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women. M en are also victims of domestic 
violence, and their experiences should not be 
ignored or belittled, our focus on women as 
survivors is simply because statistics show 
that women suffer it more than men. It is 
clear that domestic violence is a gendered 
issue. Laws can punish perpetrators, but can 
they proactively change the underlying issues 
that leads to domestic violence? The real 
question is: how much can the law actually 
change the lives of the most marginalised 
women in Australia?

One very clear initiative which 
could assist women would be to properly 
fund the community legal sector, something 
which is yet to occur and will get worse 
from 1 July 2017, with the Women?s Legal 
Service to lose their duty lawyer. Another 
would be the increase of community legal 
education. There is only so much the law 
can do. We believe that education from an 
early age on gender issues, including 
subconscious societal prejudices and 
relationships, would ultimately be needed to 
combat the issues which women face. Our 
society needs to take a bold look in the 
mirror and start by acknowledging that we 
are not all equal, and this definitely does not 
stop at gender. 

Our International Women?s Day 
panel Mind the Gap: It?s Not All About the 

International Wom en's D ay -  Be Bold For Change
Gabrielle Verhagen & Annika McInerney, 
Women's Officers 2017

International Women?s Day is on 8 
M arch every year. It is a day to celebrate 
women and recognise the ongoing 
inequality faced by those who identify as a 
woman around the world. It is about 
highlighting an intersectionality of 
disadvantage and working towards changing 
it.  

This year the theme is ?Be Bold for 
Change?. This theme resonates for us as 
women working in the law both because of 
the historic gender divide within those 
practicing law, and because of it?s capacity to 
influence society. For us, being bold for 
change means helping those most 
marginalised in the community. It means 
vocalising the inequality that still persists 
both internationally and within Australia in 
spite of the fear of being labelled with a 
derogatory term such as ?feminazi?, or facing 
worse backlash. It means addressing 
intersectionality and acknowledging our 
own privilege relative to other women. It 
means listening to, and learning from, those 
who have lived experience even if it may be 
uncomfortable. 

The law (and those who work 
in/with it) is in a unique position to help 
reflect and shape social values. Law 
underpins our society, it does not exist in a 
vacuum, and therefore has a great 
responsibility to do whatever it can to help 
those marginalised by our society. 

Unfortunately, the law is not 
known for being bold for change. Our 
common law system is slow to change, and 
stuck in precedents and historical 
jurisprudence. Change does occur, there is 
no doubt, but it is slow due to the nature of 
litigation. This means that statute, and thus 
our politicians, bear the burden of boldlying 
changing Australian law to reflect the 
modern issues of gender inequality. There 
have been very publicised attempts at this in 
particular areas, most notably attempts to 
deal with domestic violence. The issue is a 
clear case study of both the power and limits 
of the law. 

Domestic violence is 
overwhelmingly perpetrated by men, and 
the survivors of it are overwhelming 

Money hopes to address the theme for this 
year through our panellists and their stories. 
M agistrate Urfa M asood is the first Muslim 
womaen to be appointed to the judiciary in 
Victoria. Her appointment is a clear bold 
shift for the judiciary, one which will 
hopefully be followed by more diversity. 
Kristen Walker QC is one of only a limited 
number of women Queen?s Council 
members, who regularly speaks at the H igh 
Court. A recent article in the Age revealed 
that only 25% of women appear as leading 
counsel in the H igh Court. Beth Gaze?s 
academic work has focussed on the 
intersection of legal and social issues. As 
stated above, this intersection is key to 
achieving systemic change within our 
society. As an advisor on the Equal 
Opportunity Act 2010 (Vic), Beth has 
contributed to the rules which underpin 
Victorian society and the ways we interact. 
All of these women are promoting bold, 
systemic change in their own ways, and we 
are incredibly excited to share International 
Women?s Day with them.    

To come and hear these amazing 
women speak, come to our International 
Women?s Day Panel on the 8th of M arch at 
6.30pm on level 1. Inspire yourselves, and be 
bold for change.
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Nathan Grech, First Year JD  student

Attending M elbourne Law 
School has been on my radar for as long 
as I have been out of high school. I, 
along with most people reading this, 
were fortunate enough to make the cut. 
But I am one of the lucky ones. M y 
route to accomplishing my goals and 
ambitions in adulthood has been a very 
smooth one. This is not the case, 
though, for many young people.

When I was 19 I took a friend 
and lawyer?s advice and began 
volunteering at a community legal centre 
in Werribee called ?WEstjustice?, which 
helps vulnerable, low socio-economic, 
refugee and disadvantaged members of 
the community with legal issues ranging 
from fines to family violence issues.

