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Background

Subsequentto theANAO Audit ReportNo.46, 2003-2004,the Joint Standing Committee

on PublicAccountsandAudit heldapublic hearingduringApril 2005 to reviewprogress

madeagainsttherecommendationsfrom theaudit report.Report404 ReviewofAuditor-

General’sReports2003-2004Third & Fourth Quarters, andFirst & SecondQuartersof

2004-2005was subsequentlytabledon 7 November2005, to which theCourt responded

with aprogressreportagainsttherecommendationson 21 November2005.

Thepurposeof this reportis to updatetheCommitteeon furtherprogressthattheFamily

Court ofAustralia(FCoA) hasmadeagainsttheANAO’s original recommendationsand

theCommittee’sreviewrecommendationssincetheconductof theCommittee’sreview.

Recommendation10

TheFamily Court hasestablishedtheNationalEnquiryCentre,which hasbeenoperating

since 3 April 2006. Stage1 of the TelephonyProject, the implementationof a 1300

number,wasimplementedon 31 October2005.Thenumberis:

1300352000 (i.e. 1300FLC 000).

Themapagementof theFederalMagistratesCourt’s 1300numberwasalsotakenover on

31 October.

Stage2 of theproject involved the introductionof the NationalEnquiry Centre(NEC)

situatedat the ParramattaRegistry,which hasbeenoperatingsince3 April 2006. The

NEC answersall calls to both the Family Law Courts 1300 numberand the Federal

MagistratesCourt 1300 numberuntil suchtime asthe FMC numberis disconnectedin

late 2006.
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Early indicationsarethat the introductionof theNEC hasbeenvery effective.During its

first week of operation,for example,theNEC receivedon averagemorethan 900 calls

per day, and morethan 80% of callswere answeredwithin 90 secondswith an average

waiting time of30 seconds.Theoperationof theNEC resultedin a reductionin callsto

theregistriesin majorlocationsofover 50%.

Recommendation11

TheCourt hascontinuedto developand implementnumerousbestpracticeinitiatives in

theprovision ofclient services.

ClientServicesIntegrationProject

Thecourthasestablishedanumberof successfulclient serviceinitiatives to better

understandandmeettheneedsof clients,someofwhich arepresentedin moredetail

below.They include,butarenot limited to:

• The Family Violence Strategywhich exploresthe needsof those who fear or

experienceviolence.TheStrategyrepresentsamajorcommitmentby theCourt to

themanagementof mattersinvolving violenceandtheprotectionof clients, their

childrenandstafffrom harm.

• TheMental HealthProjectwhich aimsto contributeto theAustralia-widesuicide

preventioneffort in Australiaby ensuringthat the staffof the FMC/ FCoA are

capable,competentand confident to support the mental health and emotional

wellbeingof clientsby promotingawareness,providingskills andputting in place

supportinginfrastructure.

• TheLiving in HarmonyPartnershipinitiative which is providingprofound

learningaboutthehigh rateoffamily breakdownamongfamiliessettlingin

Australiaandwhat measurestheCourt, in partnershipwith otheragenciesin the

family law system,cantaketo reducethealienationandfearof thosepeople
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recentlyarrivedin Australiaandimprovetheiraccessto andawarenessoffamily

law services. ThePartnershipis oneaspectoftheCourt’sNationalCultural

Diversity Plan.

To furtheradvancethequality of clientservicedelivery andto meettherising community

expectationsof theCourt, theCourt is focusingon integratingthefollowing areasduring

2006-07throughtheClient ServicesIntegrationProject:

• Client-FocusedServiceDelivery - by building on from thesuccessofexisting

pilots suchastheFamily ViolenceScreeningPilot andtheMentalHealthPilot

androlling theseprojectsoutnationally.

• IncreasingStaffAwareness- by deliveringspecificeducationandtrainingin the

areasof culturaldiversity, Indigenousclients,menissuesandfamily violence.

• ReinforcementofBehavioursthat SupportClients— by focusingon the

developmentofcorecompetenciesandthe implementationof clientservice

protocolsresponsiveto clientswho: areexperiencingfamily violence;suffer

mentalhealthissues;comefrom culturallyor linguistically diversecommunities;

areindigenousAustralians;and/oraremenwho are seekingparticularsupportat

andafterseparation.

