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Sex-starved, suit-wearing volunteers say 
‘we don’t know’ to service restructuring

Volunteers at Fitzroy Legal Service
A rn a  D ella -V erg in i

There have been  abou t 800  volunteers involved in FLS since its inception. They 
have ran ged  from  lega l to non-legal, n ight to day tim e volunteers, wom en and men, 
an d p eo p le  w ho m ove in betw een  and /or around a ll o f  these categories. I am  a  
1990s, A ussie fem ale, n o t (quite) legal, day  — and (m ore recently) night-tim e  
volunteer. A n d  although this m akes m y experience p re tty  typ ica l o f  o th er volunteers 
in FLS today ( in that the m ajority o f  volunteers are 1990s A ussie fem ale, not (quite) 
legal, night- tim e volun teers) I  can't claim  that m y view s are in any w ay repre
sen ta tive o f  a ll (o r  in deed  any) o f  the volunteers who service FLS today, let alone  
lay claim  to a  m utuality o f  opin ion  w ith  volunteers o f  the past.

It is crucial to an understanding o f FLS 
that the importance o f community par
ticipation and empowerment be recog
nised. FLS was not supposed to be a 
mere legal service but had the other 
equally important aims o f law reform 
and social critique, and community edu
cation. Significantly, this was one of the 
main ideas behind having non-legal vol
unteers. It was the non-legals who 
would bridge the gap between the com
munity and the lawyers, and who would 
explain the gap between experiences of 
the members o f the community and the 
rhetoric o f law and justice. The commu
nity-based ‘flat’ management structure 
of the service would encourage mem
bers o f the community to become in
volved beyond meeting their immediate 
needs for legal advice and/or repre
sentation. The unthreatening casual en
vironment o f a dingy and crowded

basement below the town-hall would 
also facilitate this process.

The four noble truths of FLS which 
emerged are: servicing the community, 
empowering the community, involving 
the community, educating the commu
nity. Ironically, writes Chesterman/ as 
early as 1973 any realistic hopes that the 
members of the community would be
come more involved in the administration 
of FLS (let alone their own collective 
emancipation) had well and truly ossi
fied. In 19731 was two years old; 24 years 
later, I find m yself constrained and frus
trated by that continuing reality.

I am not alone. I recently attended an 
FLS General Meeting (GM) where the

’“Acknowledgment: The writer gleaned much of 
the information for this item from John Chester
man’s book Poverty Law and Social Change, 
Fitzroy Legal Service, 1996.

debate about community and volunteer 
participation raged. The context was a 
proposal put forward by some members 
recommending that FLS be restruc
tured. Instead o f four GM ’s a year, it 
was proposed that a Committee of Man
agement be introduced, to be elected at 
the AGM. Other committees would be 
created and forums held with the pur
pose o f facilitating community involve
ment. The restructuring was described 
as necessary, not only in terms o f im
proved efficiency, but also in terms of 
best suiting the needs and skills o f cur
rent FLS volunteers. The argument, as I 
understand it, is that current volunteers 
are more interested and skilled in the 
area o f service delivery than in the other 
aims o f legal reform, community par
ticipation and issues o f empowerment. 
This is particularly reflected by the lack 
of volunteer involvement in the GM’s 
which is where the policy decisions 
about FLS are canvassed and voted on.

Sam Biondo, the current FLS Com
munity Development Worker, sees the 
concern about low levels o f commu
nity-based participation in FLS and the 
resulting restructuring as part o f a more 
general scepticism about community- 
based management welfare organisa
tion s. He argues that the current
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economic rationalist climate will see, if  
not an end to volunteer-based organisa
tions, at least a significant decline in the 
altruistic motivation o f the volunteers. 
It is unlikely, he argues, that volunteers 
will ‘stick around’ to serve the interests 
of government bureaucrats in the event 
that FLS is put up for tendering. Integral 
to volunteering is a commitment to the 
community and a belief that a commu
nity service should be engaged in com
munity consultation to dictate what the 
policies o f that service are going to be. 
In an informal interview, he said, ‘the 
legal service is very much a symbol o f  
social justice. That’s what the oldies 
remember. The newies might remember 
different things, like how they learnt to 
practise their trade.’

So what do the volunteers say? Over
whelmingly you feel your needs are be
ing met by FLS. However, you would 
prefer more training in legal service, 
rather than administrative aspects of the 
service. Some o f you feel rewarded be
cause the clients like you, you make 
friends, you have access to resources, 
get experience and feel satisfied with 
yourself. Some o f you don’t feel as if  
you get enough recognition. You do feel 
your experience as a volunteer would be 
improved if you did more legal work 
and if  the volunteer lawyers were more 
committed to turning up.

Clearly the typical volunteer o f the 
90s is conscious o f the career advan
tages that may arise from volunteering 
at FLS. Whereas volunteering at FLS 
may once have put a black mark against 
your name, today legal voluntary work 
is almost mandatory for law students 
hoping to secure articles. For volunteers 
who are already working, most typi
cally lawyers, your reasons range, I 
imagine, from altruism to keeping up 
skills in areas o f law you don’t practise 
in your current em ploym ent. U lti
mately, however, ever increasing work
loads for all volunteers serve to create 
impediments to full involvement in the 
broader aims o f FLS, beyond providing 
(or assisting in the provision of) free 
legal advice for one night o f the week 
every fortnight in the overwhelming 
majority o f cases.