The experience was eye 
opening to say the least, and exposed me 
to a side of my local community that I 
had never witnessed before. People 
overwhelmed by their legal problems, 
needing serious help but unsure what 
they needed to access to get that help. 
This is the role of lawyers in the 
community sector, including one of my 
colleagues, Vincent Shin ? to advise and 
help people most in need.

Vincent began working at 
WEstjustice in 2015. He had been hired 
under the nation?s first School Lawyer 
project, an initiative seeking to provide a 
school with an in-house lawyer to 
provide legal advice and representation to 
students and their parents on a broad 
range of legal issues.

The project was implemented 
at The Grange P-12 College to aid 
students and their families navigate any 
legal issues. A number of these issues 
relate to personal safety and family 
violence, a contentious and only recently 
enlightened social issue in popular 
discourse.

The program has been a 
resounding success in generating media 
coverage and illustrating the importance 
of equal access to justice for all 
Victorians, no matter what their age, 
circumstances or background. Perhaps 
equally as important, however, is the 
exposure it has given to the work of 
lawyers such as Vincent, who drew upon 
his personal experiences to undertake his 
School Lawyer role effectively.

Vincent himself had a 
turbulent upbringing, experiencing 

K nowledge as Em powerm ent  -  H ow 
the Law Can be Used to Aid Social 
Just ice and Youth

family violence and not feeling certain 
about where he was heading after VCE. 
After a number of years trying to decide 
what he wanted to pursue as a career, 
Vincent eventually went back to 
university to complete a law degree, and 
worked with disadvantaged youth in 
residential care homes whilst studying at 
university. This experience prompted 
him to decide to use his degree to give 
back to youth who had faced the same or 
similar disenfranchisement that he had 
experienced growing up.

Vincent, my colleagues and 
other lawyers like him involved in social 
justice advocacy are a shining example of 
how the community can use their 
profession to give back in a meaningful 
way. The reason I chose to write this 
piece is to highlight the positive impact 
that the law and a law degree can have on 
our society. It is not just about 
clerkships, big business, and earning a 
high enough salary to pay back the 
FEE-HELP loan so many of us will 
accumulate. It is about a fundamental 
right that we all should have to be able to 
seek legal services when we need them 
most.

 N ot everyone has the same 
advantages that we have been blessed 
with as M LS students. A law degree is a 
privilege that allows a graduate the 
chance to change the paths of those in 
need. It should never be taken for 
granted, as the services we can provide 
upon graduation can touch and benefit 
the lives of members of the community 
for years to come.

All information about Vincent has been 
checked and approved for publication by 
Vincent himself.

Curve Grading
Ruby Bell, Second Year JD  Student   

M elbourne Law School is the highest 
ranked law school in the country. One would think 
that the strict entry standards would be enough and 
that it could safely be assumed that all students here 
are highly capable in an academic environment. 
However, the law school still uses a bell curve 
grading system for all compulsory subjects and many 
elective subjects. Grading on bell curves creates a 
hyper competitive, zero sum environment where one 
student?s success is another student?s failure. The 
main aim for students is to be the best in their class, 
rather than to have the most enriching learning 
experience possible. 

It is well known that wellbeing is an issue at 
the law school. The vast majority, if not all, of 
students in the JD have come from being in the top 
of their class in their undergraduate studies. Except 
for a select few, most students are ranked far lower on 
the curve than they ever would have been in 
undergrad. This is sure to impact upon students? 
self-esteem. However, self-esteem is not the only 
concern with bell curve grading. Economists 
Pradeep Dubey and John Geanakoplos conducted an 
analysis of different grading systems and concluded 
that forced grading curves create a disincentive to 
study. 

Anecdotally, study at M elbourne Law 
School is often a very personal, private activity. It is 
common for students to be secretive about their 
sources and unwilling to share ideas for fear of 
putting themselves at a disadvantage. University is 
supposed to be a place where ideas are discussed, 
debated, and cultivated. In an environment where 
one?s success depends on another?s failure, this is not 
possible. 

In 2016, the N ew York Times published an 
article titled Why We Should Stop Grading Students 
on a Curve. The author, a professor at The 
University of Pennsylvania, detailed how he had 
abolished curve grading and instead had taken steps 
to improve student cooperation. For the final exam, 
he allowed students to pick one question where, if 
they did not know the answer, they could nominate a 
classmate who they thought would know. 

If the classmate got the answer right, they 
both earned points. This created a learning 
environment where study groups were established 
and notes were shared. Average marks on the exam 
were 2 per cent higher than the previous cohort?s, 
and not because of the bonus marks. Class became 
collaborative instead of competitive. M elbourne Law 
School could perhaps benefit from such a system.