.1• .Build on OrganisationalCulture and Capabilities — by ensuringthat staff see
themselvesaspartof abroaderpublic service,enablingthemto respondto clients

with aholistic approach,think andactacrossagencyboundariesandreferto other

governmenton non-governmentagencies.

Someaspectsof theseandotherinitiatives areexpandeduponbelow.
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EngagementwithSpecificClient Groups

The Court remainscommitted to contributingto constructivediscussionwith all client

groups when opportunities arise, and canvassingclient experiencesand broader

community expectations. The Court continues to action the findings from its

comprehensiveclient and stakeholdersatisfactionsurveyduring 2004 and 2005 through

the designof the CombinedRegistryinitiative, implementationof the less adversarial

approachto hearingcases,developmentof the Child ResponsiveModel, the Mental

HealthSupportproject,andthe integrationofnumerousclient servicesinitiatives.

The Court continuesto engagein discussionswith numerouscommunity and client

representativegroups in developingstrategiesaround important issuessuch as family

violence, cultural diversity, and self-representedlitigants. For example,the Court has

engagedin dialoguewith men’s groupsand supportorganisationssuchasMenslineand

continuesto participatein forums to discussthe issuesfacing men in the family law

system.

MentalHealthSupportProject

TheMentalHealthSupportproject,fundedunderDHA’s National SuicidePrevention

Strategy,is apilot projectbeingtrialled in Adelaide andDarwin. Subsequentnational

adoptidnis anticipatedbutdependanton thepilot evaluation.Evaluationis currently

underwayandresultswill beknownin June.

Theprojectprovidesmentalhealthsupportto clients oftheCourt by:

• Directly linking themwith mentalhealthserviceprovidersin thecommunityand

governmentsectorthrough(a)preventativereferrals offeredto all newclients in

recognitionthatseparationis adifficult time for mostpeopleand(b) responsive

referralsofferedto clientswho aredemonstratingneedsuchasemotionaldistress,

suicidality ormental illness;
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• Providingclearprotocolsfor staff to guidethemthrougharangeofsituations

whereclient’s maythreatenharmto selforothers,showemotionaldistressand!

or signsof mentalillness(developedwith OrygenResearch,Universityof

Melbourne— leadersin mentalhealthresearch);

• Skilling courtstaffto (a) usetheprotocolsand(b) makeappropriatereferralsand

(c) raisegeneralmentalhealthliteracy(with theassistanceofOrygenResearch,

Universityof Melbourne— leadersin mentalhealthresearch);and

• ProvidingMentalHealthliteraturebothin termsof key messagesin court

brochuresandspecialfliers containingguidanceasto how clientscanbetter

managementalhealthissues.

Self-RepresentedLitigants

Offinal applicationsfinalisedbetween1 January2006and30 April 2006,32%had at

leastonepartyunrepresentedat somestageduring thematter.A trainingpackageis being

developedfor courtstaffto helpunderstandwhat informationtheycan andcannot

provideto self-representedlitigants(SRLs).This packageis alsoexpectedto havea

wider applicationfor all courts.

A joint SRL managementplanbeingdevelopedfor FMC andFCoA. A flyer promoting

the“Stepby Stepguide”for SRLshasbeencirculatedto community-basedorganisations,

libraries,LegalAid Centresandregistriesto promotethewebsite.

An SRL information kit wasdevelopedby FCoA in collaborationwith FMC andother

agencies,and is beingtrialed in theMelbourne,AdelaideandParramattaregistriesfor a

3-monthperiodthatends30 June.Pendingevaluation,theSRL Kit will implementin all

registriesnationally.

Court staffprovideassistancefor SRLswith preparationfor trial — all SRLsarecontacted

by phoneandletterto offer proceduralassistancewith preparationfor their trial if needed.
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Additionally, the less adversarialapproachprovidesatrial processthatis easierfor SRLs

to understandandnegotiate.

CulturalDiversity

In April 2004,the Family Court’s NationalCultural Diversity Plan2004-6waslaunched.

The Plan sets out a comprehensiveapproachto the Court’s delivery of services to

culturallyandlinguistically diverseclients.

