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I would like to begin by acknowledging the traditional owners of the land the Kulin

Nations and pay my respects to their elders both past and present.

I thank you for your kind invitation to speak at this Community Observance of the

Opening of the Legal Year. As stressed in your invitation, the community’s involvement 

in this opening is important, especially the involvement of people from diverse sections

of our society. Their involvement brings into focus the issue of equality before the law as

well as issues of human rights.

In developing this talk, I read with interest the words of our Chief Justice, the Honourable

Marilyn Warren which I quote “The law is a growing, changing amorphous concept. We

reach out to touch, understand and know it. It is always there. The law grows and changes

to meet the growth and change of society as it evolves.”

The emphasis on the growth and change of the law makes it very important that this

opening takes place in this Parliament to remind us of the importance of its role in



determining the laws that govern our society. Our democratic processes charge our

elected representatives with the responsibility of bringing forward legislation to establish

a legal framework within which our courts operate, reacting and interpreting the growth

and change in our society.

Those words of the Chief Justice highlight the importance of understanding the factors

that influence the growth and change of our society. Today the pace of change is rapid in

our society and the factors that affect the development of value systems is changing. For

instance, the birth of the first IVF baby in the United Kingdom in 1978 and the

subsequent rapid developments in that field, resulted in societal discussions as to how

those technologies should be used and what limitations that should be placed on them.

Subsequently, following public and parliamentary debate, legislation was introduced to

regulate this field. Thus we can say that medical science is just one of the many factors

that can change the nature of our society and thus influence our legal framework.

The nature of work, modes of transportation, modes of communication, the nature of

financial products, modes of gambling and so on, can all require legislation that will

influence the evolution of the law. The list is indeed much longer.

There are however other facets of society where change is occurring but the reasons for

those changes are less clear or tangible. I refer to those abstract concepts termed values

that are an integral part of our society.

Where do our values arise from? Some emerge from the religious background of our

society, which in the formative years of this country arose from the Judeo-Christian

upbringing of the settlers to this country. They brought with them legal frameworks

arising from the United Kingdom which conflicted with the laws of the traditional owners

of this land.

In current Australian society we might define some of these key values as our freedom of

speech and religious tolerance, our harmonious multicultural society, our respect for



human life and for each other, our culture of a fair go, our spirit of equality and our

commitment to those in strife and those less fortunate, responsible citizenship and the

care of people and the earth.

We are fortunate that in this State, we do have a Charter of Human Rights and

Responsibilities which deals with many of those values and clearly and simply defines

them.

The changes in the law thus must preserve these basic rights and grow and change within

this framework. Yet I wonder how many people are aware of this Charter and what it

represents.

Today as the community celebrates the Opening of the Legal Year, it brings into focus

the need for the community to be better educated about our constitution and laws.

Respect for the law is required to enable it to function in a society and the degree of

social cohesion of that society is critical to enable the law to function without disruption,

protest and violence. That respect comes from behaviours that are handed down from

generation to generation by the elders in our society as they nurture the young. Clearly

that pathway is dependent on the time taken by those elders to transmit that respect to

younger generations. Today, time is in short supply for parents and, increasingly, mobile

global societies remove the possibilities of grandparents participating in that process.

Further, the postponement of childbearing to later ages again can further limit the

interaction of elders with the young.

Socio-economic disadvantage and poor language skills may mean that the elders

themselves have little understanding of the law and a Charter of Human Rights. While

schools can be a substitute, younger generations growing up in areas of socio-economic

disadvantage may attend schools where the quality of education sometimes fails as a

surrogate source of information concerning the law, perhaps diminishing the respect with

which it is viewed.



Further, in such neighbourhoods, the access to the law can be limited, acting as a further

barrier to building an understanding and respect of the law.

There is thus a responsibility for the community as a whole and also for the legal

community to ensure that education about our laws and legal system must be a high

priority, especially in areas of socio-economic disadvantage and for those whose English

language skills are poor. Failure to do so may result in diminished respect for the law and

its resultant behavioural manifestations.

These are issues that we need to address to ensure that our largely stable and harmonious

society, for which we must be grateful, is nurtured and maintained.

At this time of renewal and recommitment, it is important that the community and legal

profession recognise the importance of education about the law and access to it for all. I

wish you well for the year ahead as your profession provides guidance to our society in

matters of the law and its wide outreach.

Thank you


