
There are exciting times ahead as the 

University of South Australia’s Law 

School redefi nes its mission under the 

leadership of new Dean, Professor Wendy 

Lacey. 

The maths is simple enough. Too many law 

graduates and not enough jobs.

So what can be done?

According to Prof Lacey, it’s not all gloom 

and doom and law students need to adjust 

their thinking and broaden their outlook to 

cover sectors where their degree will be an 

asset.

Taking over the reins of the Law School 

in April, Prof Lacey says students need to 

be realistic and should consider options 

in industrial relations, business and 

government policy work. 

“Law has become the new arts in many 

respects. We have bright students coming 

out of school who want the challenge of a 

law degree, but not necessarily wanting an 

option of going into practice.”

“We need to highlight the value and 

diversity of skill base that you get from 

having completed a law degree and the 

value that brings to business, government 

and the community sectors,” she says.

“I see this as part of redefi ning our mission 

as a school – not just seeing ourselves as 

producing high quality legal practitioners, 

but producing high quality law graduates 

who add value to other sectors.”

Prof Lacey has been with the Law School 

since it was established in 2007 and has 

played an important role in its growth and 

development over the past seven years. 

In 2010 she was appointed the Associate 

Head of School and when the top job 

became vacant she decided the timing was 

right to throw her hat into the ring.

“When the job came up it just felt like the 

right time, that now was the time to step 

up and lead the school into the next phase.”

In her words, that next stage will be one

of growth.

“Not in terms of numbers hugely, but in 

terms of expanding our research profi le, 

expanding the level to which we engage with 

the profession and the wider community, 

and developing pathways for our students 

that highlight the value of a law degree in 

careers other than legal practice.”

She adds that UniSA is unique because of 

its equity mission that ensures it provides 

pathways for disadvantaged students. 

The Law School is also cutting edge, with 

innovative teaching methods promoting 

interactive classes.

“In many courses, students are able to do 

the passive learning at home and listen 

to lecture content online, but when they 

come to class they’re engaged in teamwork 

and working in groups on practical legal 

problems,” she explains.

“What we can offer, which is slightly 

different, is a more practical approach – we 

provide the legal knowledge along with the 

practical skill set which hopefully makes our 

graduates extremely ready for professional 

careers and appealing to employers.”

One of the exciting developments next year 

will be the establishment of an Honours 

program that will be offered to students in 

their fi nal year. 

“This will be a very elite program for no 

more than 20 students and it will clearly 

highlight our top graduates.”

As well as providing them with an 

academic supervisor for the duration of 

the year, they will be partnered with an 

external mentor in their thesis area. 

Besides driving changes in the Law School, 

Prof Lacey is also on a crusade to highlight 

the rights of older people and to stamp out 

elder abuse.

She is a member of the Minister for 

Health’s steering committee that is charged 

with safeguarding older people and

has also joined the board of the Maggie

Beer Foundation.

“Like domestic violence and child abuse, 

elder abuse is extremely and increasingly 

more common, but not an issue that the 

public is aware of.

“I just accidentally fell into the area 

through a project I was doing with the 

Public Advocate’s Offi ce and quickly 

realised we need to see more lawyers 

advocating in that area.”

Human rights issues were the driving force 

behind her decision to study law in her 

home state of Tasmania. 

“Once I discovered politics and government 

in high school I became pretty passionate 

about it and I think I was just one of those 

annoying teenagers who was passionate 

about the environment and human rights,” 

she says.

Not that politics was anything new to her 

family as Prof Lacey comes from a long line 

of high profi le politicians. Most notably 

her great grandmother, Dame Enid Lyons, 

was married to Australia’s tenth prime 

minister, Joseph Lyons. After his death 

in offi ce, Dame Enid went on to become 

the fi rst female member of the House 

of Representatives and the fi rst female 

member of federal Cabinet.

“I grew up with people arguing around 

me all the time,” she laughs, recalling 

childhood dinner table discussions about 

politics.

After graduating in law, Prof Lacey found 

herself as a single mum and knew that a 

career as an academic would be easier to 

manage than that of private practice with 

its irregular hours. 

In 2002 she moved to the mainland to

take a position at the University of 

Adelaide’s Law School and fi ve years later 

moved to UniSA. 

Besides being widely published, Prof 

Lacey has also undertaken consulting 

work and given independent opinions in 

her areas of expertise – constitutional and 

administrative law. 

Twelve years after making the move

to South Australia, she says she couldn’t 

imagine living anywhere else. Her main 

home is in Second Valley, where she

lives with her partner, son and two

step children.

The idyllic countryside provides the perfect 

setting for her to indulge her love of 

painting and gardening, both of which are 
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good therapy as she focuses on her health. 

Two years ago she was diagnosed with the 

autoimmune disease Multiple Sclerosis and 

although it was a tough fi rst 12 months 

she is happy to report that she is now in 

remission and feeling great.

So good, in fact, that you know the Law 

School is in for exciting times ahead under 

her guidance. B

Ethics and Practice

A legal practitioner’s name was recently 

struck from the Roll of Practitioners 

by the Supreme Court. The practitioner had 

failed to comply with a court order with 

respect to the payment of settlement funds 

from his trust account.

The practitioner acted for A, one of the 

parties in a litigated property settlement. 

The other party, B, was unrepresented. A 

court order was made that on the sale of 

the subject property, the proceeds would be 

placed into the practitioner’s trust account, 

and a specifi c amount was to be withdrawn 

from that trust money by the practitioner 

and paid to B.

When the settlement money was placed 

into the practitioner’s trust account, the 

practitioner breached the order by paying B 

an amount that was less than that required 

by the court.  

The practitioner did not make an 

application to the court to amend the 

orders, and did not obtain B’s consent to 

the reduced payment.

The Full Court of the Supreme Court

made reference in its decision to three

main areas of misconduct on the part of

the practitioner:

1. By appropriating trust money without 

consent, the practitioner breached his 

fi duciary and statutory obligations. It 

was noted that the Act imposes strict 

obligations on practitioners dealing with 

trust money. 

2. The practitioner knowingly making 

false and misleading statements to the 

unrepresented party, B, and pursued B 

for payments in circumstances where he 

knew the subject court order created no 

such obligation on the unrepresented 

opponent. The Supreme Court noted 

the Legal Practitioners Disciplinary 

Tribunal fi nding that the practitioner’s 

wilful breach of the court order was, 

“… cavalier and disdainful towards

the rights and entitlements of [B] and to 

the solicitor’s obligations as an offi cer of 

the Court”. 

3. The practitioner attempted to mislead 

the Legal Practitioners’ Conduct

Board, in the course of its investigation 

of B’s complaint, by engaging B in

negotiations by which B would be

paid a sum in exchange for B 

withdrawing the complaint. It was 

found that this conduct indicated,

“a fundamental misunderstanding of 

his role as a practitioner”.

In making the decision to strike the 

practitioner’s name from the Roll, the 

Supreme Court stated the following:

“The practitioner’s conduct 

demonstrates that he lacks the qualities 

of character and trustworthiness which 

are necessary attributes of a person 

entrusted with the responsibilities of a 

legal practitioner.  … the practitioner’s 

conduct was a serious breach of trust, 

aggravated by the circumstance that the 

conduct was in direct non-compliance 

with a court order.  The public are to be 

protected from such conduct.” B
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