
The job of a duty criminal lawyer is tough enough 
at the best of times. When that lawyer is blind, the 
challenges may seem overwhelming.

Yet Vaughan Roles is adamant that the fact that he’s been 
blind since birth should not be the focus of this podcast.

“It’s easy for anyone in the media to make a story 
about a person with a disability succeeding,” he says.

“It’s terribly important to me that I be viewed of as a 
lawyer of whatever standing that my peers seek to 
put me at, who is competent at what he does, and be 
remembered as that, rather than remembered as a 
blind solicitor.”

Vaughan came to Legal Aid NSW after working in 
the private sector doing criminal and family law, and 
prosecuting in domestic violence cases. 

“When I left private practice, I had a very young child 
and I wasn’t seeing her,” he says.

“I realised that the work-life balance was very 
important, and I couldn’t get that when I was running 
my own practice.”

Like almost everybody else who works for Legal Aid 
NSW, the concept of social justice is central to his work.

“It’s almost impossible to get the ideal of social justice, 
but in all the time that I’ve been representing clients 
before the local court, I don’t think any of my clients 
have ever been disadvantaged by the fact that they’re 
legally aided,” he says.

Although Legal Aid NSW also 
offers civil and family law 
advice, there is no doubt that 
representing vulnerable and 
disadvantaged people who 
are charged with criminal 
offences is at the heart of the 
organisation.

Legal Aid NSW provides around 450,000 criminal law 
services to clients across NSW, including 170,000 duty 
services. No-one who is eligible is turned away.

The work is undertaken by a combination of in-
house lawyers  —like Vaughan—and private lawyers 
who receive a fee for their service. About half of our 
services are in Sydney, while the other half are in rural 
and regional areas.

Vaughan’s boss in Parramatta, Ikbal Khan, has a 
lifetime of experience after he qualified as a solicitor 
in 1974 and later served a term as a Member of 
Parliament in his native Fiji.

“It’s hard to say what my job involves because it 
involves all kinds of things, but overall we do local 
court criminal matters,” he says.

“That includes duty matters, fresh custodies, hearings 
where people plead not guilty, and of course matters 
where people plead guilty. We also look after appeals 
to the District Court.

“I get into work about 7.30am and go through the files. 
It’s always hard to predict how busy we are going to 
be. The busiest we ever had was 60 matters for four 
solicitors—that means not taking your lunch and 
morning tea.”

He says the work can be gruelling, but it can also be 
immensely rewarding, especially when clients turn 
their lives around.

“We would like to believe that we are making a difference 
to some of them, and a difference to society in general.”
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“I DON’T THINK ANY OF MY CLIENTS 
HAVE EVER BEEN DISADVANTAGED 
BY THE FACT THAT THEY’RE 
LEGALLY AIDED.” 


