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Acknowledgments 

Attorney-General, Your Excellencies, Chief Justice Kiefel, fellow judicial 

officers of the ACT Magistrates Court and other courts, retired judicial 

officers, members of the legal profession and other friends of the Court, 

The Court acknowledges the traditional and continuing custodians of this 

land and we pay our respects to their elders—past, present and emerging.  

We are pleased that elders of the ACT community are present today.  The 

Court is committed to building respect between the Court and the first 

peoples of this country. 

I thank Aunty Violet for her Welcome to Country.  Aunty Violet welcomed 

me when I was sworn in five years ago, so I am particularly pleased that 

she is part of this ceremony: the first opening of the legal year in the new 

Supreme Court Building (Stage 1). 

So many people have contributed to this building that it may be churlish 

to mention only a few, but I will do so.  I thank Cameron Lyons, the 

principal architect, for his vision and Lloyd Essau, the project manager, for 

delivering the building.   Sadly, Cameron passed away before he could 

see his vision fulfilled.  But while the legacy of judges is a few stale and 

largely ignored judgments, that of architects is so much more. 

Other major contributors to the new Supreme Court building include the 

ACT Magistrates, who tolerated much disruption, the staff of the joint 

Courts Registry, who had to move many times, and the building crew who 

were invariably polite and accommodating.  Ultimately, the Magistrates 

Court and the Courts Registry staff have been well rewarded by the 

shared facilities, but it has been a long haul. 

At the opening ceremonies in 2015, 2016 and 2017, I optimistically 

expressed the hope that it would be the last year in which the law year 
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was opened in the old Supreme Court Building.  In 2018, I said nothing on 

the subject of timing … and here we are at last.   

At the turn of a New Year, a common youth hashtag is “New Year, New 

Me”.  If only reinvention was that simple, or even unambiguously 

desirable.   

At the start of this New Year, as we sit in this marvellous new building, 

those lawyers who are not of Gen Z may reflect on the journey that has 

brought us here and consider where we wish to go from here.  Not to 

reinvent ourselves but to strengthen our profession so that we may better 

serve justice in the Territory and nationally. 

Looking Back 

The Supreme Court was established for the explicit purpose of enabling 

“the residents of the Territory to obtain a judicial determinations of such 

disputes as ordinarily arise between them” in a way that was “readily 

accessible” to them.1  

When it was established in 1933, the Court had only one judge, Judge 

Lukin.  He sat in Acton House, a humble building set in picturesque 

surroundings.  It was described as a “neat little cottage … [that] looked 

vaguely like an official building”.2 It accommodated the Supreme Court 

Registry, the “courtroom[s] and offices of the Court of Petty Sessions as 

well as the Police Station”.3  But for all its idyllic pleasantness, it was too 

small.  As McTiernan J discovered during the murder trial of R v Porter 

(1933) 55 CLR 182, it was ill-equipped for a trial that lasted longer than a 

day.4 

In 1936 the Court moved to the Hotel Acton, where it sat in a former dining 

room, sharing the Hotel facilities with married public servants and their 

families, and later the Patent Office and the administrative office for the 

proposed University of Canberra.   

                                                           
1 Commonwealth, Parliamentary Debates, House of Representatives, Seat of Government Supreme Court Bill 
1933, Second Reading, 1 December 1933, 5348 (Mr Latham, Attorney-General). 
2 Chief Justice Jeffrey Miles, A History of the Supreme Court of the Australian Capital Territory – The First 75 
Years (Thomson Reuters, 2009) 42. 
3 Ibid. 
4 As Former Chief Justice Jeffrey Miles noted, ‘The facilities for juries would have been a problem. A jury box 
would have to have been constructed in the small courtroom and a separate jury room provided within the 
building. Juries were not permitted to separate in those days and when the trial of Porter went beyond a first 
day, the jury was locked up overnight in the Hotel Canberra’: ibid. 
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In the late 1940s, the Supreme Court moved to the new Patent Office, 

with the Patent Office staff and the Commonwealth Security Service.   

However, there was a growing appreciation that an independent judiciary 

must be seen to be independent of the executive and therefore must be 

housed independently from the executive. 

By this stage the Griffin plan for the City Hill area had been adulterated, 

but at least the site that was chosen for a new courts building was close 

to that identified by the Griffins as appropriate for “municipal courts”.5   

In May 1963 Sir Robert Menzies opened the old Supreme Court Building.  

Originally, the building housed both the then Court of Petty Sessions and 

the Supreme Court.  It was state of the art architecture.  It became an icon 

of 60s Canberra; a premier tourist destination that was commonly featured 

on postcards of the city. 

When the old Building was commissioned, the Canberra population was 

about 60,000.  With commendable but inadequate foresight, the building 

was designed to meet the needs of a population of 100,000.  That 

population was reached within 5 years of its construction.   

With the Canberra population edging towards 300,000, in 1996 the 

Magistrates Court moved to its own courthouse and the Supreme Court 

became the sole inhabitant of a building containing only two courtrooms 

that were fit for its use. 

For two decades, my predecessors called for a new Supreme Court 

building, but in vain.   

