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PLS acknowledges Aboriginal and

Torres  Strait  Islander peoples as

traditional  custodians  of country throughout

Australia and the land on which we work and live.

We pay our deep respects to  Them and to Elders

past, present, and emerging. 

PLS recognises that  the over-representation of

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in

prison is a national crisis. PLS recognises the

majority of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander

people never commit criminal offences. PLS

acknowledges the relationship between Aboriginal

and Torres Strait Islander incarceration and inter-

generational trauma, loss of culture, poverty, and

discrimination.  

This year, PLS created a Reconciliation Action Plan

which includes practical actions that will drive our

contribution to reconciliation both internally and in

the communities in which we work.
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INTRODUCTION

Reduce imprisonment rates for Aboriginal and

Torres Strait Islander people.   

Reduce imprisonment rates for people with

disability.   

Prevent and address human rights violations in

prison.  

Increase safe release through parole.  

Abolish solitary confinement.  

Prisoners’ Legal Service (PLS) is the only specialist

community legal centre in Australia that is

exclusively dedicated to providing legal advice and

representation to people in prison on matters

relating to their incarceration. Our vision is to help

vulnerable Queenslanders in prison access justice. 

Our mission is to:  

PLS is accredited by the National Association of

Community Legal Centres and receives operational

funding from the State and Federal Government.

OUR VISION
To help vulnerable
people in prison to

access justice



CO
N

TE
N

TS Annual Snapshot

Prison Crisis

Statistics - Representation

Statistics - COVID Parole Project

Director's Report

Casework Report

COVID Parole Project Report

Community Legal Education & Publications

Student Testimonials

Management Committee

Staff

Acknowledgements

Financial Statements

Chairperson's Report

05
06
07
08
09
12
15
17
19
21
22
23
24
25

04

Financial Counsellor's Report



PLS provides people in prison with legal advice and

representation on prison conditions and parole

decisions. We also engage in systemic advocacy

seeking improvements to prison practices which

promote human rights, enhance rehabilitation, and

reduce the likelihood of recidivism.  

The 2019-20 year has been another busy one for

PLS. A significant development for the service was

the commencement of the Human Rights Act 2019

(Qld). In October 2019, we held a Human Rights

Planning Day for staff and the Management

Committee to help us adapt and ensure we help our

clients to understand their rights and legal avenues

for addressing human rights concerns.  

Shortly after the commencement of this new

legislation, the COVID-19 pandemic emerged. This

presented new human rights challenges to those

already faced by people in prison. PLS experienced

a dramatic increase in the volume of telephone calls

and mail  received in response to the unique

problems COVID-19 poses within a correctional

environment. We are grateful to the Department of

Justice and Attorney-General for providing PLS

with emergency funding to establish the COVID-19

Parole Project, to increase our legal services during

the height of the pandemic.

This year, PLS went through a tender process and

was successful in renewing our core funding for an

additional five years. Unfortunately, our funding

was not increased despite the fact that the prison

population in Queensland continues to grow to 

unprecedented levels. We also received temporary

funding from Financial Counselling Australia to

continue delivering our financial counselling service

and the Community Legal Education Collaboration

Fund granted us funding to run a number of parole

education sessions in North Queensland prisons.  

As a small organisation, we rely heavily on the

volunteer support to assist us with an array of

tasks varying from providing administrative support

to running complex litigation. The level of volunteer

assistance we receive means our output of services

significantly exceeds that which could ordinarily be

expected of a small community legal centre.  

I would like to thank the agencies with whom we

work closely including Legal Aid Queensland, Sisters

Inside, ATSILS and Salvos Legal who provide

valuable assistance to people in prison throughout

Queensland. Thank you also to the Parole Board

Queensland for their commitment to maintaining a

strong working relationship with PLS to improve

release planning and better inform parole decisions.

Finally, I would like to thank our staff for continuing

to work tirelessly to meet the legal needs of people

in prison and their families. The many successful

outcomes you have achieved in a difficult year are a

testament to your hard work and dedication. I

would also like to thank the Management

Committee for their continued support of the staff

and efficient running of the service.
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CHAIRPERSON'S
REPORT

Matt Woods
Chairperson



6
Court Matters

2754
Advices Provided

1351
Clients

34
Volunteers

ANNUAL
SNAPSHOT

2139
Advice Calls

498
Advice Letters

119
Opened Files

97
Client Visits

1484
Informations Provided

11
Publications

14
CLE Activities

397
Referrals
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PRISON
CRISIS

8,884
Average prison population in

Queensland.

58%
Growth of the prison population

in the past decade.

$104,269
Annual cost of keeping one

person in prison.

We spend 400 hours on our advice line
each year.

Yet we still miss over 25,000 calls.

4621
Total number of parole
suspensions this year.
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28%
Growth in the number of parole

suspensions since 2017.

$6,271
Annual cost of supervising one

person in the community.

