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OUR APPROACH 
Since 2008, First Step Legal has provided pro bono legal services to clients actively engaged in treatment 
at First Step, a multidisciplinary medical, mental health and addiction services clinic. Assisting some of 
the most disadvantaged and disenfranchised members of our community, our objective is to ensure 
that the stress of dealing with a legal matter does not derail our clients’ rehabilitative efforts. 

Ours is a unique model. As one of the earliest health justice partnerships in Australia, we embed a legal 
practice within a clinical framework where the legal team forms part of an integrated therapeutic team. 
Working with our clients’ doctor, therapist, or mental health nurse means that our legal staff become 
part of a triangular therapeutic model of care, facilitating a strong sense of trust with clients. 

The First Step Legal team works closely with the client and allied health professionals, towards an 
outcome that promotes client wellbeing, which often involves several court adjournments to allow 
clients to progress in their rehabilitation and recovery prior to their final hearing. 

Whilst previously focused almost exclusively on criminal law, First Step Legal has expanded its 
assistance to clients with family violence and family law matters, infringements, tenancy issues, and 
VOCAT applications. In 2021-2022, with the help of our supporters, our service continues to help clients 
of First Step, Windana Therapeutic Community, Star Health Family Violence Program and The St Kilda 
Road Clinic of Alfred Health, with the addition of Launch Housing St Kilda. Current legal aid structures 
provide limited funding for our practice method, and we therefore rely on new CLSP funding, 
government grants, private, corporate and philanthropic funding. 

With client wellbeing sitting at the heart of our service provision, First Step Legal also aims to identify 
key opportunities to contribute to law reform and system improvements. 

OVERVIEW OF OPERATIONS 
2021-2022 was another successful twelve months for First Step Legal. Over the year, we: 

Most importantly, First Step Legal has continued to provide high quality, wellbeing-focused legal 
assistance to clients with complex needs. 

Assisted 134 Clients 
Provided 452 instances of 

client contact and appeared 
in court 100 times 

Provided 120 consultations 

Operated 5 days per week Received new funding to 
grow our services 

Most criminal law clients 
allowed to recover in the 

community 

Trained 19 new volunteers 
Provided ongoing 

training to clinicians 

74 clients 35-49, 
 22 clients 50-64 
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OUR IMPACT 

In 2021 – 22 First Step Legal assisted 134 clients and conducted 120 consultations with clinicians across 
our health justice partnerships. We delivered 100 court appearances, conducted 83 case conferences, 
and had contact with our clients 452 times across the period.  

PROBLEM TYPE 
In 2021-2022 72 of our clients were 
female, and 60 were male. 74 clients in 
2021-2022 were aged between 35-49 
years, and 22 were aged 50-64 years.  

This year, in line with diversification of 
our health justice partnerships, we saw 
a more even spread of activity across 
criminal, civil, and family law 

The appointment of a family lawyer to 
work tirelessly across the Star Health 
partnership has seen this area continue 
rapidly from 20% of our matters in 
2020-2021 32%. A concerted effort from 
our generalist lawyer and army of 
volunteers has also seen growth in civil 
law, predominately in relation to 
infringements.  

As in previous years, we had several clients successfully referred to the Assessment and Referral Court 
(ARC) List at the Magistrates’ Court. This specialized list facilitates intensive case management designed 

to prevent recidivism and appropriately manage clients’ complex needs. 

“First Step turned my life from a nightmare into one with a 

future”
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  CASE STUDY #1 

As a result of the health-justice partnership between First Step and First Step Legal (FSL), 
Kimberley* was able to obtain legal advice in relation to her criminal charges while also 
receiving help for her serious mental health and drug and alcohol addiction issues. 

First Step and FSL’s health-justice partnership encourages integrated, trusting and positive 
relationships. In this context, the trust that Kimberley had in her GP at First Step could be 
transferred to her legal representation and drug counsellor as they all came under the same 
umbrella. The relationship of trust and confidence which is central to the health-justice 
partnership allowed Kimberley to access the help that she needed, even when she could not 
bring herself to engage with external services.  

In regard to her legal matter, there was a lengthy delay between when Kimberley was 
charged with criminal offences and when the matter was listed for hearing. She was on bail 
during that time, which placed her at risk of remand if she further offended, even for a 
minor offence. FSL believed that Kimberley had a strong arguable defence to the charge. 
The delay in waiting for the hearing exacerbated Kimberley’s mental health issues and 
alcohol abuse. Kimberley’s GP and alcohol counsellor provided letters detailing their 
concerns but the police and prosecutor refused to deal with the case prior to its listing and 
did not provide FSL with the police brief, in breach of their obligations. Kimberley connected 
this injustice with the many other injustices in her life and her mental health deteriorated.  
Through the health-justice partnership, FSL and First Step clinicians worked collaboratively 
to help Kimberley separate her current legal matter from the other hardships she had faced 
in her life in order to help her through this challenging time.  

