children taken into care. (In 2006/07 the NSW 
Department of Community Services spent $365,000,000 on nearly 13,000 
NSW children in care. More than 3,000 of them are from our client group.) 

• legal aid for domestic violence litigation in the state courts and for separated 
parents in the family courts. (For proceedings requiring five days of hearing in 
the Family Court with the parents and children represented it could cost legal 
aid $100,000);  

• costs of the legal representation of the Department of Community Services in 
many of our cases; and  

• the costs to the court systems to provide the magistrates, judges, support staff 
and facilities for the litigation involving such people. 

 
Scandinavian countries have demonstrated that for every dollar invested in children, 
the community can save $25 in the areas I have listed.   

 
The use of free preschools to assist in socialising children and initiatives to increase 
the number of children who complete high school are lauded as especially effective. 

 
We are spending our money the wrong end of the process. I hope that our community 
will soon demand a more enlightened approach for our children.     
 
Thank you. 


