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at the VWL 10 year anniversary luncheon, 24 August 2006
Good afternoon, my name is Virginia Jay, and it’s my job today as the current Convenor of Victorian Women Lawyers to welcome you to what is a very happy, and we hope, enjoyable occasion to celebrate VWL’s 10 year anniversary.  As you can see from the balloons on the tables, today is really a birthday party, and so we have a number of special things to help us celebrate in style.

The format of today’s lunch is that I’m going to speak to you very briefly about what VWL is all about from its beginnings, to its objectives and what we’re doing today to further those objectives.  We’re then going to watch a short audio-visual presentation about VWL which has been produced especially to celebrate our 10 year anniversary.  We will then be introduced to our guest speaker for today’s luncheon, the Honourable Chief Justice Marilyn Warren of the Supreme Court of Victoria, who, very significantly for us, is the Patron of Victorian Women Lawyers.  Her Honour is going to help us look to the future by sharing her thoughts with us on the changing landscape of the law.  Finally, we’re going to find out what that mysterious object over there is.  I know you’re probably already extremely intrigued and would like to know what it is right now, but I'm sorry, you’re just going to have to wait. 

So what brought this all about, what was the impetus to form an association especially to promote the interests of women lawyers in Victoria?  A key driver was a conference, entitled ‘Women in the Legal Profession’ put on in 1993 put on by a group of young lawyers and chaired by the former Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of Victoria, the Honourable Mr John Phillips.  The conference was convened in order to ventilate issues of particular pertinence to women lawyers, and, to the organisers surprise, it drew an unprecedented amount of interest and support.   
On reading the transcript of that conference it quickly became clear to me that while in many respects we've moved on, in others, we are still facing many of the same issues today.  Happily, I can say that the stories of overt gender-based discrimination and harassment which were recounted by a number of the speakers at the conference are foreign to me in my experience in the profession, and I hope my experience is representative across the profession today.  However, a number of the issues of a more covert nature that were discussed at the conference are still very much on the table today.  
The drastic under-representation of women in the older and more senior ranks of the profession in spite of the fact that approximately 60 per cent of law graduates and articled clerks are women, is a discredit to the profession.  The fact that it continues to be virtually impossible to combine a successful career in private practice with a life outside of work, and particularly for women lawyers, and increasingly more young men lawyers, with being an active parent raising a family, is not something of which we, as a profession, can be proud. 

So, it was in light of the huge level of interest that this conference sparked and the level of support for there to be a vehicle to take these issues forward, that Victorian Women Lawyers was formed.  I’m now going to take you through the objectives of Victorian Women Lawyers which I’m sure some of you know all too well.  But it is timely at the 10 year mark that we remind ourselves of the goals to which VWL aspires: 
· to provide a common meeting ground for women lawyers;
· to foster the continuing education and development of women lawyers in all matters of legal interest;

· to encourage and provide for the entry of women into the legal profession and their advancement within the legal profession;

· to work towards reform of the law;

· to participate as a body in matters of interest to the legal profession; and

· to promote the understanding and support of women's legal and human rights.

So how does VWL promote its objects?  It does this by a variety of means.

In promoting and supporting women in the legal profession, VWL engages in significant education and research activities, in the form of career planning and work practices seminars and in the publication of significant research reports, most recently, the 'Bendable or Expendable' report done in conjunction with the LIV which followed on from '360 degree Report' on flexible work practices launched late last year by the Federal Sex Discrimination Commissioner, Pru Goward.  
VWL also profiles prominent women in the profession through events such the Women Lawyer Awards held biennially in conjunction with the Women Barristers Association.  It also profiles issues of significance to women in the profession through its magazine Portia and through events such as the Lesbia Harford oration with eminent speakers such as his Honour Justice Kirby, who in 2001, spoke about the obstacles facing women lawyers and discussed what could be done to improve the representation of women in the profession.  
VWL also provides networking and mentoring opportunities in the form of social events and formalised mentoring programs with University law students’ societies.  
VWL also supports and promotes women’s legal and human rights by a variety of activities.  A key-note event is the annual International Women's Day Dame Roma Mitchell luncheon, hosted by VWL in conjunction with the LIV, which features prominent human rights activist speakers such as Kirsty Sword Gusmao, who, this year spoke about the basic human rights issues facing women in East Timor.  VWL also contributes to policy reform and development on matters of significance to women in the broader community by submitting policy submissions to parliamentary inquiries and equal opportunity commissions.  VWL host information seminars open to the general public on developments in the law of significance to women such as the recent shared parenting amendments to the Family Law Act.  VWL also provide support and assistance to not-for-profit organisations that are working for women in the community sector.  
As you can see from the broad range of activities I have just described, VWL is an association that does not stand still.  I feel incredibly privileged and honoured to be involved with such a dynamic and effective association.