After drafting a letter to the criminal coordinator at the Magistrates’ Court, FSL was 
successful in having the matter brought forward and the prosecution agreed to withdraw 
the charges.  The Magistrate acknowledged that court delay is a significant issue, especially 
for people with mental health issues. FSL also wrote to the managing Magistrate requesting 
that special mentions be permitted in the future for people with mental health issues that 
are exacerbated by delays in the court process. 

Kimberley was very grateful for FSL’s assistance to resolve her legal matter and with the 
support of the First Step clinicians she has found part time employment and is continuing to 
look after her mental health and addiction issues.   

*Names in all case studies have been changed
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CASE STUDY #2 

Brenda* was referred to First Step Legal (FSL) as a result of the health-justice partnership 
with Star Health where she is engaged in Family Violence Counselling. Brenda separated 
from her Husband of 18 years, Douglas*, and they share 2 children aged 8 and 13.  

Brenda was subjected to significant family violence by Douglas during the relationship that 
escalated at separation and Brenda received a Final Family Violence Intervention Order 
(FVIO) against Douglas. 
When FSL first engaged with Brenda, the Final FVIO was nearing its expiry and Brenda was 
concerned that Douglas would recommence his controlling and harassing behaviour if it was 
not extended. Douglas had repeatedly breached the FVIO throughout the period it was in 
place. His breaches were insidious and controlling in nature and mostly involved monitoring 
her through the children.   

FSL assisted Brenda to apply for an extension of her Final FVIO, which Douglas continues to 
contest. Douglas has also filed his own application for FVIO that FSL is assisting Brenda to 
defend.   
Brenda has significant difficulty with the operation of her parenting orders and feels that 
Douglas takes advantage of certain situations to contravene the parenting orders, including 
withholding the children when they are sick or collecting them before the end of the school 
day. Brenda experiences these contraventions as acts of family violence. Sometimes his 
conduct does constitute a breach of FVIO, but more broadly it fits within a pattern of 
controlling and menacing conduct designed to frustrate and intimidate Brenda.   

The collaborative and integrated approach of the health-justice partnership ensures the best 
personal and legal outcomes for our clients. Brenda needs significant assistance 
communicating with Douglas about time arrangements and decisions for the children. Her 
lawyer at FSL worked closely with her family violence counsellor at Star Health to help 
Brenda develop strategies for direct negotiation with Douglas while protecting herself from 
family violence and reducing the impact on the children. Much of the work FSL was doing 
with Brenda was non-legal and, as Brenda’s Intervention Order matter approached 
finalisation, FSL transitioned her primary support from her lawyer to FSL’s social worker to 
help coordinate ongoing support in the post-separation relationship with Douglas.   

*Names in all case studies have been changed.
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CASE STUDY #3 

As a direct result of the newly established health-justice partnership between First Step 
Legal (FSL) and Star Health, Mary* was able to access legal assistance in regard to her 
Community Corrections Order (order).  Mary was nearing the end of her order but had not 
completed 90% of her community work hours.  The court made the order on appeal 
because Mary had suffered from family violence and had children to care for. FSL assisted 
Mary with her application to cancel and/or vary the order as she would not be able to 
comply with it given her difficult personal circumstances.  

Mary had continued to be the victim of serious family violence during the course of the 
order.  She was forced to live in emergency accommodation and move to a location where 
her ex-partner could not find her. During this time, Mary engaged with a family violence 
counsellor at Star Health on a weekly basis. The counsellor explained that Mary had 
experienced trauma and was functioning in emergency mode for much of the duration of 
the order as she sought to provide the stability for her children that she did not have as a 
child. Mary was open to the recommendations made by her counsellor and implemented an 
approach for herself and her children that was kind, intelligent and principled.   

FSL made extensive efforts to ensure that the relevant authorities understood Mary’s 
extremely difficult personal circumstances and her commitment to engaging in treatment 
and addressing the needs of her children. FSL also liaised with the Judge’s associate to list 
the matter before the same Judge who imposed the order and provided the associate with 
all the materials in support of Mary’s application. FSL also spoke with the lawyers that 
appeared for Mary at her appeal to ensure that we were fully prepared in making the 
application.     

