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ADDRESS AT THE SWEARING-IN OF THE HONOURABLE 
CHIEF JUSTICE WILLIAM ALSTERGREN AND DEPUTY 

CHIEF JUSTICE ROBERT McCLELLAND IN THE FAMILY 
COURT OF AUSTRALIA ON MONDAY 10 DECEMBER 2018 
IN THE FAMILY COURT OF AUSTRALIA AT MELBOURNE, 

COURT ROOM 8A, EIGHTH FLOOR, OWEN DIXON 
COMMONWEALTH LAW COURTS BY DR MATTHEW 
COLLINS QC, PRESIDENT OF THE VICTORIAN BAR 

Opening and Acknowledgement of Country 

May it please the Court. 

I also acknowledge the Traditional 
Owners and Custodians of the land on 
which we meet, the Peoples of the Kulin 
Nation, and pay my respects to their 
Elders past and present. 

Announcement of Appearance 

I appear on behalf of: 

the Australian Bar Association and the 
Independent Bars of Australia – I 
acknowledge in particular the presence 
of the ABA’s President, Jennifer 
Batrouney QC, who is in Court; 

I appear, of course, for the Victorian Bar; 

I also appear on behalf of the Family Law 
Section of the Law Council of Australia – 
and am supported in that regard by both 
the retiring and incoming Chairs, Wendy 
Kayler-Thomson and Paul Doolan, 
respectively – both in Court; and 
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I appear on behalf of the Victorian Family 
Law Bar Association – and am supported 
by its Chairperson, Geoffrey Dickson QC 
– also in Court. 

Congratulations to both Alstergren CJ 
and McClelland DCJ 

This ceremonial sitting was, in the initial 
invitation, described as a “Swearing-in” – 
but I’m glad that it has been expanded 
also to be a “Welcome” on behalf of the 
Profession to Your Honours Chief Justice 
Alstergren and Deputy Chief Justice 
McClelland.  

Together, you assume the leadership of 
one of only three Commonwealth 
superior courts of record; and one which 
plays a vital role at the most vulnerable 
and personal time in the lives of so many 
Australians. 

Mr Humphreys and I, between us, 
represent the whole of the Australian 
Legal Profession, including the national 
and Victorian specialist Family Law 
associations. 

On behalf of all those I represent, I 
congratulate Your Honours. 

I also pay tribute to the outgoing Chief 
Justice, the Hon John Pascoe, who is in 
Court today. His contributions to this 
Court and to the Federal Circuit Court 
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have been remarkable, as has been 
his support for improved access to the 
justice system for Indigenous peoples, 
legal administration and higher 
education, advocacy for the prevention of 
international trafficking of children and as 
the Australian representative to the 
Hague Conference in relation to 
parenting and surrogacy. Your Honour 
was deservedly made a Companion in 
the Order of Australia; and, received the 
Imperial Honour of Commander in the 
Royal Victorian Order for your work on 
the Duke of Edinburgh’s Award.  

The division of material – you to speak 
about Alstergren CJ; Doug Humphreys to 
speak about McClelland DCJ 

Your Honour Chief Justice Alstergren has 
been a member of the Victorian Bar for 
more than 27 years; and Your Honour is 
a former Chairman of the Victorian Bar 
and former President of the Australian 
Bar Association. 

I had the privilege of representing the 
Victorian Profession – both the Bar and 
the Law Institute – at Your Honour’s 
swearing-in in Sydney on the 20th of 
October last year; and I am honoured to 
have been invited to speak today.  

I will defer to Mr Humphreys, the 
President of the Law Society of New 
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South Wales, to expand upon what the 
Attorney has said about Your Honour 
Deputy Chief Justice McClelland. 

Alstergren 

It’s hard to believe that it has been only a 
little over a year since Your Honour Chief 
Justice Alstergren commenced your joint 
Commission as a Judge (and then 
Deputy Chief Justice) of this Court – and 
as Chief Judge of the Federal Circuit 
Court. 

Your Honour began with a burst of 
activity and enthusiasm for your new 
roles – since sustained throughout the 
whole of the past 12 months.  

That you hit the ground running may have 
surprised some, but it did not surprise 
anyone at the Victorian Bar. Your Honour 
is remembered as a tireless and 
energetic leader of, and advocate for, our 
Bar, qualities your successors have tried 
in vain to emulate. 

In the 5 weeks between your swearing-in 
in Sydney and your Welcome in 
Melbourne, Your Honour visited in 
person the Federal Circuit Court in every 
State and Territory; met each of the 65 
other Judges and the Court Staff; and 
initiated the “Spring Offensive” – a call-
over of outstanding cases and an 
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initiative involving mediations to attempt 
to resolve disputes cost-effectively and 
without trials. 

One of Your Honour’s stand-out qualities 
as a leader – demonstrated at the 
Victorian Bar, at the Australian Bar 
Association and, in the last year, as Chief 
Judge and Deputy Chief Justice – is that 
you immediately get to know everyone 
you work with; you consult and you listen; 
and you work closely with people. 

The Federal Circuit Court Spring 
Offensive 

In the Federal Circuit Court “Spring 
Offensive”, you worked with the Victorian 
Bar’s Family Law Bar Association 
Chairperson Geoff Dickson QC, Martin 
Bartfeld QC and the Bar’s then CEO 
Sarah Fregon to establish a list of over 
100 Victorian Bar Family Law Mediators 
as a resource – willing, in appropriate 
cases, without fee, to mediate 
outstanding disputes in the Federal 
Circuit Court immediately and efficiently. 