Custodial Offender Snapshot Jul 2019 - Jun 2020 (QCS) Queensland Corrective Services Statistics

Annual Report 2019-20 (Parole Board Qld)

Annual Report 2019-20 (QCS) Report on Government Services 2020 (Productivity Commission)

Annual Report 2017-18 & 2019-20 (Parole Board Qld)

Figure provided by Queensland Corrective Services



Positive
71.4%

Negative
14.3%

Neutral
14.3%

Outcomes Received

Non-Indigenous
64.3%

Indigenous
35.7%

First Nations Clients

Female
32.1%

Male
67.9%

Gender

Disability
identified

87.5%

No disability
identified

12.5%

Clients With Disabilities

STATISTICS: 
LEGAL

REPRESENTATION
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Expedited application 

Parole refusal 

Accommodation/travel 

Parole suspension 

Positive
73.9%

Negative
4.3%

Neutral
21.7%

Outcomes Received
Non-Indigenous

30.4%

Indigenous
69.6%

First Nations Clients

STATISTICS:
COVID PAROLE

PROJECT

Matter Types
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DIRECTOR'S
REPORT

This year began as any other for PLS as we once

again confronted the implications of an increasing

prison population, markedly over-represented by

people with chronic health conditions, disability and

First Nations people. With the outbreak of Covid-19,

it became a year like no other with the pandemic

compounding many pre-existing problems within

both the prison and parole systems.  

Incarceration of vulnerable people in overcrowded,

unsanitary and confined spaces, has placed lives at

risk. Thankfully, at the time of writing, there has

not been any recorded transmission of Covid-19 in

prison in Queensland. However, this has come at a

significant cost. A challenging tension has formed

between implementing public health measures and

maintaining some level of human contact and basic

dignity for people in prison. PLS is concerned that

an appropriate balance has not been achieved

between managing the transmission risk and

protecting the well-being of those in prison.  

In Queensland, the majority of prisoners (69%) are

incarcerated for non-violent offences and the

average prison term is 3.9 months. Every year,

thousands of people are re-incarcerated for short

periods, often due to failing to comply with

conditions of parole orders. In many cases, this is

the end result of releasing vulnerable people with

complex needs into the community with limited

supports. The lack of safe housing in the

community has meant that many remain

incarcerated because there is nowhere else for

them to go.

We achieved successful outcomes for 80% of

parole cases and 59% of prison cases 

75% of our clients had a disability (physical,

psycho-social and/or cognitive) 

42% of our clients identified as Aboriginal

and/or Torres Strait Islander (an increase from

35% last year)

Lengthy periods of incarceration are increasingly

the result of complexities involved in obtaining

parole release and delays in decision making, rather

than because an individual poses a risk to the

community. With rising numbers of parole

suspensions in Queensland, an even greater need

exists for transparency and legal assistance to be

provided for parole decisions which attract none of

the judicial safeguards available at the front end of

the criminal justice system.

Legal advice and representation

PLS continues to provide legal advice and

representation to people in prison. Our eligibility

criteria for representation ensures that our limited

resources are used effectively to help us to identify

cases where we can achieve meaningful outcomes

for people in prison. The particular disadvantage

faced by our clients often plays a key role in why

they require legal representation. We achieve high

success rates because the legal representation we

provide helps to overcome barriers that have

prevented people in prison from obtaining fair

outcomes. This is reflected by data collected during

the 2019-20 financial year which shows: 

0 9 A N N U A L  R E P O R T  2 0 1 9 / 2 0



Events and engagement

In October 2019, PLS commenced a community

legal education project in Townsville where lawyers

visit prisons and meet with stakeholders to deliver

face to face parole education sessions with a focus

on providing culturally competent parole education

to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in

prison. We are grateful to the Community Legal

Education Collaboration Fund and Legal Aid

Queensland for supporting this project, which will

continue into 2021.  

In October 2019, the University of Queensland’'s

Justice and the Law Society hosted a fundraiser

trivia night for PLS at Law Society House. The

event quickly sold out with many tables receiving

corporate sponsorship. The event involved legal

professionals and law students competing in trivia

rounds for various prizes. We are very grateful to

the support provided by the Queensland Law

Society and to barristers Stephen Keim SC and Sam

Lane for hosting the event and making the night a

success.

PLS also participated in a number of stakeholder

engagement activities throughout the year including

the Women's Estate Stakeholder Consultation

Forum and forming part of the reference group for

the transition of Queensland’s private prisons to

public operation. We engaged with the Royal

Commission into violence, abuse, neglect and

exploitation of people with disability, hosted an

expert panel at the University of Queensland about

Criminalising Domestic Violence and participated in

an expert panel at the National Association of

Community Legal Centres Conference about prisons

and policing. PLS also provided submissions and

recommendations to government regarding a range

of legislative reforms impacting people in prison

including the Queensland Sentencing Advisory

Council’s Review into Community Based Sentencing

Orders, Imprisonment and Parole Options.

Research projects

PLS is committed to finding ways to analyse data

collected through our casework to inform our

priority areas and develop recommendations aimed

at preventing the harm which prison causes to

individuals and society as a whole.  