The nature of the health-justice partnership meant that the Star Health counsellor and the 
FSL lawyers worked closely together to achieve the best outcome for Mary. As a result of 
our advocacy, Corrections decided not to take any action against Mary for contravening the 
order at the end of the operational period, even though she had not completed her 
community work. FSL therefore withdrew the application for cancellation or variation the 
order. Mary was grateful for this result and continues to engage in therapy with her Star 
Health counsellor.   

*Names in all case studies have been changed.
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Expanded holistic legal practice 

It is our experience that the most vulnerable clients often experience multiple legal problems 
simultaneously. Often these matters are directly related to and exacerbated by a client’s mental 
health or addiction issues. Like criminal or family violence matters, dealing with these legal issues can 
create significant stress and derail recovery efforts. With three lawyers now working across distinct yet 
complementary areas of law, we’re able to provide holistic, continuous legal support to our clients with 
the aim of reducing clients’ risk factors. 

Family law and family violence 

Aside from criminal law matters, the most commonly faced legal issues by our clients are family 
law and family violence. First Step Legal supports applicants in an empowerment and agency-based 
approach and work collaboratively with clinicians to identify their fundamental wishes to maintain their 
safety and welfare. Applicants with complex mental health and addiction issues often struggle with 
the intimidating court system, so we assist them in navigating the process and having their voice 
and perspective heard by the court. 

An equally important part of this work is helping respondents develop insight into their relationships 
and behaviours to prevent further family violence. We assist respondents to family violence 
intervention orders and defendants charged with family violence offending to hold themselves 
personally accountable for their conduct and engage in therapeutic relationships that foster 
increased awareness and identification of factors that contributed to their offending and commission 
of family violence conduct. In doing so, we aim to improve the safety and welfare of our clients and 
their partners, as well as children of the relationship. 
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As part of our ongoing commitment to clients, we keep in regular contact once their matter has resolved 
by obtaining feedback at the close of their matter and 3, 6, 12 and 24 months afterwards. Our questions 
focus on clients’ wellbeing, access to appropriate services, and new or ongoing legal needs. This allows 
us to promptly address any legal issues that arise and ensure our clients are connected to the relevant 
practitioners at First Step, or elsewhere, if they are struggling with underlying issues. Throughout 2021 
we have worked with Melbourne University to improve our outcomes measurement for future years 
and design a new evaluation framework across our health justice partnerships. 

WHAT OUR CLIENTS SAY 

SUPPORTING OUR CLIENTS INTO THE FUTURE 

“First Step turned my life from a nightmare into 

one with a future!” 

“Tom M helped me in the past and was great. He assisted me on my journey of 
recovery.” 

“I would not be where I am today without First Step and its help. I am incredibly grateful 
for how much you have helped me.” 

“I am very grateful for First Step Legals’ help. God Bless!” 

“Tom M has been helping me and doing an amazing job.” 

“I am disappointed in the legal system and its adversarial nature – but First Step Legal 
has been a breath of fresh air. I am very happy with the service provided. Management 

should be very proud.” 
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 ADVOCATING FOR OUT COMMUNITY 

Our principal lawyer Michelle Goldberg contributed to the production of Fitzroy Legal Service’s  
report Gendered Injustice, which examines the policing and criminalisation of victim-survivors of 
domestic and family violence. 

Our generalist criminal lawyer Elizabeth Frampton — who works with applicants to the 
Victims of Crime Assistance Tribunal — also gave input to the creation of victim focused legal service. 

Our HJP Project Lead, Lisa Ward advocated in a wide variety of contexts. Lisa provided a written 
submission to the Legal and Social Issues Committee’s Parliamentary Inquiry into  
Victoria’s Criminal Justice System to advocate for bail reform and an enhanced commitment to  
therapeutic jurisprudence.  

Lisa also attended the Victoria Police’s Drug Diversion and Infringements Working Group to  
advocate for the decriminalisation of low-level drug offences; participated in the in the  
Federation of Community Legal Centres’ working group to advocate for inclusion of legal  
services as a core component of Victoria’s new Mental Health and Wellbeing Hubs; and spoke at 
Health Justice Australia’s national workshop with the alcohol and drug sector to promote  
integrated legal practice and encourage service providers to identify unmet legal need. 

  ONGOING EDUCATION 

Over the course of 2021/22 we delivered numerous training sessions to both our health justice 
partners and to our own staff and volunteers.  

