EPISODE 3: WORKING IN AN ABORIGINAL COMMUNITY
In a town like Walgett, if you want to improve justice
for the community, they have to trust you.
Only a generation ago, Aboriginal people were
confined to two reserves situated out of town, and
barred from entering the town, beyond a few vital
shops on the outskirts.
Their lives were ruled by managers on those reserves,
and their children could be taken from them at any
time.
So when Legal Aid NSW opened an office in the town
in 2018, we needed someone who could bridge the
gap between the community and those professional
outsiders who could help them to access justice.
We could see a need for our services, beyond
representation in court when clients were charged
with a crime. We could see that there were many legal
areas besides crime where we could help.
Harmoni Dennis was the ideal candidate.
Born in Walgett, and with deep family ties in the
town, Harmoni is the Community Liaison Officer, and
the face of Legal Aid NSW for the town’s Aboriginal
community.
“Knowing that one client has been helped in a holistic
way, that’s more fulfilling than anything,” she says.
“I’ve always said … I may be employed by Legal Aid but
I don’t work for them, I work for these communities.”
Harmoni’s work sits right at the centre of the
commitment by Legal Aid NSW to provide access to
justice for the most disadvantaged people in society.
About 14 per cent of our clients are Aboriginal, but
their needs are some of the most complex.
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That has risen from 10 per
cent in five years as a result
of targeting service to those
most in need.
The statistics tell a familiar
story—that Aboriginal people
make up five per cent of the
population, but more than 50
per cent of those in youth detention.

“KNOWING THAT ONE CLIENT HAS
BEEN HELPED IN A HOLISTIC WAY,
THAT’S MORE FULFILLING THAN
ANYTHING.”
Jemima McCaughan heads the Civil Law Service for
Aboriginal Communities at Legal Aid NSW.
This service works closely with clients to identify
and solve legal problems with money, housing,
discrimination, Centrelink, problems with police and
other civil law issues.
She believes that justice for Aboriginal people is about
justice for all of us:
“It’s bound up with who I am as a person,” she says.
“I want to live in a society where Aboriginal culture is
our national culture, and we are proud of the nation
we have created.
“Australia is a long way from that at the moment.”