The main outcome of education should be 
personal and professional enrichment. In a system 
where we are graded on a curve, it is not possible for 
more than one person to be the best. M elbourne 
Law School is an environment of high achieving 
students, but it need not be a hothouse where 
survival of the fittest prevails. Perhaps it is time for 
M elbourne Law School to rethink its grading policy 
and endeavour to create an atmosphere where ideas 
and students alike can grow and flourish.

Vincent Shin, Youth Lawyer
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D eclan Fry, Third Year JD  Student

Lygon St

For a long time, while living in a 
glass and steel student apartment complex 
next to the Curtin Hotel, I would wander 
down Lygon St to the corner where the 
Curtin and Trades H all face each other, 
before continuing down Russell St to go 
grocery shopping.

Once, I saw a bed trailing down 
the steps of the State Library?s Russell St 
side. It was just across from other glass and 
steel apartments: apartments not unlike those 
that developers planned to erect where the 
Corkman Pub stood; or which might soon 
stand at the site of a factory that opened in 
1902 in Footscray and burned down last 
week in suspicious circumstances, taking 
with it the lives of three squatters who had 
lived there for over a year  -  a factory owned 
by developers with plans to build a massive 
1400-apartment 'multi- tower'.

To be honest, I liked seeing that 
bed by the State Library each night. The 
encampment in such a public part of what 
The Economist considers the world?s most 
liveable city gave physical form to one of 
urban life?s realities: homelessness.

Section 49A of Victoria?s Summary 
Offences Act 1966 allows the state to 
imprison anyone who begs for up to 12 
months. Certainly, not all who beg are 
homeless; but the overwhelming majority 
are. According to the Crime Statistics 
Agency, between January 2011 and 
December 2015, 841 charges were laid 
against people for begging. But things may 
get worse still.

Abandoned Rubbish

The City of M elbourne has 
proposed changes to the Activities Local Law 
2009, which regulates the use of public 
space, to stipulate that ?[A] person must not 
camp in or on any public place?. This 
effectively makes it illegal to sleep on the 
street (?camp? is not defined). An authorised 
officer can also direct a person to move on 
and, if the person fails to comply, fine or 
charge them.

The proposed changes would also 
allow unattended property to be confiscated 
and sold, destroyed, or given away if a fee is 
not paid within 14 days, as well as levying a 
separate $388 fine for leaving items 
unattended in the first place. 

M elbourne has also suggested 
launching a new campaign to discourage 
people from donating to the homeless, in a 
bid to reduce the ?2750kg of abandoned 
rubbish? (such ?rubbish? including 
identification, medication, prescriptions, 
journals, family photos, and artwork) that 
council have already removed. What could 
these changes mean?

As you may imagine, belongings 
will inevitably be left behind when people 
need to get food or use the toilet.

M any people I have spoken to 
have described having their personal 
belongings taken. One person recalled 
returning to discover all of their belongings 
had been removed after leaving them alone 
for just an hour. They were unable to get 
them back, and knew of several others who 
had suffered similar experiences.

The right not to have one?s home 
and privacy interfered with is protected by 
Victoria?s Charter of Human Rights and 
Responsibilities, as well as international law. 
Leaving aside the complete disregard our 
double standard toward the homeless shows 
for the rights of all individuals to have their 
personal property respected and untampered 
with, the proposals also represent the 
invasion of an individual?s personhood. It is 
M elbourne telling its homeless that they do 
not have a right to their belongings, and 
raises concerns of discrimination, if not 
cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment. 
Simply put, it takes advantage of the 
vulnerable.

Culture Shock

Born in Kalgoorlie, WA, and 
growing up in Laverton and Kalgoorlie 
before attending high school and university 
in Perth, I was genuinely shocked to hear 
that begging could possibly be an offence in 
Victoria. Because, well? a lot of Perth folk 
think M elbourne is pretty cool. In 
university we spent half our time 
complaining that Perth wasn?t more like 
M elbourne, and half our time complaining 
that we were not yet in M elbourne. When 
we?re not wearing tank tops, driving 
unnecessarily large cars down palm-tree 
lined freeways, or bashing up 
someone/being bashed ourselves at the 
corner petrol station, we?re looking up to 
M elbourne. M elbourne has arts. M elbourne 
has history. Politics. A human rights charter. 
Two different state newspapers. Whereas 
Perth? Perth just feels like Los Angeles, but 
with better beaches.

Speaking of LA, they had one of 
the world's toughest approaches to 
homelessness, including a ban on sitting, 
sleeping or lying on the footpath. 

