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The publication of this 8th edition of the Handbook coincides with the 30th Anniversary of my first appointment to judicial office at the end of 1974.  The Caxton Legal Centre commenced operations in 1976.  The first edition of what has become this Handbook was produced in 1983.  It is now an indispensable tool for community groups, paralegals, members of the legal profession and citizens in Queensland.  Over the years, it has been produced by a star-studded cast, many of whom have risen in the ranks of the law, including to judicial office.  


One of the English Law Lords, Lord Steyn, recently said that "In the law, context is everything".  This was only a slight exaggeration.  The most important lessons that one learns in a lifetime in the law is how to classify a problem, where to look for the solutions and how, if possible, to find solutions that seem rational and just.


Knowing the point of entry to find what (if anything) law has to say on a particular problem is therefore vital.  If the general lay of the land is clear, it becomes easier to find the detail.  There remains many perils:  new statutes; amendments to old laws; new judicial decisions; multiple opinions that hide the binding principle of a decision and so forth.  But the key that unlocks the door to an accurate appreciation of the law on any subject is a knowledge of its basic rules and categories.  That is what this Handbook provides.


One cannot expect everyone to spend thirty years and more studying parliamentary and judicial lawmaking so as to acquire a comprehensive understanding of the mosaic of the entire law.  Nor is it correct to assume that everyone with a grievance will have the funds to secure accurate legal advice that puts them on a path to a remedy.  If the funds are there, and competent legal representation is secured, our legal system works pretty well.  However, as a great German judge once said, it is a "Rolls Royce system of justice".  Without personal means, access to legal aid or pro bono assistance of some kind, most individuals are at a huge disadvantage when they feel they have a legal grievance but have no effective means of discovering their rights and pursuing them to resolution, ultimately before a court or tribunal.  This is the chief weakness of Australia's legal system.  Our law boasts of the ideal of "equal justice under law".  But often it fails to deliver.


The Caxton Legal Centre is one of a number of such bodies in Australia that seek to address this basic problem.  It does so by assisting over 11,000 clients each year with legal and similar advice.  It promotes professional and community discussion of law and the law reform.  It collaborates in legal education.  And it publishes this Handbook and other works.  I express appreciation and praise for those who achieve so much on a shoestring budget to make the rule of law in our country more of a reality.


The Handbook examines a vast range of mostly people-related topics of the law.  It does not pretend to offer a solution for every problem.  But it does explain the general way that the law works; the way it classifies common controversies; and how one goes about resolving disputes, including contact points for basic advice.


Everyone in Australia is deemed to know the law.  Some of the odd results that this assumption can produce were illustrated in the recent High Court decision in Ostrowski v Palmer (2004) 78 ALJR 957.  Whilst the assumption remains a basic rule of our law, it is important that we should do more to bring knowledge of the law to the people.  In part, this is happening through the Internet.  In part, courses in legal studies in Australian schools are repairing widespread ignorance about the most basic features of the law.  We have a long way to go.  But the work of bodies such as the Caxton Legal Centre and the knowledge made available through this Handbook are a definite contribution to enhancing community knowledge and access to basic legal knowledge.


I congratulate the Caxton Legal Centre Inc, the editors, the staff of the Centre and everyone involved in producing this latest edition.  It is a user-friendly book, with a good glossary and excellent index.  It represents a practical way of carrying forward the noble objective that lies behind the creation of legal centres in Australia.  Law does not belong to the big end of town; to the rich and the powerful, to the wealthy and the well lawyered.  It belongs to all Australians.  Anything that contributes to translating that ideal into reality is to be warmly welcomed.
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