In 2018, PLS invited Professor Tamara Walsh from

the University of Queensland (UQ) to undertake a

joint research project about solitary confinement in

Queensland prisons. In May 2020, we released a

comprehensive, joint report titled Legal

Perspectives on Solitary Confinement in Queensland

which found that many Queensland prisoners are

held in solitary confinement for extended periods,

while prisoners with mental health conditions

receive inadequate treatment. The lived experience

of prisoners revealed in this report may well 'shock

community conscience' and a number of

recommendations are made about humane and

effective alternatives to this harmful practice.

Professor Walsh worked with PLS staff and

volunteer UQ Law students to complete this project

and we are incredibly grateful to her for taking on

this challenging and important work.
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Quizmaster, barrister, and management committee

member: Sam Lane



In early 2020, we partnered with the University of

Queensland's School of Criminology for an Honours

Research Project that will examine the impact of

PLS representation on preliminary parole decisions

and identify trends in this administrative decision-

making process that impacts people’s liberty.

We hope our research will inform public debate and

help to convince policymakers of the changes which

are needed to protect the rights of disadvantaged

people in prison and better achieve community

safety through properly supported release

pathways. We look forward to ongoing research

partnerships to help broaden public understanding

of the prison system and support evidence based

reform.

Thank you

PLS staff have risen to the task of representing

our clients and protecting their rights during what

has been a challenging year. We have remained

focused on representing vulnerable people to

secure safe release into the community and

addressing underlying concerns around parole

decision making processes and human rights

violations in prison. The pandemic has only

highlighted the importance of this work and our

values.

I would like to sincerely thank our staff, volunteers

and the many members of the legal community,

including lawyers, barristers, academics and law

students for their contribution to PLS. We look

forward to continuing this crucial work together. I

would also like to acknowledge our clients and

reaffirm our commitment to providing you with high

quality legal representation regardless of the

challenges we face.

We will continue working together to advocate for

changes that are needed to address the structural

barriers which continue to perpetuate the

discriminatory cycle of imprisonment for the most

vulnerable members of our society.

Helen Blaber
Director & Principal Solicitor
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Shedding light on a dark issue: our joint report with UQ



Our casework involves providing legal

representation to achieve positive outcomes for

people who are experiencing particularly challenging

prison conditions or who require assistance with

obtaining release on parole. Often our clients have

complex needs, are unable to advocate for

themselves, or have attempted to do so without

success.  Our legal representation also  involves

engaging  in strategic  litigation and advocacy aimed

at addressing systemic issues within  the prison

system in Queensland. This financial year, Angelene

Counter, Rachana Rajan, Helen Blaber and Katrina

Davidson all engaged in casework on behalf of

people in prison.

Strategic plan

Our casework has closely aligned with our 2019-

2020 Strategic Plan, which aims to abolish solitary

confinement, increase the safe release of prisoners

through parole, reduce the over-representation of

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in

prison and reduce the over-representation of

people in prison with a disability. 

Solitary confinement

Parole refusal

Parole suspension

Parole application

Access to rehabilitation programs

Solitary confinement 

Placement within prison  

Prison conditions 

Access to rehabilitation programs

Access to family contact

Connection to kin and culture

Health care in prison

Our strategic focus is reflected in our statistics

which show that 87.5% of our files were for clients

with disabilities and 35.7% of our files were for

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander clients.

Our Top 5 Open File Issues:

Introduction of the Human Rights Act 2019 (Qld)

A significant development this year has been the

commencement of the Human Rights Act 2019

(Qld). PLS welcomes this important legislation and

the increased opportunities it provides to assist our

clients at both an individual and strategic level.  

PLS has raised the Human Rights Act on behalf of

people in prison for a wide variety of matters,

including:

While this legislation is impacting the way some

decisions are made about people in prison, we

believe significant change is still required to achieve

human rights compliance in Queensland's prisons. 

CASEWORK
REPORT
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Case Study: Solitary confinement

PLS  advocated on behalf of Alice*, a young

Aboriginal woman who was placed in solitary

confinement  in prison.  Alice  suffered from a

range of serious mental health

conditions,  including post-traumatic stress

disorder as a result of her experiences of

severe abuse.  Given Alice’s conditions,  PLS

was very concerned about  her susceptibility

to the adverse effects of solitary confinement

on her mental health.  PLS made submissions

arguing that Alice did not present a safety

threat  sufficient to justify her placement in

the solitary confinement, and that she was

experiencing deterioration of her mental

health as a result of her placement in this

environment.  PLS advocated for Alice  to be

reintegrated into the general prison

population, which successfully secured her

release from solitary confinement back into

the mainstream prison population.

*Not her real name.

Case Study: Interstate prison transfer

Peter* was refused an interstate prison

transfer which meant he was unable to

receive any visits from his family. PLS filed

judicial review proceedings in the Supreme

Court on behalf of Peter arguing the decision

to refuse his interstate transfer was

unlawful.  It was argued the decision

maker  had not turned their mind to the

decision, that relevant considerations had not

been taken into account and irrelevant

factors had also been relied upon. Shortly

after the judicial review proceedings were

filed, the decision to refuse Peter’s interstate

transfer was rescinded and is currently under

reconsideration.