In August2004theCourt enteredinto the“Living in Harmony”partnershipwith DIMIA

(now DIMA). This is a programconductedby FCoA and funded by DIMA to increase

knowledgeandtrust in thefamily law systemwithin Australia.Thespecificcommunities

selectedwere Ethiopian, Eritrean,Sudanese,Somali, Iraqi and Afghan. The programis

designedto setup a bestpracticemodel to assistorganisatior~sto developcommunication

and educationstrategiesfor clients from diversebackgrounds.A final report will detail

the outcomesofthe programby June2006. Theprogramis progressingwell and is seen

asa“bestpractice”initiative by DIMA.

The interim evaluationreportindicatedthat many communityagenciessawtheFamily

Court asa model for otherGovernmentagenciesto adopt. There area rangeof other

activitiesconductedthroughout.theCourt’s registriesdesignedto improveunderstanding

of theneedsofculturally andlinguisticallydiverseclients.TheCourttrialledthedelivery

of interpreterservicesto FCoA andFMC clientsby Centrelink.Thetrial wasconducted

at the Sydneyand Parramattaregistries.As aresult of thesetrials, the Court is working

with Centrelinkto developa memorandumof understandingfor Centrelinkto provide

interpreterservicesat all registrylocations.

Magellan

Magellanis primarilyacasemanagementsystem,designedto ensurethat thecaseswhich

arethemostresourceintensive,involving themostvulnerablechildren,aredealtwith as
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effectively and efficiently as possible.Magellanrelatesonly to casesinvolving serious

allegationsof child sexualor physical abuse.In eachregistry,Magellan consistsof a

teamofjudges,registrarsandmediatorswho handlethecasesfrom startto finish.

Usingthe sameteamthrough the legal processensurescontinuity of casemanagement

for eachcase,minimisationof casedrift, anddevelopmentof expertisein thedetailsand

dynamicsof eachcaseasit progresses.

In mostcases,Magellanmattersaim to proceedthroughtheFCoA in accordancewith a

targetedsix-monthtime-line. Thereis a child representativein every case,andthe legal

aid cap is lifted for parentswho otherwisequalify for legal aid (effectiveto June2006).

An early and detailed family report is preparedby a Family Court mediator in all

appropriatecases,analysingthefamily dynamicsandtheneedsofthechildren.

Early informationis soughtfrom thechild protectiondepartmentin relationto whetherit

intends to intervenein the FCoA proceedings,whether it has previously investigated

theseor other allegations,the conclusion,and the reasonsfor the conclusionof the

investigation,and anyrecommendationsorotherrelevantinformation.

Between1 July 2003 and30 April 2006, 529 casesnationallyhavebeenlisted underthe

Magellanproject.At 30 April 2006,therewere257 currentcasesand272 finalisedcases.

Of thefinalisedcases,only 4 havereturnedfor furtherapplicationsin thecasewithin 6

monthsof finalisation.

The Children‘s CasesProgramandChildResponsiveModel

TheCourt’s pilot of a less adversarialapproachto hearingchildren’scasesis now

complete.Datahasbeencollectedon up to 200 casesfinalisedup to 31 December2005.

A final evaluationreportfrom ProfessorRosemaryHunterofGriffith Universityon the

pilot will be availableby endJune2006.Dr JenniferMcIntoshhascompletedasub-study

on the impactof CCPon children,specifically in relationto:
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• Thenatureof theco-parentingrelationship

• Parents’capacityto providelessacrimoniouscarefor theirchildrenpostcourt.

Dr McIntoshhaspresenteda final reportto theCourt whichhasbeenprovidedto the

Attorney-General.Her findingshaveconfirmedthe Court’s decisionin 2003 to pursue

developmentofa lessadversarialapproach.In brief, theresultshaveshownfor theCCP

group,comparedto thecontrolgroup:

• More satisfactionwith postcourtliving arrangements(including for thechildren);

• Significantly lessdifficulty in managingconflict;

• A positive impactof thecourtprocesson themselvesas parents;

• Significantly lessdamageto theparentingrelationshippostcourtandto theparent

child relationship;and

• Greatercontentmentandemotionalstability in childrenaftercourt.

TheChild ResponsiveModel pilot is progressingwell attheMelbourneRegistry,with 41

casesto dateenteringinto theprogram.TheChild ResponsiveModel is intendedto

complimentthe lessadversarialapproachto hearingchildren’scasesby moreeffectively

preparingpartiesfor trial, andis betterintegratestheworkoftheFamily Relationship

Centresin thefamily law system.

