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On 12 November 2019, the WLAQ Management
Committee passed a motion forming the Criminal
Lawyers Sub-Committee.
 
The objectives of the Sub-Committee are to:
 
(a)  advocate, in line with the objectives of WLAQ, and
raise awareness about issues impacting female
criminal lawyers in practice in Queensland;
 
(b)  increase collegiality and provide an opportunity for
female criminal lawyers to share experiences and
matters concerning them in their day-to-day work; and
 
(c)  promote the work of WLAQ to female criminal
lawyers with the aim of having them join as members.
 

THE SUB-COMMITTEE

May 2020



This survey was designed to enable the Sub-Committee to identify those issues
most commonly faced by female criminal lawyers, with a view to advocating and
raising awareness of those issues within the profession. 
 
The survey results will assist the Sub-Committee and WLAQ in tailoring its future
events to ensure they are relevant to the specific needs of our criminal law
members.
 
This Report is released with the endorsement of the 2019/2020 WLAQ
Committee.

THE SURVEY 

The data and comments reflected in this Report is a summary of the responses
received to the Survey.  Any quoted comments reflect the anonymous responses of the
individuals who participated in the Survey.  As the Survey was anonymous, WLAQ has
not sought to verify any comments.  A comment has not been edited and reflects the
views and experiences of the respondent and does not represent the views of WLAQ or
any of its Committee members.



 

THE SURVEY RESPONDENTS
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25% of Respondents 
work in Prosecution

 
75% of Respondents 

work in Defence

Of the 68 responses: 

6 worked 0.8 FTE
28 worked full time with flexible work
arrangements
20 worked full time with no flexible work
arrangements
24 held membership with BAQ
29 held membership with QLS

Other stats:



 

CROSS-SECTION 
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18-25yo: 4 respondents
26-35yo: 31 respondents
35-50yo: 30 respondents
51-65yo: 3 respondents

0-5PAE: 14 respondents
5-8PAE: 11 respondents
8-10PAE: 12 respondents
10+PAE: 29 respondents 

Age brackets:

 
Experience:
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MOST COMMONLY
FACED ISSUES IN
PRACTICE

01 Sexism/discrimination
based on gender (35)

02

03

04

Sexual harassment (24)

Unequal opportunities (23)

Ageism (22)

Female criminal solicitors.

"Equal opportunities for female lawyers, reducing
sexism ... It’s all well and good for us to speak
about it and do things to fix it but there’s no
point if men aren’t working with us ..."

A client requesting a male
solicitor (22)

Racism (4)

Sexual orientation (2)

No form of
discrimination (15)

What they said:
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MOST COMMONLY
FACED ISSUES IN
PRACTICE

01 Sexism/discrimination
based on gender (17)

02

03

04

Unequal opportunities (15) 

Sexual harassment (11)

Non-compliance with
Equitable Briefing Policy
(10)

"Gender equitable briefing policies are great but a)
they are often ignored and b) they do not
actually stipulate the type or quality of work
that should go to female barristers. This means
that, in practice, if a firm or government
department does brief you to comply with their
policy, it is often a low value brief or lower quality
work."

Female criminal barristers.

A client requesting a
male barrister (9)

Not receiving a brief
based on gender (7)

Ageism (5)

Racism (4)

Sexual orientation (2)

No form of
discrimination (5)

What they said:



 

THE #1 ISSUE:
 
SEXISM OR 
DISCRIMINATION BASED
ON GENDER
 
When asked 'When appearing as an advocate, have
you ever felt as though you have been treated
differently (by any person - including clients, the
opposing party or the Court) because of your
gender?' 49 out of 68 Respondents answered in the
affirmative.



The examples
provided reveal that

there is likely an
ingrained culture of

sexism and
discrimination

"Male clients are sometimes initially
uncomfortable talking about sexual

offences but that passes quickly. I have
had a barrister ask me if I shave my
armpits and leave a power womens

luncheon brochure on my lecturn when i
left court to get a witness (I was

prosecuting at the time). I have had male
barristers/snr solicitors be condescending
and patronising. I note that these are all
things I experienced when I was a young
lawyer. People don't try and mess with
me now I am older and established."

"Excluded from
discussions being
had by male

barristers, in my
own matters."

"Homophobic comments made by
opposing counsel"

"Yes, was called a little girl by
opposing counsel."

"Yes - clients talk to barrister
instead and one incident where
barrister threw paperwork at

me"

"Excluded from discussions being had
by male barristers, in my own

matters."
"Yes. Too many times to count. Stood over by

defence counsel to change position. Complainants have
queried my qualifications and experience but don’t do
[sic] same for junior males. When leading junior male
barristers it has been assumed by judges and defence

that I am the junior."



"Too many times to count. Stood
over by defence counsel to

change position. Complainants have
queried my qualifications and

experience but don’t do same for
junior males. When leading junior

male barristers it has been
assumed by judges and defence

that I am the junior."