*Not his real name.

Case Study: Removal of child from mother

PLS advocated on behalf of  Ella*,  a young

mother whose application to have

her  unborn  child accommodated with her in

custody was denied due to concerns about her

behaviour and the impact this may have on

her child.  Ella was extremely motivated to

have her unborn son live with her in the

mother and baby unit once he was born in

custody, as she was aware of the

negative  consequences of having her child

removed from her care soon after birth. PLS

made submissions on Ella’s behalf, arguing

that the period of bonding between a mother

and child immediately following birth is

critical, emphasising the traumatic effects of

removal and long term consequences for

attachment. We identified  that it was in the

best interests of Ella, her unborn son, and

prison authorities, to allow for Ella to care for

her son in custody. This approach would best

allow Ella to work towards rehabilitation and a

positive future for herself and her family. PLS

submitted that concerns about Ella’s

behaviour in prison did not  meet the high

threshold that was required for  a child to be

removed from his mother. PLS was successful

in its submissions and the prison authorities

overturned their decision to refuse Ella’s

application. As a result, she was able to  care

for her son in custody following his birth.

*Not her real name.

Prison issues

Much of PLS’ casework in the last year has focused

on advocating for people with disability being held

in solitary confinement. In addition, PLS has

advocated for people wishing to lodge complaints

about excessive use of force, prison transfers and

access to family members.
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Parole work

For many years, PLS has dedicated much of our

resources towards helping vulnerable people with

obtaining release on parole. This often requires

making advocacy submissions in response to

adverse decisions aimed at demonstrating that a

person does not pose a risk to the community and

should be released. The successful outcomes we

achieve in changing parole decisions demonstrate

the fundamental role that legal representation plays

in achieving fair outcomes for people who are often

not otherwise able to navigate their way through

the parole system to obtain release.

Case Study: Parole suspension

PLS met Steve* when visiting a prison located

in North Queensland.  Steve is an Aboriginal

man who speaks a First Nations language and

does not  speak or read English.  His parole

order had been suspended for several

reasons, including that he had not reported on

parole. He had been provided with a document

from the Parole Board  in English, inviting him

to provide written submissions about why his

parole order should be re-instated. When PLS

met Steve, he did not understand why he was

in jail or how he could obtain release.  PLS

obtained instructions from Steve using an

interpreter to make submissions to the Parole

Board on his behalf. PLS explained to the

Parole Board that Steve did not understand

his parole reporting obligations, which had

been provided to him in written English. Upon

receipt of PLS’ submissions, the Parole Board

lifted the decision to suspend Steve’s parole

order and he was released back into the

community. PLS worked with Community

Corrections who engaged the services of a

local interpreter to overcome the language

and cultural barriers associated with

continued supervision of Steve’s release on

parole.

*Not his real name.

Case Study: Parole suspension

PLS was contacted by Nina* while she was at

the watch house. She had been arrested for a

parole suspension and was awaiting a transfer

to a male correctional centre. Nina is a

transgender woman with a significant trauma

history and experiences of sexual abuse when

previously detained in all-male institutions.

PLS was concerned that Nina would be

susceptible to further abuse if transferred  to

a male correctional centre. PLS urgently

obtained documentation from the Parole

Board which explained the reasons for their

decision to suspend Nina’s parole. Her parole

suspension revolved around concerns that

Nina had expressed an unwillingness to

comply with parole conditions. PLS made

urgent submissions on behalf of Nina to the

Parole Board providing an explanation of

miscommunications that had occurred while

Nina was on parole, which largely were the

result of cultural factors. The Parole Board

promptly lifted Nina’s parole suspension and

she was connected with Sisters Inside for

further support upon her return to the

community.

*Not her real name.
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COVID PAROLE
PROJECT REPORT

The COVID-19 pandemic has created

unprecedented challenges for people in prison and

correctional authorities around the world. In

Queensland, the heightened medical vulnerabilities

of many people in prison, compounded by

overcrowding, created a concerning situation. The

pandemic posed a variety of other challenges,

including stringent restrictions in prisons, the use

of solitary confinement as a form of medical

isolation, removal of personal visits and a lack of

hygiene.    

In response to these risks posed by the COVID-19

pandemic in March 2020, PLS created an

emergency COVID-19 Parole Project to support the

heightened needs of people in prison in

Queensland. While it was initially born as a

volunteer project, PLS quickly secured funding

from the Department of Justice and Attorney-

General Queensland to ensure it was sustainable.

The project increased our capacity to answer more

calls on the prison telephone advice line and helped

people with COVID-19 vulnerabilities to prepare

parole submissions. It also provided additional

support to people who were especially vulnerable

to COVID-19, including working to secure housing

and travel permits to enable Aboriginal and Torres

Strait Islander people to be released from prison

and return to remote communities. PLS also

engaged in regular follow-up with the Parole Board

seeking expedited outcomes for vulnerable

people. PLS provided representation to people with

compromised immune systems, elderly people,

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people (who

experience higher rates of chronic illness) and

people with chronic medical conditions.

