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COURT WELFARE SERVICE 

Statement 
HON LINDA SAVAGE (East Metropolitan) [10.09 pm]: I will speak tonight about the work of the volunteers 
of the Court Welfare Service. As it happens, it is rather apt that I do so given the legislation we have been talking 
about. These volunteers work at the very coalface, dealing with people when they come into the court system. 
Anyone who has ever been to or worked at the Central Law Courts will be aware of the work of these volunteers, 
who are essential to the running of the courts in Western Australia. I have quite a number of friends who have 
been part of the Court Welfare Service as volunteers. It has for many years been made up entirely of volunteers. 

If members are not aware of the history of the Court Welfare Service in Western Australia, it began in 1974 
when the Law Society of Western Australia called a meeting of interested volunteers and organisations to 
provide support for defendants and their friends and families when they appeared in the Court of Petty Sessions. 
The volunteers of the Court Welfare Service began their work in the Court of Petty Sessions in 1974. The work 
they did then—it is the work they do now—was to help provide preliminary information on the duty counsel 
sheet, assist with court lists, provide liaison between duty lawyers and court officers, and generally assist people 
who arrive at the courts and naturally are bewildered and do not know what they are meant to do. In addition, 
they refer people and their families to welfare agencies and obviously comfort and assist distressed friends and 
relatives. That is still the core work that the volunteers do. 

In the late 1970s, with the assistance and encouragement of now retired Judge Antoinette Kennedy, the 
volunteers, who are overwhelmingly women of course, became an autonomous body. Gladys Morgan was the 
first president of the Court Welfare Service in 1981. At this time, volunteers were provided every day that the 
Beaufort Street court, the East Perth court, the Fremantle court and the Children’s Court sat. With the 
establishment of the Central Law Courts, the volunteers were there, and that is where their headquarters are 
today. Of course, since that time the role of the volunteers has expanded, just as the court system has expanded. 
The number of people who face the courts in this state has increased; some 23 per cent more people are in our 
prisons or have gone to prison in the past 18 months. Obviously, the work that the volunteers do has also 
increased. Court Welfare Service volunteers are now at the courts at Midland, Armadale, Joondalup, 
Rockingham, Bunbury, Geraldton and Northam. All in all, they are available at whichever of the 10 courts sit 
from Geraldton to Albany. 

For many years this service was funded by subscriptions paid by the volunteers. In recent years, they have 
received a small amount of funding to cover insurance and some administrative costs and to provide training. 
There are no paid full-time staff and no-one, including the president and the committee, receives any payment 
for their time. They are naturally very proud of the high calibre of the volunteers. To become a volunteer, a 
person is interviewed and undergoes a training program. There is ongoing training as well. 

I have obviously attended courts over the years through my work, but I am speaking specifically about the Court 
Welfare Service, which I visited as recently as two weeks ago. The volunteers arrive at the court at eight o’clock 
in the morning and are generally there until around one o’clock, which, as those members who have spent any 
time in a court will know, is when the major parts of the list are turned over. As we are now discussing criminal 
law in Parliament, as we seem to do quite regularly, perhaps it would be useful for members to go down to the 
courts and not just look at what goes on in a court, including the Children’s Court, with the legislation that we 
are considering at the moment, but also see what happens generally in the courts in this city.  

The volunteers, many of whom, as I said, I know personally, give their time freely to help defendants and their 
families every day. I would like to mention in particular a good friend of mine—one of my closest friends—Lisa 
Telford, who has, for many years, been a court volunteer and also acted as the president, all on a voluntary basis. 

It is impossible, really, to estimate what the state saves each year because of these 80 or 90 volunteers who are 
essential to the running of our courts and who assist, of course, not only families and defendants, but also duty 
lawyers and court staff. It would certainly cost in the hundreds of thousands of dollars if their time had to be paid 
for. Equally important as the assistance, of course, is the compassion that they show to people who are often 
having their one-and-only experience in a court as they arrive. As I said earlier, these volunteers are 
overwhelmingly women, and I think that the very willing and essential role that they play in the courts really 
deserves the thanks of the entire community. 
 