"People seem to think they can speak with me in
a way that almost seems “flirtatious” or in a

joking manner and often [sic] feels like I’m not
being taken seriously or treated as their
professional equal (and sometimes superior!)."

"Prior to the judge coming to the
bench, I was cat-called by the
defendant in the dock, whilst I
was seated at the bar table.
My (male) opponent chuckled as
the defendant persisted in calling
out to me, making comments

about my appearance and what
he would do to me. When I

asked my opponent to intervene,
he replied that the defendant
was likely going to jail and I
should let him have his fun."

"On occasion I get treated as if I wouldn't know legal concepts, the
applicability of legislation etc. Whether it's because I'm a relatively young

advocate or because I'm a female I'm unsure."

More
examples...

"Assumption that [sic] worked part time"

"Yes. Sometimes positively ie being asked whether I wanted to sit
down while cross-examining while pregnant. Sometimes negatively ie
belittling comments in closing addresses to the jury including being

called 'girl', male defendants being disrespectful."



Of the Respondents, 49 answered 'no', with 19 answering 'yes' and commented:

Q: HAVE YOU EVER ATTENDED A CORRECTIONAL CENTRE FOR A CLIENT
VISIT AND BEEN TOLD BY CORRECTIONAL CENTRE STAFF THAT YOUR
ATTIRE IS INAPPROPRIATE/IN NON-COMPLIANCE WITH THEIR DRESS CODE?

"I was wearing business attire from
Cue. The shirt showed no cleavage
and had a cap sleeve. I was told that I
was dressed unsuitably ... and, “don’t
you know there are sex offenders in
here”. I was told I couldn’t go in unless
I found something to cover myself. I
needed to see the client for
instructions ... It felt like they were
suggesting that by what I wore I was
attracting sexual attention and
deserving of it. Almost like victim
shaming!"

"White top with white cami
underneath and full length
black pants and flat shoes.
Was told that showing any
part of my arms was
provocative ... I was still
allowed entry “on this
occasion only”."

"I was wearing a white
business shirt with a nude
coloured bra underneath and
a business skirt and I was
told that they could see my
bra. The corrective services
officer loaned me her jacket
and I wore that into the visit."

The Survey also sought to find out about the impact of
some issues that WLAQ has been made aware of



The responses indicate that 49 of 68 Respondents, both
prosecutors and defence lawyers, had received adverse
criticism not only from members of the public, but also from
members within the profession. 

NEGATIVE
PERCEPTIONS OF
CRIMINAL LAWYERS 

Q: HAVE YOU EVER RECEIVED NEGATIVE COMMENTS IN RELATION TO
YOUR WORK AS A CRIMINAL LAWYER, FOR EXAMPLE, BECAUSE YOU
WORK IN DEFENCE, OR BECAUSE YOU PROSECUTED A CERTAIN MATTER.
IF YES, PLEASE PROVIDE DETAILS. 



.

PUBLIC CRITICISM IS UNSURPRISING. 
INTER-PROFESSIONAL CRITICISM IS CONCERNING.

THE BELOW RESPONSES HIGHLIGHT THE
IMPORTANCE OF FOSTERING COLLEGIALITY

AMONG CRIMINAL LAWYERS   

"Prosecutors are regularly demeaned by the broader profession."
"I have been accused of getting rich off rape and of enabling
male perpetrators of DV by representing them. Both accusations
came from other women."
"I’m regional practice there is a substantial divide in the legal
community."
"I was a prosecutor and am now defence counsel - these sorts of
comments come from both sides of the profession regularly -
too frequent to give examples."

"Yes there is a significant division in our local legal fraternity."
"Comments like defence lawyers always seek adjournments to
delay matters purposely..."
"Yes - I once had a male police prosecution (the officer in charge
in fact) tell me that it was "on you when he murders her" after I
successfully had bail granted for a client with a DVO in place."

 



There are many issues faced by
female criminal lawyers, but what are

the main issues lawyers want
addressed by WLAQ?

THE ISSUES
CRIMINAL
LAWYERS

WANT
ADDRESSED 

Equal opportunities and the reduction of
sexism and discrimination

Judicial conduct

Career planning 

Equitable briefing

Flexible work arrangements withing
Government

Managing family and career

Misrepresentation of the work of criminal
defence lawyers

 

 

 

 

 

 



WLAQ are committed to using the data obtained from this survey to achieve the Sub-
Committee's objectives and assist female criminal lawyers in Queensland's legal profession

HOW THIS DATA WILL BE USED

01
Consideration of the key
issues faced by female
criminal lawyers, and how
the Sub-Committee can
assist in advocating and
raising awareness. 

02
The implementation of an
annual event calendar and
the hosting of a wide variety
of events for the profession.

03
Consultation with the Bar
Association of Queensland
and Queensland Law
Society on how to address
possible systemic issues.



THANK YOU 
 

Thank you to all who participated in
the 2020 WLAQ Criminal Lawyers
Sub-Committee Survey and provided

their comments, suggestions and
feedback.

 
WLAQ looks forward to working
with and further supporting the

criminal law profession.