We took many steps to promote the services of

PLS to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people,

given the vulnerabilities of this group to COVID-19

and their over-representation in prison. This

included distributing posters in every prison and

Aboriginal Health Service in the State and giving

interviews on community radio stations to promote

referrals from family members.  Our existing

relationships with cultural liaison officers and

ATSILS throughcare workers ensured that PLS

received many referrals from vulnerable people

across the State. We particularly wish to thank Levi

Meadows from ATSILS for his incredible work on

the ground in North Queensland. This was

important during a time when PLS were not able to

access prisons directly.

As government restrictions increased in

Queensland, the project was faced with an

increasing volume of urgent matters and a high

demand for assistance from prisoners with COVID-

19 vulnerabilities. In April and May 2020, the

COVID-19 Parole Project provided 418 legal advices

and made 99 submissions to the Parole Board. The

project continued to evolve along with the changing

government restrictions for COVID-19. While the

challenges for prisoners with COVID-19

vulnerabilities remained, the intensive nature of the

project’s work slowed as government restrictions

were eased in Queensland. The project continued to

provide advice and assistance for vulnerable clients

seeking parole, the resolution of which sometimes

1 5 A N N U A L  R E P O R T  2 0 1 9 / 2 0
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Case Study: Parole suspension

Jason* is an Aboriginal man who was returned

to custody on a parole suspension after being

charged with further offences that were

discontinued. Jason made submissions to the

Parole Board asking for his parole suspension

to be lifted. The Parole Board were unable to

lift  the parole suspension as his nominated

accommodation was located in a remote

community in the Torres Strait which was

subject to newly enacted emergency

legislation, namely the Biosecurity (Human

Biosecurity Emergency) (Human Coronavirus

with Pandemic Potential) (Emergency

Requirements for Remote Communities)

Determination 2020 (Cth). Entry to Jason's

community was prohibited under this

legislation unless Jason complied with the

biosecurity protocols. PLS assisted Jason with

lodging his application for a travel permit with

the local council and made arrangements with

Queensland Corrective Services to facilitate his

release. PLS was able to use evidence of these

arrangements to convince the Parole Board to

lift the suspension and Jason was able to

return to his home community in the Torres

Strait. Had PLS not intervened, Jason would

have remained in custody until the lifting of

the biosecurity protocols, some months later.

*Not his real name.

Case Study: Parole suspension

Mary* is a young  Aboriginal woman with a

background of complex trauma. Her parole was

suspended for outstanding charges and she

was returned to custody during the height of

the COVID-19 pandemic.  Mary was required to

quarantine upon entry into prison which

involved being kept in solitary confinement for

24 hours a day over a 14 day period. In general,

parole suspensions are not lifted when a

person does not have bail on outstanding

charges as there is limited utility to ordering

release when that person will remain detained

on remand. Likewise, the courts are often

unwilling to grant bail when a person is also

being detained in a parole suspension. PLS

worked closely with Mary’s criminal lawyer to

assist her with obtaining bail on the

outstanding charges. This involved PLS

providing an affidavit to the court outlining

Mary’s prison conditions and confirming that

PLS could assist with her parole suspension if

bail was granted. The court granted Mary bail.

PLS then drafted urgent submissions to the

Parole Board advocating for Mary’s parole

order to be reinstated. Mary’s parole

suspension was lifted and she was promptly

released from custody. Mary was subsequently

sentenced for the outstanding charges. By this

time, she was connected with community

based supports and engaging well with her

parole and bail conditions. This helped her to

receive a non-custodial sentence for the

outstanding charges.

*Not her real name.

took several months given the complexities of

many of the cases.

The project was overseen by PLS solicitor Katrina

Davidson, who was supported by Marissa Dooris

(solicitor), Adam Moschella (solicitor), Emily

Lewsey (counsel), Mitree Vongphakdi (paralegal),

and Lucy Cornwall (paralegal). We would also like

to especially thank Elizabeth Gallagher (solicitor),

who volunteered to answer our prison advice line

and Katrin Lakkis who assisted with sourcing

housing to help people reintegrate from prison.



FINANCIAL
COUNSELLOR'S

REPORT
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PLS was previously funded by the Department of

Social Services to provide financial counselling

services to prisoners across the State. In 2019 that

funding came to an end, resulting in our our long

term financial counsellor Tukie Balanzategui

leaving PLS. We thank Tukie for her years of

dedicated service and for raising the profile of

financial counselling for people in prison given the

vital role it plays in reducing recidivism.

In recognition of the continued need for this

important service, Financial Counselling Australia

granted PLS an additional 12 months of funding to

continue operating within this specialist area. We

were fortunate to employ Natasha Ramsay as our

new financial counsellor, who brought a wealth of

experience in this sector to PLS. The change in

staff and funding provided us with an opportunity

to review the project and design a new format for

service delivery to make best use of the funds.