Your Honour and Judge Jill Williams 
called-over between 25 and 30 matters 
every day. Having given directions at 
these call-overs in November and 
December, you brought people back in 
January to monitor compliance, 
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investigate progress and give further 
directions. 

The program was rolled-out nationally. 
Remarkably, it resulted in some eighteen 
hundred cases being dealt with, many of 
which had been in the system a very long 
time – achieving a 50% settlement rate –
and a 70% settlement rate in Victoria. 

The many barristers who participated in 
the program did so out of a deep sense 
of commitment to access to justice; and a 
belief, shared with Your Honour and the 
members of the Court, that justice 
delayed can be justice denied, 
particularly in cases involving children. 

Your Honour has established further 
initiatives aimed at improving access to 
the Federal Circuit Court. The Brisbane 
Registry Pilot case-management scheme 
for new cases, for example, has already 
reduced the time from issue to trial in that 
Registry by 6 months. 

Family Court 

In December last year, Your Honour was 
appointed Deputy Chief Justice of this 
Court; and, in March this year, the 
administrative head of the Appeal 
Division. Since that time, you have 
regularly sat on Appeals. 
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The Family Court Annual Report for 
2017–18 records a 100% clearance rate 
in this Court. The Court received just 
under two-and-a-half-thousand first-
instance filings in 2017–18; and in the 
same timeframe, it finalised over two-
and-a-half-thousand first-instance cases, 
meaning that there has been a reduction 
in the overall number of cases awaiting 
resolution.  

Both Courts 

Your Honour is working with both this 
Court and the Federal Circuit Court to 
establish a joint Rules Committee for 
Family Law; and to work towards 
modelling a common case management 
approach. 

You have already established a Health 
and Wellbeing Policy and Committee in 
both Courts. 

Available and willing to speak publicly 
with the Profession 

Your Honour’s personable and 
consultative approach is reflected in your 
having gone out of your way to make 
yourself available to speak publicly with 
the Legal Profession. 

Your Honour strongly supports Family 
Law Mediation and Arbitration. 
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In Victoria, you’ve spoken to the newly-
formed Victorian Bar Family Law 
Arbitration Group (VFLAG); and to the 
Chartered Institute of Arbitrators. 

In Brisbane, Your Honour happened to 
be passing a room in which a Family Law 
Arbitration course was being presented. 

The Honourable Peter Young QC – a 
retired Judge of this Court, stepped out 
and asked if you might say a few words 
to the class. Without hesitation – without 
any advance warning or preparation – 
and with Your Honour’s characteristic 
good humour, you accepted the last 
minute brief. 

Committed, dedicated and tireless 

Your Honour is committed, dedicated and 
tireless. You travel interstate all the time 
– to the alarming extent that one day your 
wife Kate called to ask you to pick up 
some milk on the way home. “Yes 
darling”, you replied. It was only after 
you’d hung up that you realised that you 
were in Brisbane, not Melbourne! 

The Attorney referred to your very-late-
night and early-morning emails to judicial 
colleagues and staff. You’ve also listed 
cases for 8:30 in the morning; and you’ve 
sat, on occasion, in judicial mediations to 
8 in the evening. 
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Since your appointment as Chief Judge 
more than a year ago, Your Honour has 
taken no more than 3 days’ leave. 

Commodore Jack Rush QC spoke, at 
Your Honour’s Melbourne Welcome as 
Chief Judge, of your service in the Royal 
Australian Naval Reserve. Your Honour 
continues to hold your Commission as a 
Lieutenant-Commander [pronounced: 
“Lef-tenant Commarnder”] in the hope 
of one day being able to resume active 
service as a reservist. 

Personal 

Your grandfather’s portrait hangs over 
your desk in Chambers. Edvard 
Alstergren arrived in Australia in 1924 – a 
red-headed Norwegian Cavalry Officer 
with a science degree. He met and 
married a tall Scottish woman named 
Marjorie McDonald, despite her family’s 
criticism that he was a “Wog”. 

It’s said that he was determined and 
resilient, had a wonderful management 
style, and was universally well-liked – 
sounds a lot like someone we at the 
Victorian Bar have come to know, respect 
and like. 

In the 1960s, your grandfather was 
knighted in the Order of St Olaf by 
Norway. 
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Your Honour’s formidable work ethic has 
left little time for frivolous pursuits, but I 
understand Your Honour has, since your 
appointment as Chief Judge, bought a 
“Gibson Les Paul” electric guitar – for the 
uninitiated, the sort of guitar played by 
the likes of Jimmy Page and Bob Marley. 

I understand that you have a lesson – or 
perhaps “jam session” – each Saturday 
morning with the “Guitar Colonel”. I might 
ruin their enjoyment by this revelation, 
but on weekends and late at night, when 
you think no-one is around, security 
guards have been been known to pick up 
the strains of the odd Rolling Stones riff, 
or Wild Thing, or Sweet Home Alabama. 

Conclusion 

Your Honour has a deep understanding 
of, and empathy for, the human condition. 
You care deeply about people and about 
justice. You have a remarkable gift of 
natural and charismatic leadership skills. 

Your Honours Chief Justice Alstergren 
and Deputy Chief Justice McClelland are 
a formidable team. 

On behalf of the Australian Bar 
Association and the Independent Bars of 
Australia; on behalf of the Victorian Bar; 
on behalf of the Law Council of Australia 
Family Law Section; and on behalf of the 
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Family Law Bar Association of Victoria – 
I wish Your Honours joy in your 
appointments; and long, satisfying and 
distinguished service as Chief Justice 
and Deputy Chief Justice of this 
Honourable Court. 

May it please the Court. 


