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In 1996, the Top End Women’s Legal Service (‘TEWLS’) was 
established as one of a network of specialist women’s legal services, 
the key recommendation of a series of reports by the Australian Law 
Reform Commission (‘ALRC’) to address “the failure of justice for 
women in Australia” 1.Following the ALRC reports’ release, a group of 
women in Darwin met and agreed to work together, establishing a 
structure that would allow different communities to participate and 
contribute to an organisation in ways appropriate and accessible to 
them, while existing within the one women’s legal service. 

Volunteers and pro bono partners extending access to justice 

Around six months after its establishment, TEWLS commenced the 
now mainstay Wednesday evening advice clinics, a clinic staffed by 
TEWLS staff and volunteers. The after-hours clinic continues more 
than 25 years later (a silver anniversary!), facilitating increased access 
to justice for women and persons identifying as women in the 
Top End of the Northern Territory (‘NT’). Every week, local, resolute 
lawyers volunteer their time, expertise, and compassion to deliver 
one-arm of TEWLS’ essential services, which includes the provision 

TEWLS volunteer lawyers, Management Committee, and staff outside Government House for the TEWLS 25th anniversary celebration in November 2021.
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1  Australian Law Reform 
Commission, Equality 
before the law: women’s 
access to the legal system 
(Report No 67, Interim, 
January 1994).
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of one-off legal advice, as well as lending expertise to TEWLS’ in-house 
practice. Pro bono partners further support the service in the provision 
of training for TEWLS staff, acceptance of direct briefs, and offers of 
pro/low bono counsel for complex litigation, without which TEWLS 
would be forced to turn away otherwise meritorious legal matters.

In its initial stages, TEWLS’ core business reflected many similarities 
with the legal practice of 2022, with specialist legal advice and 
assistance services provided to women experiencing or having 
experienced domestic, family, and sexual violence (including police 
responses to same), as well as to women experiencing issues in areas 
including family law, sexual harassment, and sex discrimination. Today, 
the service is a leader in delivering high quality, holistic, trauma-
informed, and culturally secure legal assistance to women living in 
the Top End (primarily, in the Greater Darwin region), including legal 
advice, casework and representation (litigation), and legal information 
and referral in the areas of family, civil and migration law. The service 
has had, and continues to have, strong focus on women with 
intersectional vulnerabilities, including Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander women, culturally and linguistically diverse women, women 
living with a disability, women experiencing homelessness, and 
incarcerated women. 

Over the years, TEWLS’ strategic direction has been led by volunteer 
groups of innovative, passionate, and dedicated women – the TEWLS 
Management Committee. As a community legal centre, and together 
with TEWLS’ talented and enthusiastic staff, the TEWLS Management 
Committee have guided the service through countless changes 
in funding, staffing levels, and community appetite to secure legal 
and social justice for women. Faced with ever-increasing levels of 
domestic, family, and sexual violence, particularly in the NT,2 this  
group provides a wealth of pro bono knowledge and experience.

TEWLS is also assisted by volunteer students and non-legal staff in 
our purpose; from local and interstate GDLP students, to partnerships 

“The service has had, and continues to have, strong focus on women with 
intersectional vulnerabilities, including Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
women, culturally and linguistically diverse women, women living with a 
disability, women experiencing homelessness, and incarcerated women.”

with programs such as the Aurora Native Title Project, 
the service’s reach is ever expanded through the work of 
intelligent and eager young (and not so young) volunteers. 
As a then clerk in an interstate private firm, I first came to 
the NT – and to TEWLS – through one of these programs and 
am now in the immensely fortunate position of leading the 

TEWLS youngest Management Committee member, Sizol Fuyana, with 
TEWLS Chief Executive Officer, Caitlin Weatherby-Fell, at the Kindness 
Shake Festival 2022.

2 The NT recorded a 12% increase in 
domestic and family violence assaults 
in the last financial year and has again 
retained the title of the jurisdiction 
with the highest victimisation rate; 
Australian Bureau of Statistics, 
Recorded Crime – Victims, 2021-22 
financial year (28 July 2022).



service into our next milestone anniversary (conveniently, and in the 
heart of the Top End pearl industry, pearl!). 

The cost of pro bono assistance – strengthening service capacity

In the 2021-22 financial year, TEWLS volunteer lawyers contributed 
more than $50,000 worth of legal advice to the Top End community,3  
contributing to the service’s 20.7% increase in legal advice provided as 
compared with the previous financial year. Working in teams of three, 
the after-hours clinic serves to both provide increased access to justice 
for women, as well as provide an opportunity for client-facing skill 
development and mentoring for up-and-coming practitioners in the 
Greater Darwin region. With a long-standing roster of senior women 

lawyers, new TEWLS volunteers are inducted into a program 
prioritising both client experience and lawyer development; 
and within a service classified as “medium” by the Australian 
Charities and Not-for-profits Commission’s funding size 
indicia, these volunteers add deeply needed capacity in a 
funding environment that remains complex for specialist 
legal services, particularly in regional, remote, and very remote 
areas.

The next phase for the NT – pro bono’s critical space 

With a major review of the NT’s domestic, family, and sexual 
violence system underway, as well as the Commonwealth 
Government’s release of the National Plan to End Violence 
against Women and Children 2022–2032, the stars are 
aligning in the NT to achieve critical community and 
individual change; change that will mean heightened, and 
ever-hopefully, equitable, access to justice for women. And 
following the commencement of new funding streams in the 
past 18-month period, TEWLS has sought and will continue 
to seek generous pro bono support to increase both in-house 
knowledge and services to women in the Top End.   
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Caitlin Weatherby-Fell is the Chief Executive Officer of the 
Top End Women’s Legal Service (TEWLS), a specialist women’s 
legal service focused on the advancement of women’s rights. 
She is admitted to the Supreme Court of the Northern Territory 
and the High Court of Australia and was a TEWLS Senior 
Lawyer before returning from parental leave in 2021. Caitlin 
has worked (and volunteered) in both corporate and not-for-
profit legal sectors and is an enthusiastic advocate for work-life 
balance, a joyous result of life in the Top End, as well as a 
tenacious toddler and a new-found love for distance running. 

TEWLS Management Committee 
graciously hosted by Her Honour the 

Honourable Vicki O’Hallaron, Administrator 
of the Northern Territory, for the TEWLS 

25th Anniversary celebration in November 
2021. L-R: Sim O’Callaghan, Chris Osborne, 
the Honourable Vicki O’Hallaron, Danielle 

Eveleigh, Emma Farnell, Rose Mills (not 
pictured: Carol Cummins, Sizol Fuyana).

3 Based on the Northern Territory 
Supreme Court costs schedule.
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