It was decided these funds were best utilised by

helping people newly released on parole as this is

when people experience heightened financial

pressures and require practical assistance with

managing debts and financial decision making. PLS

established a partnership with Queensland

Corrective Services (QCS) Community Corrections

to implement our new financial counselling

program with Probation and Parole. We are

grateful to Sarah Hyde for enabling this project to

take place within the Probation and Parole space

and helping us get it started so quickly. 

being a high risk of recidivism;  

being at risk or have a history of Family and

Domestic Violence; and  

who scored high or medium risk/need for

finance in QCS' initial intake assessment.

Under the new program, the PLS Financial

Counsellor provided financial literacy education and

one on one financial counselling casework to people

on probation and parole in South East Queensland,

through a direct referral system with QCS.

The project commenced with the PLS Financial

Counsellor conducting education sessions with

reintegration services and QCS Community

Corrections teams in eight probation and parole

offices identified as having high need. These

sessions increased financial capability and

awareness for front line staff to assist with

facilitating appropriate referrals.  Direct one-on-

one financial counselling was then provided for

people on probation and parole. Referrals for one

on one financial counselling were made for people

identified as:

The PLS Financial Counsellor also joined the

Property Offender Program (POP) run through

several Probation and Parole offices. This program

provides a community hub within probation and

parole offices which incorporates various

government and non-government service providers

to provide a more streamlined service for people

on parole. PLS engagement with POP was



conducted on the basis that our Financial

Counsellor could receive information from

government agencies but would not share any

information provided to her by PLS clients without

express consent. These parameters were vital to

maintain client confidentiality and help build

rapport with clients to ensure they felt able to

trust PLS as an independent community legal

centre.

The outbreak of COVID-19 had a major impact on

service delivery as financial counselling sessions

were designed to take place in person. However,

with the reduction of active transmission in

Queensland and re-opening of probation and parole

offices to external service providers, face to face

service delivery commenced.

A total of 82 clients were referred to the PLS

Financial Counsellor throughout the life of the

project. The main issues faced by clients were

adapting to a reduced income (following the ending

of criminal activity) and increased pressure on debt

repayments expected by creditors. This was

compounded during the COVID-19 pandemic due to

supplement payments being provided by Centrelink

increasing debt repayment obligations. The PLS

Financial Counsellor developed a partnership with

SPER to ensure deferrals were made for vulnerable

people and to provide feedback regarding systemic

concerns.

Case Study

Tom* was released parole with limited access to support networks. He had a long history of theft and

dealing in stolen goods and was accepted onto the Property Offender Program (POP). Tom was not

engaging with other services on POP and was at risk of being removed from program. The Department

of Housing and Works (DHW) advised during one of the POP meetings that there was an available home

available for him, but this was likely to be lost because he was not engaging  with them. The PLS

Financial Counsellor had established a good rapport with Tom through financial counselling

sessions. She organised a meet up at the DHW office which resulted in Tom being provided with long

term housing.  She also assisted Tom with getting his SPER debt deferred for three months to allow

him time to adjust and  settle into his new accommodation. The involvement of the PLS Financial

Counsellor meant that Tom was able to be assisted to secure long-term housing, address his financial

pressures, and feel that he was being heard as a person not a parolee. *Not his real name.

Case Study

Jess* is a young Aboriginal woman on parole

with a history of domestic violence and mental

health issues. As a result of complex trauma

background, she had difficulties with trusting

government agencies.  Jess was referred to

the PLS Financial Counsellor following a

referral from PLS legal staff. However shortly

after this referral, she was returned to

custody on a parole suspension. Due to the

strong relationships built with POP teams, the

PLS Financial Counsellor was able to rally up

significant support quickly from the

appropriate government and non-government

agencies to support Jess with obtaining

release back onto parole. With the assistance

of the PLS Financial Counsellor, Jess was

accepted onto the Women on Parole Housing

program, linked in with Life without Barriers,

established cultural connection via an

Aboriginal Community Controlled Health

Service and was accepted onto the POP

program to assist her to have relevant

agencies walking the journey with her.  Jess

now has long term assistance available to her

through government and non-government

resources, including ongoing support from the

Financial Counsellor with managing Centrelink

matters.

*Not her real name.
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COMMUNITY LEGAL
EDUCATION &
PUBLICATIONS

Presentations to students at the University of

Queensland, Griffith and Bond universities

about prison law and human rights 

Responding to enquiries from lawyers and

health practitioners who have clients or

patients with a prison law or parole problem 

Distribution of our bi-monthly newsletter in

every prison across the State 

Production and distribution of our Human

Rights Advocacy Guide in collaboration with the

Human Rights Law Centre  

Outreach at  Townsville Correctional Centre

and Townsville Women’s Correctional Centre

(the Townsville outreach project)

PLS has continued its efforts to deliver legal

education, including community legal education

(CLE) sessions. Legal education is critical because it

assists people in prison to understand processes

and rights, empowers them to be involved in

decisions that affect them and helps them to

identify when and how to ask for help. It educates

people supporting and working with prisoners (such

as families, support workers, health practitioners,

prison staff) to increase the chance that people in

prison get the assistance they need. 