But all of VWL’s activities are only possible due to the immense level of support and encouragement it receives from a number of quarters.  Primarily, VWL’s success is due to the dedication of you, its members, who give their precious and scarce spare time to organize and coordinate all of the activities I have just described.   The dedication of all of those members, and in particular each of the past Convenors, is what has carried the association through the last decade.  
There are also many friends and supporters who must be acknowledged.  Some very special longstanding friends of the association include the Honourable John Philips, former Patron of VWL, Claire Filson, Eve Mahlab, Alexandra Richards QC, Kriss Will, Jan Perryman and the Victorian Law Foundation.  If I have inadvertently left anyone out, I apologise.
There are also those supporters who are our sponsors, and their support is vital to VWL’s continued success.  These are, principally, the Law Institute of Victoria which provides us with in-kind sponsorship in the form a part-time administrative assistant, formerly Suzanne Jukic and now Michelle Sampieri, who is responsible for the time-consuming logistics that go into organising events such as today.  There are also many other individuals in the Law Institute who are very supportive of VWL and its objectives, and I would like to personally thank Cathy Gale, Caroline Counsel, Alicia Patterson and Jacqui Dubs for their ongoing support.  
Last, but certainly not least, I want to gratefully acknowledge our major sponsors, which are the firms whose logos appear behind me.  These firms demonstrate their commitment to their women lawyers, and to women lawyers in the profession generally, by providing VWL with invaluable financial assistance.  Without this assistance, VWL could not continue.  The relationship that VWL has with each of its major sponsor firms is incredibly important.  As the largest private practice employers of women lawyers in Victoria, it is hoped that your association with VWL provides you with a level of insight into the issues that your women lawyers face and with resources to assist you to attract, engage and retain talented lawyers.
I hope that you have a better idea about Victorian Women Lawyers.  You’ll notice that you’ve been provided with the most recent edition of our magazine, Portia, which is a special 10th anniversary edition.  It contains a lot more information about VWL’s history and current activities, and I encourage you to read it at your leisure.  But now, we’re going to move from the more formal legal mode of presentation, into the technological era, with an audio-visual presentation about Victorian Women Lawyers.
Vote of thanks

On behalf of Victorian Women Lawyers, and everyone here today, I would like to thank you, Chief Justice for your insightful and incisive address.  Your fearlessness in addressing issues of significance to the profession with such forthrightness and clarity encourages and inspires us to face these issues head on.  On behalf of the membership of Victorian Women Lawyers, I would like to say how incredibly honoured we are to have you as our Patron.

Unveiling 

And the final part of today's proceedings, is the unveiling of this artwork which we have acquired and which is intended to be an enduring symbol of the Victorian Women Lawyer's 10 year anniversary. 

'The Chief Justice’  by Charlotte Clemens.  

The plaque that will accompany the artwork where it is displayed reads,  'The Honourable Marilyn Warren, Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of Victoria and Patron of Victorian Women Lawyers.  Purchased in commemoration of the achievements of the Victorian Women Lawyers Association in its promotion of women in the legal profession. Celebrating 10 years in 2006'.

Conclusion

So that concludes the formalities for today.  Before I finish up however, I'm going to do a couple of quick plugs for upcoming events.  

Firstly, on 18 September we have the Lesbia Harford oration.  This year we have two Victorian Senators, Senator Lyn Allison and Senator Judith Troeth, who will speak about the passage of the RU486 private members bill through Federal parliament and about the process of women politicians coming together across party lines to bring about change on women's issues.  

And then on 29 and 30 September, the Australian Women Lawyers is hosting it's inaugural conference in Sydney.  There is an amazing line-up of speakers from the judiciary, academia, government and private practice. I encourage you to consider attending – there is more information in your copy of Portia on the speakers and how to register.

Which brings us to the end.  Thank you everyone very much for coming along today.  I hope you have enjoyed yourself as much as I have.  And most importantly, thank you everyone, for your continued support of Victorian Women Lawyers.