Until, in December 2013, Simon Corbell, the then Attorney-General, 

announced the construction of a new Supreme Court building, which was 

to include eight courtrooms, of which five would be jury courtrooms.  The 

new building and associated facilities were to be delivered through a 

Public Private Partnership agreement, the Territory’s first PPP.  At the 

time of this announcement, the population of the ACT was about 375,000.  

It is now heading towards 450,000. 

The judicial excitement generated by the Attorney-General’s 

announcement of a new Supreme Court Building was barely dampened 

by the prospect that, during construction work, we may be temporarily 

housed in shipping containers located cheek by jowl on what was 

euphemistically described as the “grassy knoll”.  I have searched for but 
                                                           
5 ACT Government, ‘ACT Law Courts Fact Sheet’. 
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never found the Elysian “grassy knoll”.  Luckily, it became unnecessary to 

do so; we were able to remain in the old building until “decanted” last 

October (only two years behind schedule) into this magnificent new 

building. 

Looking forward 

The architecture of public buildings should speak of high public 

ideals, especially when the public building is one as important as a 

court of law.6  

The architecture of this building speaks of many things. 

It reflects Canberra’s natural environment, which is both directly visible 

and referenced in the natural timber and undulating ceilings, which mirror 

the hills surrounding the city. 

Light and landscape permeate every part of the building, speaking of the 

openness and transparency of our justice system.  The views and natural 

light in the building will reassure the public who attend and – literally – 

brighten the mood of the judges and others who work within the building, 

no longer consigned to the depressing caves in which they so recently 

laboured. 

The new building respects the Griffins’ urban plan for Canberra.  It sits on 

the axis that extends from City Hill down University Avenue and aligns 

with Constitution Avenue to the east of City Hill.  When the old Supreme 

Court building is refurbished as part of Stage 2, the axis will remain 

visually unimpeded, passing through the architecturally significant glass 

atrium of the old building and an open corridor in the new building.   

The new Supreme Court Building cherishes our legal history.  It cradles 

the old Building and will be directly linked to it.  Within the old building, the 

two original Supreme Court courtrooms will be refurbished, introducing 

light and making them much more attractive workplaces.  Chief Justice 

Hennessey of the Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court has observed: 

Our courthouses are monuments to our legal tradition, its noble 

purposes and occasional tragic miscarriages.  They evoke the 

memory of historical events and of the aspirations, frustrations and 

fears of the many people – the learned, the dedicated, the articulate, 

the oppressed and the despised, the avaricious and the brutal – 

                                                           
6 Chief Justice Michael Black, ‘Opening the Roma Mitchell Commonwealth Law Courts,’ 2006. 
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whom the law has summoned to exercise their skills or to account 

for their actions … they are not merely buildings, rooms and furniture 

but are, rather, monuments that evoke several centuries of human 

effort and progress...7 

This new building speaks of tradition but also of modernity and change.  

Both Territory Courts now have the latest technology.  Jurors have 

personal screens; advocates and witnesses can mark-up electronic 

documents; vulnerable witnesses are accommodated in comfortable, 

child-friendly and secure remote rooms.   

The scale of the building speaks of the “solemnity of justice”.8 The 

symmetry of each courtroom reminds us of balance and impartiality in the 

law. 

The new Supreme Court Building shares an entrance and many facilities 

with the Magistrates Court, attesting to the comity between the Territory 

Courts. 

Most importantly, this building says that our community recognises the 

importance of the rule of law and the judicial arm of government; and that 

the community values tradition but also looks confidently to the future. 

“We shape our buildings and afterwards our buildings shape us”.9 

In the case of this building – let us hope so. 

But while the building is an environment in which it may be easier for 

judges, Courts staff and practitioners to confront challenges, it is for us to 

choose whether we do so.  There are many challenges. 

We face the challenge of reconciling with our Indigenous brothers and 

sisters, and addressing the gross over-representation of Indigenous 

peoples within our criminal justice system.  We also face the challenge 

that many talented young women fail to persist with their legal careers, 

especially at the bar, where double standards remain evident.  Perhaps 

before I retire, at an opening of Law Year women will occupy the front bar 

table. 

                                                           
7 Chief Justice Edward Hennessey, ‘Foreword’ in Courthouses of the Commonwealth (University of 
Massachusetts Press, 1984) i, vii.  
8 Judith Resnik, Dennis Curtis and Allison Tait, ‘Constructing Courts: Architecture, the Ideology of Judging, and 
the Public Sphere’ in Law, Culture and Visual Studies (Springer Science+Business Media Dordrecht, 2013) 515, 
531. 
9 United Kingdom, Parliamentary Debates, House of Commons, 28 October 1943, vol 393, col 403 (Prime 
Minister Winston Churchill). 
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We must address disadvantage wherever we are able to do so.  For 

practitioners, the opportunities to do so are greater.  This Court must focus 

on ensuring equal access to justice, holding to the Court’s original purpose 

by remaining “readily accessible” to all Territorians.10   

These are not just New Year’s aspirations, but necessities if our justice 

system is to remain vibrant and respected. 

We will now hear from the Attorney-General.   

 

                                                           
10 Commonwealth, Parliamentary Debates, House of Representatives, Seat of Government Supreme Court Bill 
1933, Second Reading, 1 December 1933, 5348 (Mr Latham, Attorney-General). 
  