Examples of legal education we have provided

during the last financial year are: 

The Townsville outreach project involves PLS

lawyers conducting three, one week visits at the

men’s and women’s correctional centres in

Townsville to provide education about parole-

processes.

-By visiting prisons in person, we reduce barriers

that prevent Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islander and

hard to reach prisoners from understanding their

legal rights and accessing help with parole.

We conducted our first visit in October 2019 and

met with people who would have otherwise found

it hard to contact us, or to identify that they

could get help. For example, some clients spoke

no English, some only felt comfortable meeting in

person and some had restrictive prison conditions

or were in solitary confinement. We also met with

prison staff, in-prison services and community-

based services to promote their understanding of

obtaining release on parole and to encourage

suitable referrals. While the pandemic delayed our

second visit, PLS intends to resume visits in early

2021. 
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115 advices and follow-up advices  

5 cases opened 

40 Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander

people assisted (51% of all clients) 

43 people in prison attended CLE sessions  

4 meetings with service providers

6 immediate referrals of particularly

vulnerable people from service providers

Common feedback: 

Snapshot: One Week in Townsville 

‘PLS should visit more often’





STUDENT
TESTIMONIALS

Lucy Cornwell 
Paralegal/Student Volunteer

Mitree Vongphakdi
Paralegal/Mail Clinic Volunteer

I started volunteering weekly at PLS in 2019, and

completed tasks including data entry and legal

research. During this time, I was fortunate enough

to work on the Legal Perspectives on Solitary

Confinement in Queensland Report. I had very little

understanding of the extent of solitary confinement

in Queensland prisons, so contributing to this report

has been one of the most rewarding learning

experiences of my university experience.  

I returned to PLS following a semester exchange in

July 2020 as a Paralegal on the COVID-19 Parole

Project. In this role, I have had more direct contact

with PLS’ clients, prepared submissions to the Parole

Board, and assisted prisoners with organising

accommodation and supports for their release back

into the community. My experiences in this role have

only strengthened my belief that the work PLS does

is beyond vital. 

Working at PLS has been an incredibly rewarding

experience. I have learnt so much from the staff

who are tireless in their work, in what is a complex

and challenging area of practice. Hearing the

experiences of some of the most vulnerable

prisoners in Queensland has changed my

understanding of the criminal justice system and the

way I think about the law.

I joined PLS as a Mail Clinic Volunteer in January

2020. I volunteered once a fortnight, drafting

responses to mail enquiries sent by people in prison. 

That was until COVID-19 hit. With emergency

funding, and increased demand for PLS' assistance, I

commenced as a Paralegal in the COVID-19 Parole

Project, aimed at securing release for COVID-

vulnerable people in prison. I answered the prison

advice line, sourced accommodation and community

supports for potential parolees, drafted letters of

advice, and prepared submissions to the Parole

Board. 

Having had no experience interacting with the

criminal justice system prior to this year, my

experience with PLS so far has been incredibly eye-

opening. The prison and parole system in

Queensland is one that is marred by delays,

misconduct, and neglect towards affected parties,

in particular people in prison. This is why the work

of PLS is vital. By ensuring that procedural fairness

and human rights principles are adhered to, you give

people in prison a better chance at rehabilitation.

Not only does this result in a better outcome for

the individual, but also better outcome for the

community more broadly. 
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MANAGEMENT
COMMITTEE

Matt Woods - Woods Prince Lawyers Samuel Lane - McPherson Chambers

Matilda Alexander - Legal Aid Queensland

Lars Falcongreen - Legal Aid Queensland

Terry Fisher - Fisher Dore

Jim Gibney - Hub Community Legal

Scott Mullins - Leukemia Foundation

Mark Thomas - Queensland University of

Technology

Ben Tuckett - LawRight

Samantha Cooper - Community Legal

Centres Queensland (CLCQ)

Chairperson

Matt Woods is a partner in the firm Woods Prince Lawyers.

He has practised in private practice for many years and

been involved with PLS for over 25 years.

Treasurer/Secretary

Matilda Alexander is currently a senior lawyer at Legal Aid,

previously a Coordinator/Principal Solicitor at PLS. Matilda

has extensive experience working with the LGBTI

community and believes in building strong partnerships to

create effective social change. She is also the President

and Principal Lawyer at the LGBTI Legal Service.

Lars Falcongreen joined PLS as a volunteer in 1997 during

his university study for his Bachelor of Arts and Laws

degree. He was called to the Queensland Bar in 2000 and

has worked mainly in the area of criminal defence. He is

currently Defence Counsel at Legal Aid Queensland. He

joined the Management Committee in May 2005.