Continued, Page 4

H om eless in the World's M ost L iveable City

http://www.melbourne.vic.gov.au/about-council/governance-transparency/acts-local-laws/Pages/activities-local-law-2009.aspx
http://www.melbourne.vic.gov.au/about-council/governance-transparency/acts-local-laws/Pages/activities-local-law-2009.aspx
http://www.melbourne.vic.gov.au/about-council/governance-transparency/acts-local-laws/Pages/activities-local-law-2009.aspx
http://www.melbourne.vic.gov.au/about-council/governance-transparency/acts-local-laws/Pages/activities-local-law-2009.aspx
http://www.melbourne.vic.gov.au/about-council/governance-transparency/acts-local-laws/Pages/activities-local-law-2009.aspx
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At the Movies -  H idden 
Figures

Sarah Goegan, Third Year JD  Student

Directed by Ted M elfi, Hidden 
Figures tells the stories of Katherine Johnson 
(Taraji P. Henson), Dorothy Vaughan 
(Octavia Spencer) and M ary Jackson (Janelle 
M onae), three mathematicians who worked 
for N ASA during the Space Race. These 
women were instrumental in helping place 
the first men in space, and did not receive 
recognition for their work until 
much later in life ? Katherine 
Johnson was awarded the 
Presidential M edal of Freedom in 
2015, at 96 years old ? hence the 
film?s title. 

Hidden Figures depicts the 
trio?s struggles, and the dual 
prejudices they experienced being 
both African American, and 
female, despite having the same 
qualifications and being just as 
capable as their white male 
counterparts. The film juxtaposes 
N ASA, the site of such 
ground-breaking mathematic and 
scientific advancements, with the 
continued, almost routine setbacks 
the women experienced. This 
contrast highlights the infuriating 
ignorance driving racial and gender 
prejudices. In this way, their 
successes in finally launching men 
into space can be seen as a clear 

metaphor for breaking the glass ceiling. 

Hidden Figures is a really enjoyable, 
charming film. The subject matter is a 
director?s dream, because it?s just such a great 
story to tell. The lead actresses are uniformly 
excellent, with fantastic chemistry, though I 
did feel that Octavia Spencer was slightly 
underused. Then again, this is an 
unavoidable consequence of having three 

amazing individual stories to tell. They are 
accompanied by a strong supporting cast ? 
audiences will particularly appreciate Kevin 
Costner?s performance as Al H arrison, head 
of the Space Task Group Katherine is 
assigned to. H arrison reflects the progressive 
side of N ASA, breaking down barriers for 
women of colour within the organisation. 

However, this progressivism is 
driven mainly by necessity ? in the urgent 
context of the Space Race, it made sense to 
have all of N ASA?s best minds on an equal 
footing. This is shown in one particularly 
memorable scene where Katherine makes an 
impassioned speech, making her boss aware 
that her absences from the office for periods 
at a time is due to the coloured ladies? 

bathroom being a half mile 
away, and listing the daily 
humiliations she experiences as 
the only coloured woman in the 
Task Group. 

U ltimately, though this 
inspirational story receives the 
Hollywood treatment for the 
silver screen, what I loved most 
was later reading their subjects? 
own accounts of their 
experiences. In true badass 
form, Katherine Johnson said 
?it was just another day?s work.?

4 out of 5 stars.

Instituting fines and charges (as well as 
criminal records if people fail to appear in 
court) does not solve homelessness. It does, 
however, put further strain on the justice 
system as people cycle endlessly through the 
courts.

Instead of such a costly band-aid, 
M elbourne should work with State and 
Federal governments to address the 
underlying causes of begging (including 
Victoria's public housing waiting list of 
33,940 people. Rather than spending taxes 
on hospital beds, ambulance rides, and 
criminal prosecution, we should continue to 
invest in permanent supportive housing. 

It is housing, not prosecution, that 
allows people to live with the dignity they 
deserve. 

Continued From Page 3

In spite of this, they still had the 
highest concentration of homeless people in 
the United States.Why import someone 
else?s failed social experiment?  

Under the Br idge

M elbourne?s proposed laws 
threaten to simply sweep a real social 
problem under the carpet.

H iding people away in cars and 
under bridges, or pushing them out to other 
council districts, does not solve 
homelessness. It does, however, isolate 
people from services and assistance, reduce 
the ability of authorised officers to 
effectively engage with them, and potentially 
expose people to a greater risk of violence. 

What Can You D o?

You can help convince M elbourne City 
Council not to go ahead with its proposed 
changes by sharing your thoughts on them at 
Justice Connect?s Homeless Law website 
before M arch 17. Check out:

justiceconnect.org.au: Melbourne, Don't 
Criminalise Homelessness

 


