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OXFORD COMPANION TO THE HIGH COURT OF AUSTRALIA

Chambers:  Each of the Justices of the High Court of Australia is provided with rooms (called "chambers") within which to perform his or her duties.  At the Court building in Canberra, the chambers of the Chief Justice and the six Justices are distributed around level 9, the penultimate floor of the building.  On level 10 is found the Justices' dining room, reception area and access to a roof garden.  The latter are used infrequently.  However, the chambers comprise the working area in which the Justice and the Justice's staff are accommodated.  


Each of the Justices who is not permanently resident in Canberra is also provided with chambers in the capital city of Australia in which that Justice resides at times other than the sittings of the Court.  The personal assistants to most of the Justices work in the Canberra chambers.  Exceptionally, some Justices prefer to have their personal assistants in the chambers of their city of residence.  Most of the Justices have associates who work permanently in the Canberra chambers during their appointment.  All of the associates are present in Canberra during a sittings of the Court in that city.


Typically, the Justices' chambers comprise four rooms - one each  for the Justice, the personal assistant and two associates.  In the Court building in Canberra, the chambers open to a central library area comprising part of the collection of the library of the High Court.  This area comprises basic law reports, journals, texts and reference works in regular use.  Also provided on level 9 of the Court building in Canberra is a conference room, a library display area and a facility for viewing on video a sitting of the Court when it is in session.


The operation of the chambers of the Justices varies in accordance with the methods of work observed by the Justice concerned and the functions assigned to the staff.  However, the principal functions in all chambers include the checking and finalisation of draft opinions for publication when a reserved judgment is delivered.  A good working relationship usually exists between the staff working in the several chambers.  They enjoy social, sporting and other contacts out of Court hours.


The decoration of individual chambers is largely a matter for each Justice.  The chambers in Canberra are panelled in different types of Australian timber.  Each set of chambers enjoys access to a balcony overlooking either Lake Burley Griffin or Parliament House, depending upon the aspect which the particular chambers enjoys.  The largest chambers in Canberra comprise those of the Chief Justice.  These include facilities for his or her staff and an adjoining reception room.


With elimination of spaces presently devoted to library and conference facilities, it would be physically possible to expand the number of judicial chambers on level 9 of the Court building in Canberra to accommodate nine Justices, a facility also reflected in the provision for expansion of the benches in No 1 and No 2 courtrooms in Canberra.


Also provided on other levels of the Canberra Court building are chambers for visiting retired Justices of the Court, the Chief Executive and Principal Registrar of the Court, the Commonwealth and State Solicitors-General and lawyers with cases before the Court.


Before the opening of the High Court building in Canberra in 1980, the Court provided permanent chambers to the Justices in Little Bourke Street, Melbourne and, subsequently, in a wing of the Taylor Square law courts complex in Darlinghurst, Sydney.  The chambers in Melbourne and Sydney were large but somewhat gloomy.  Because of the then inadequate library facilities, the chambers were surrounded, floor to ceiling, by bookshelves and there were few facilities for staff or for interaction amongst the Justices.  When the Court went on circuit to State capitals, it was usual for the Justices to sit in the Banco Court of the State Supreme Court concerned.  The judges of the Supreme Courts ordinarily vacated their chambers, as required, during the week of the High Court circuit.  This arrangement is still followed in a minority of States (South Australia and Tasmania).  In other States (Queensland and Western Australia) chambers are provided to the Justices within the Federal Courts building.  In Melbourne and Sydney, where special leave hearings are regularly held, the High Court itself provides chambers for visiting Justices and their staff without the need to impose upon, or disrupt, other courts.  


The chambers of each Chief Justice and Justice tend to reflect the personality of their occupants.  However, all are places of intensive work and this is particularly true of the chambers in Canberra during a sittings of the Court when the Justices and their staff must work at the highest intensity in close physical and intellectual contact, relieved only occasionally by social exchanges.
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