Terry Fisher is a partner at Fisher Dore lawyers and an

accredited criminal law specialist with over 25 years’

experience in criminal law. Terry has developed a

reputation as being a skilled advocate who is not afraid to

fight for his clients’ rights. This reputation has earned him

a great deal of respect within the industry. Terry resigned

from the MC in 2019. We thank Terry for his contributions

to PLS and wish him well for the future.

Jim Gibney is an original founder of PLS and has worked

at Legal Aid Queensland as the coordinator of the First

Advice Contact Team (FACT). Jim is the Coordinating

Lawyer at Hub Community Legal (formally South West

Brisbane Community Legal Centre). Jim resigned from the

MC in 2019. We thank Jim for his contributions to PLS and

wish him well for the future.

Samuel Lane is currently a barrister at McPherson

Chambers. Samuel joined our Management Committee in

2019. Samuel holds a  Master’s Degree  in International

Human Rights and has experience in human rights,

administrative and criminal law matters.

Scott Mullins is currently the communications and

marketing manager at the Leukaemia Foundation. Scott

has been involved in the not-for-profit sector for many

years, having received several awards and nominations

recognising his work as a communications manager and

strategist. Scott joined the Management Committee  in

2016.

Mark Thomas is a barrister and associate lecturer at the

QUT Faculty of Law. Mark was previously a labour

economist with the Commonwealth Government and

volunteers at the Caxton Legal Centre. He has also been

involved in other community legal  centres such as the

LGBTI Legal Service.

Ben Tuckett is the Senior Lawyer in the State Courts Self

Representation Service at  LawRight. Ben has previously

worked as a solicitor in LawRight’s Public Interest Referral

Service and their  Queensland Law Society and Bar Pro

Bono Referral Scheme. Ben joined the Management

Committee in 2019.

Samantha Cooper is a proud Gumbaynggirr  woman from

the mid-north coast of NSW and is employed as CLCQ's

Sector Sustainability Coordinator.  Samantha previously

worked as the Aboriginal Policy Project Officer at Legal

Aid Queensland implementing the First Nations Strategic

Plan for reducing the over-representation of Aboriginal

and Torres Strait Islander people in

the justice systems.  Samantha joined the Management

Committee in 2020.
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STAFF

COVID-19 Parole Project

Adam Moschella - Solicitor

Marissa Dooris - Solicitor

Emily Lewsey - Counsel

Lucy Cornwell - Paralegal

Mitree Vongphakdi - Paralegal

From April 2020 until June 2020

From April 2020 until May 2020

From June 2020 until July 2020

From July 2020

From April 2020

Helen Blaber - Director/Principal Solicitor

Katrina Davidson - Solicitor

Rachana Rajan - Solicitor

Mandy Kaur - Finance Officer/Administrator

James Mullins - Paralegal
From January 2020

Tukie Balanzategui - Financial Counsellor
Until January 2020

Natasha Ramsay - Financial Counsellor
From January 2020

Gabriella Anderson - Administrator
Until January 2020

Angelene Counter - Solicitor
Until January 2020

Dilawar Dadwal - Administrator
From March 2020
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ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

VOLUNTEERS & INTERNS CLINIC STUDENTS & SUPERVISORS

BARRISTERS

ORGANISATIONS

Mahsa Taiebi

Samantha Breach

Lauren Hanna

Adam Moschella

Marissa Dooris

Elizabeth Gallagher

Lucy Cornwell

James Mullins

Mitree Vongphakdi

Rachel Tomassen

Elizabeth Aisi

Cara Scarpato

Georgia Campbell

Phoebe Kenefake

Daniel Murphy

Christine Eldridge

Ben Wilson

Nina Spencer

Julie Bell Davis

Katrin Lakkis

Mollie Roper

Maryam Catania

Melanie Karibasic

Sisters Inside

Legal Aid Queensland

Aboriginal & Torres Strait Islander Legal Service

Salvos Legal

Queensland Law Society

Justice and the Law Society (UQ)

Synapse

Human Rights Law Centre

Wayne Weaver Foundation

Students
Cara Scarpato (UQ)

Jasmine Chin (UQ)

Hannah Ferguson (UQ)

Amber Bitzer (UQ)

Camilla Burgis (UQ)

Robert Hill (UQ)

Lisa Middleton (Bond)

Jade Muir (Bond)

Julie Oyediran (Bond)

Supervisors
Monica Taylor (UQ)

Lindsey Stephenson-Graf (Bond)

Stephen Keim SC

Damien Atkinson OAM QC

Matthew Brady QC

Patrick McCafferty QC

Bernie Quinn QC

Matt Black

Paula Morreau

Kathleen Foley

Kylie Evans

Sam Lane

Dan Fuller

Gavin Rebetzke

Sally Robb

Rachael Taylor

Ben McGlade

Tim Jeffrie
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PRISONERS'
LEGAL SERVICE

INC.

FINANCIAL STATEMENTS FOR
THE YEAR ENDED 30 JUNE 2020

2 5 A N N U A L  R E P O R T  2 0 1 9 / 2 0






