ClientFeedback

TheFamily Court investedsignificantresourcesin conductinga client satisfactionsurvey

during 2004,andfollow up focusgroupsduring 2005 — in both instances,theCourt

engagedtheexpertiseof an externalconsultant.Additionally, theCourthasengaged

externalexpertsto accessclient feedbackin evaluatingmajorinitiatives, suchasthe

Children’s CasesProgramandChild ResponsiveModel.
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Recommendation12

Theprimaryaimsof theCombinedRegistryProgramareto:

• Reduceconfusionfor clientsthroughasinglepoint offiling to be calledthe

Family Law CourtsRegistryandtheintroductionof acommonform;

• Reducethenumberoftimesclientsneedto attendcourtandensureeachevent

addsvalueandprogressesthecasetowardsaconclusion;

• Ensureearlieraccessto ajudicial officer — generallya federalmagistratein the

first instance;

• Establishasingleentrypoint - it hasbeenagreedby both Courtsthat theFMC

will ultimatelyprovidethesingle entrypoint; and

• Enableservicesthatmaketheprocesstimelier.

Thereare 16 separateprojectsthatmakeup theCombinedRegistryProgram,as

presentedin Diagram1.

Diagram1. ProjectsConstitutingthe CombinedRegistryProgram

Internet Stage1 completed
Communications In progress
Single Casetrack In progress
StreamingModel In progress
AlignmentofRegistrySupport In progress
RulesHarmonisation In progress
SingleApplicationForm In progress
Letters In progress
CaseManagementManual In progress
File Transfers Completed
SingleHardCopy File Completed

Signage In progress
Family ReportWorking Group Completed
After Hours Service Completed
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Work completedto dateundertheCombinedRegistryProgramincludes:

• TheTelephonyProject- As detailedabove,theNationalEnquiryCentre

commencedoperationson 3 April 2006.

• Stage1 Intranet— Intranetinfrastructureis completed,andthesite is now on-line.

• Stage1 Internet— Thewww.famiIylawcourts.~ov.ausitehasbeenestablished.

• Communications— TheFamily Law CourtsDesignStyle Guidedetailsthedesign

elementsfor family law publicationsandcorrespondence,namebadges,business

cardsandwith complimentsslips issued,Marriage,Families,Separation

brochureissuedin Family Law Courtsdesign,andtheFamily Law Courts

Writing StyleManualprovidesguidanceandadviceto staffon thepreparationof

Courtpublications.

• Casetrack— TheRequirementsSpecificationfor Casetrack(computerised

operationssystem)finalised.

• StreamingModel — Theprocessby which casesenterandproceedthroughthe

Courts’ systemhasbeenagreed,andwill be piloted duringJune2006atthe

Brisbane,Melbourne,ParramattaandCanberraregistries.

• File Transfers— projectrecommendationshavebeenacceptedandwill be

implementedwith theagreedstreamingmodel.

• SingleHardcopyFile — proposedfile endorsed,to comeinto effect from 1 January

2007.

• Signage— Family Law CourtsRegistrysignageinstalledat six registrylocations

to date.

• Family Reports— TherecommendationsoftheFamily ReportsWorking Group

havebeenendorsedandthePreliminaryReportprocessis presentlybeingpiloted

in theCanberra,SydneyandDubboregistries.

• After HoursService— protocolshavebeenestablishedwherebytheFamily

Court’s registrarsprovidethesamelevel ofafterhourssupportto federal

magistratesastheydo forjudges.
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Recommendation14

The Family Court was involved in the early planningand developmentof the Family

RelationshipCentres(FRCs) conceptthroughthedirect involvementof aCourt executive

on theworking party. TheFamily Court remainscommittedto thesuccessfulintegration

of theFRCswithin thefamily law system.

The Court hasdevelopedthe Child ResponsiveModel to ensurethat partiesarewell-

preparedfor trial withoutduplicatingtheprivileged counsellingservicesprovidedwithin

the FRCs. The Family Court’s less adversarialapproachto hearingchildren’s cases

• incorporatesmechanismsto refer casesoutsidethe Court to community-basedservice

providers,includingFRCs.TheFamily Courthasalso contributedto the developmentof

the Family Relationship Advice Line, assisting with ad~vice and lessons learnt in

establishingtheCourt’sNationalEnquiryCentre.

‘I

12