Training for our health justice partners has included: 

Confidentiality, privilege, and lawyer’s responsibilities in the context of a health justice partnership, the 
application of sentencing principles the meaning of parental responsibility, family violence intervention 
orders, (specifically the interaction between parenting orders and IVOs, and well as the scope of the 
Victims of Crime Assistance Tribunal (VOCAT).  

We were grateful to receive training from Star Health on Men’s Behaviour Change Programs, inclusive 
of a very insightful role place.  

Training for our lawyers, administrative staff and volunteers recently included vicarious Trauma 
training, which was delivered by Blue Knot.  
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OUR PEOPLE 

First and foremost, I wish to acknowledge the dedication, commitment and compassion of our Principal 
Lawyer and Co-Practice Manager, Michelle Goldberg, who is fundamental to what we do at First Step 
Legal, and we are grateful for her leadership. 

We welcomed three staff members this past year who were originally volunteers: our Practice 
Administrator, Laura Brennan; our new Legal Case Manager, Max Kornhauser; and our Legal 
Administrator, Thomas Ponissi. This speaks to the unique and mutually beneficial role volunteering plays 
at First Step Legal. 

We were also excited to welcome to our team our new Social Worker, Hannah Barker. Hannah provides 
important non-legal support to vulnerable clients. 

We acknowledge the wonderful contributions of Sasie Wijewardana. Sasie started as a volunteer paralegal 
in 2020, before moving into a paid role as Special Projects Manager in 2021 and, later, Legal Case Manager 
for the first five months of 2022.   We are sad to no longer have Sasie around, but we have no doubt that 
he is excelling in his new role at Forte Family Lawyers. 

We remain incredibly lucky to benefit from the expertise of our HJP Project Lead Lisa Ward, whose 
significant experience across justice, human services, policy and program design, has been critical in 
leading, driving and steering the execution of two new innovative HJP projects. We are grateful to 
Brendan Lacota for his skilful project management of a new database system and general practice 
management support and Dawn Rees, for assisting us, among other things, in calmly managing the 
practice and supporting in recruitment and project acquittals. And of course, we remain forever grateful 
to Laini Liberman, our long-time generous supporter and friend, has also continued to generously give 
of her time as she has over many years, advising and representing clients through our Windana project. 

We also thank our team of talented student volunteers for their time and enthusiasm. 

‘Character gives us qualities, but it is in our actions – what we do – that we are happy, or the 
reverse.’ —Aristotle 
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 THANK YOU 

We wish to thank and acknowledge Jane Tewson and Igniting Change for continuing to support us over 
so many years as we grow and try to reach more people in need. We once again thank Virgin Unite, 
Susan Ball and the VLSB+C, Emma Harrison and the Gourlay Charitable Trust and Anita Hopkins and the 
Portland House Foundation for their generous support and championing of us and our work. 

We are also incredibly grateful for the continued support of our very generous friends both this year 
and over many years: Laini Liberman and Jagen Nominees, Suzi Carp and Modara Pines; Talya Masel 
and the Humanity Foundation, Nicky Carp and the UHG Foundation and Dahlia Sable at Spotlight 
Foundation. Particularly over the past couple of years when our work has been even more challenging: 
supporting clients with real challenges and managing staff and morale through a second COVID-19 year, 
we were overwhelmed by the generosity and concern of so many generous individuals who wanted to 
assist and support. 

We wish to particularly acknowledge Baker McKenzie and Kate Gillingham who heads up the firm’s Pro 
Bono practice for all her efforts to again this year facilitate essential legal support for us. 

Our ongoing success would not be possible without the unique dedication of all our clinical partners, at 
First Step, Windana, Star Health and St Kilda Road Clinic and we are grateful to be able to continue to 
work with you and learn from you. 

Tania Wolff 
Legal Director 

LIV Accredited Criminal Law Specialist 

SUPPORTING US 
First Step has Deductible Gift Recipient status with the Australian Taxation Office; all donations are fully 
tax deductible. Please contact the clinic if you would like to learn more about First Step or are interested 
in supporting the valuable work we do. 

We gratefully acknowledge the generous assistance of all our supporters, including: 

Jagen Nominees Pty Ltd 

Modara Pines 

Finally – and most importantly – we would like to thank our brave and inspiring clients and acknowledge 
the extraordinary effort of each and every one of you to improve your lives. 

42 Carlisle Street, St Kilda 3182 
www.firststep.org.au 

(03) 9537 3177
info@firststep.org.au
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