I am the offspring o f an otherwise 
inharmonious marriage between FLS’s 
twin aims o f service delivery and com 
munity education, participation and em
powerment. My inglorious introduction 
to FLS was as a client, not a volunteer. 
It was from a combination o f the intense 
gratitude that I felt in receiving the 
genuine and caring service and the fact

that I also happened to be a law student 
and was thus invited to become a volun
teer, that I was attracted to, and became 
committed to the policies, principles 
and practices o f the FLS.

What enabled me to cross that gulf 
between client and participator was cer
tainly not my legal expertise. It was the 
fact that from day one, I was included, 
accepted, given responsibilities, relied 
upon, and asked to assist. Bronwyn Lay 
(a fellow FLS volunteer) had this to say: 
‘FLS treats volunteers quite respect
fully compared to other voluntary or
ganisations ... Volunteers are invited to 
be part o f FLS. The structure reflects 
this. Volunteers are considered impor
tant from the top dow n.’ By ‘top- 
dow n’ Bronwyn is referring to the 
division between the paid and unpaid 
workers at FLS, as well as between the 
legals and the volunteers. Although po
sitions o f relative power exist, the flat 
management structure serves to equal
ise as opposed to entrench the differen
tial.

The current restructuring dilemma, 
to be fair, says more about external pres
sures on the organisation to become ‘ef
ficient’, than it does about a sheer 
disregard for the original aims of FLS. 
Indeed, the restructuring is not meant to 
exclude community participation but to 
encourage it by holding community fo
rums. The only difference is that the 
general members will vote in a Commit
tee o f Management each year, instead o f  
v o tin g  d irectly  on p o lic y  is su e s  
throughout the year. The difference is 
possibly aesthetic only, given that the 
general membership is not on the whole 
interested in the direction FLS is taking 
anyway.

At the same time, the movement for 
restructuring sym bolises the disillu
sionment with the lack o f volunteer and 
community participation in the man
agement o f the service. On the whole, 
the general membership of FLS is not 
representative o f the community (in 
terms of our catchment area) so much as 
it is representative o f volunteers who 
are invariably lawyers and law students 
(many don’t even live in our catchment 
area). Thus, the old argument that we 
have lost touch with the community and 
are perpetuating the mystique and inac
cessibility o f the law (now by the inun
dation o f law student volunteers) is 
employed as convincing evidence that 
our com m unity-based m anagement 
structures are simply not working.

Before we toss out the old for the 
new, I think we need to look at the

recruitment and training o f volunteers. 
First, there is no logical reason why 
members o f the community aren’t in
vited or encouraged to volunteer at FLS 
or to sit in on their committees, nor, out 
of all the volunteer applications we re
ceive, should we only seriously con
sider those o f law students. Second, if  
volunteers were trained properly there 
might be less fuss in the office. I know 
from my experience o f working with 
day time sols that as appreciative as they 
are o f our assistance, they don’t always 
have time to explain exactly what we 
are required to do or to even set aside 
work for us.

In terms o f furthering community 
participation, FLS is continuing to 
come up with new and exciting ways to 
reach the broader community. Evidence 
the ‘FLS Community Paper’. The idea 
behind the paper is to educate the com
munity about FLS, about current social 
and legal issues, and to encourage them 
to get involved in the service. Kind of 
like the L ega l Service Bulletin  before it 
became the Alt.LJ. As you can see, the 
dream o f community education and em
powerm ent, and com m unity-based  
management, lives on. It is part o f the 
mythology o f FLS. We ‘newies’ aren’t 
impervious to it, and the ‘oldies’ aren’t 
as tired and disillusioned as they make 
out (it was an ‘oldie’ who came up with 
the suggestion o f having a community 
paper to ‘reach out to the broader com 
munity’).

It is true that the volunteer base of 
FLS has probably changed. The politi
cal fervour has largely been replaced by 
KISH (Kennet induced state o f help
lessness), the pressure o f becoming ‘ef
fic ien t’, and the need to com bine  
voluntary work with considerations of  
one’s future career. The sexual ‘tension’ 
which earlier FLS volunteers described 
as one o f the significant driving forces 
behind the many hours worked and the 
effusion o f passionate ideas about the 
place and its future is all but gone (un
less you count the odd tryst with the 
photocopier, an affair which never fails 
to leave one a little hot under the collar). 
Lastly, w e’ve kept up the blue jeans bit 
on the whole, but I think you would 
have to agree, not everyone looks good 
in a pair of blue jeans. I think it’s time 
we all chucked in the casual wear and 
started wearing uniforms. Uniforms 
with stripes and emblems maybe. And 
while w e’re at it, w e’ll get a Trumpet 
Major and a captain and a ship, yeah a 
ship with sailors and canons. Then w e’ll 
be ready. Yeah, then w e’ll be ready...
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