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I believe a quiet revolution has begun in Victoria’s legal system: a revolution, or perhaps evolution, in the way that women are represented and participate in the law. This is due in no small part, of course, to generations of early trailblazers – women like Joan Rosanove who were prepared to beat a path, often alone, through the jungles of convention and misogyny.
It is also, of course, due to the generations of women who paved that path after them. One only has to take a look around to see the breadth and depth of talent and time that women have offered the law and the confidence they inspired in its users as a result.
Gradually, timidly, inch by inch, legal culture is changing – emerging from the primordial ooze of exclusivity that held it captive for so long. Of course, this change was never going to be the stuff of great velocity. Centuries of privilege were never going to be undone in only decades. However, we are seeing progress and it is my humble hope that, over the last seven years, the Bracks Government has contributed to this progress. 
I feel both privileged and proud that 50% of my appointments to Victoria’s benches have been women. I have been determined to appoint from the widest assembly of candidates – a collection that represents the best and brightest that the legal profession has to offer. This is what ‘according to merit’ means and it is precisely because we should appoint on the basis of merit, rather than homogeneity or the old school tie, that we throw the doors open. 
Nevertheless, I still encounter throwbacks to the Jurassic era when consulting over these appointments. Attitudes still lurk in some of the less fragrant corners of the profession that a woman who has ‘only been at the bar for 15 years’ is a relative infant, while a woman who drives a sports car may apparently be too unstable! 
These relics are an infuriating diversion, but not a barrier, particularly as the number of those who express these views is receding as rapidly as their peddlers’ hairlines – either that or they have simply learned to keep this trash to themselves! 
What is a genuine impediment, however, is the sincerely felt reluctance of many women to accept appointment because they themselves feel they have more to prove; because they know that they will be under closer scrutiny; because they don’t wish to desert the relatively small numbers at the Bar, because they juggle myriad considerations when contemplating their career. 

Overcoming this impediment is a complex task. It requires change in the ranks of the judiciary and senior positions in the law that offers more support and diversity to women, whom are often appointed at an earlier stage in their career. It also requires the creation and retention of a critical mass – at the Bar, on the Bench, in the private, corporate and public sectors of the profession – and it is my hope, again, that the state has contributed to some positive change in this respect.
The Government’s Legal Services Panel has, for some years now, required equal opportunity work and briefing practices of its members. I have to say, initially the figures coming back to us painted a stark picture of the true inequity in the profession. 
Recently, however, the figures are beginning to improve and I’m pleased to report that, while in 2003/04, 42% of briefs from Panel firms went to women, in 2005/06 it had risen to 52%. Similarly, while in 2003/04 only 21% of the fees being paid from Panel firms went to women practitioners, in 2005/06 it rose to 32%. 
With women at only 20% of the Victorian Bar membership, women barristers are in fact appearing in all jurisdictions in greater percentages than their representation at the Bar. Women were briefed to appear in the Supreme Court in 28% of matters and they invoiced 24% of the fees, better than the national average of 19.2%. The requirement to report on briefing choices, then, does appear to be influencing cultural change. 

Things will not transform completely, however, until wider systemic change occurs. First, we need a broader cultural shift about the way we work as a society. 
Lawyers are some of the worst offenders in this regard. We have, perhaps more than any others, built professions around long hours, competition and running the gauntlet, demanding women fit into these parameters or fall by the wayside. For too long we assumed that ‘equality’ meant women proving that they could work in the same way as men – the majority of whom who have long had the luxury of support at home. For too long we hoped that things would improve as more women entered the profession. 
Instead, however, the victory lies in professional life evolving – in changing the way that all of us work so that neither the women who continue to assume responsibility for community and family life nor the men who should do so as well feel constrained to say ‘I have to’ care for my kids/partner/elderly parent/community but feel free to say ‘I choose’ to structure my life this way. 

Further, we must come to an understanding as a wider community that the pursuit and recognition of more women in the law does not just benefit the women concerned, or those who aspire to follow them. I want to be Chief Law Officer of a system that benefits from all the expertise, energy and experience available to it, a system that better represents those that it purports to assist. 
Perhaps most importantly, however, is the transformation of public and legal life so that, by participating, by leading, by seeing their diversity reflected in power structures, women have confidence in their capacity to continue to drive reform, to stem the flow of benefit to a privileged few and open it up to all. 
This, then, is the ultimate obligation of every person in this room. For all our concerns about the slow pace of change in the legal profession, it remains an incredibly privileged vocation. With privilege, however, comes responsibility – a responsibility to use the law to better the lives of all women, all Victorians. 
We must remember that it was not long ago that a partner in a major law firm earned notoriety for allegedly warning Articles applicants who had studied ‘feminist legal theory’ they would be ‘subject to close scrutiny’ for fear that their interest in a ‘cause’ would render them incapable of objectivity. Strangely, though, for hundreds of years, men have valiantly toiled in the cause of their own self-interest without, apparently, suffering the same fate. Perhaps it is just an extraordinary coincidence that, while white, middle-class men have occupied senior positions in public life and the law, men are the ones who have benefited. 
The hallowed halls of the Melbourne Club, and of the Parliament and legal institutions of recent history are scarcely sanctuaries of serene impartiality. When we offer an alternative to these harbourers of privilege, when we celebrate women who not only inspire others, but promote the wider interests and possibilities of the law, all of us benefit. That is why I am delighted to be here tonight to present these prestigious and well deserved awards.   
