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THE two men sitting in the lvlelbourne
I \4agistrate's Court l ive next door to each other in comfortable houses on an aFftuent inner
suourban street. But this morning they sit as far away as possible from each otner on a long
courtroom bench. Looking straight ahead, they avojd eye contact and leave any tatking to their
lawyers.

The man seated at the r ight- hand end of the bench l ikes to play toud music. But his neighbour,
seated at the left-hand end, is unhappy about the noise and has al legedly undert ined his views
with vi le language, threats and a brick through a window.

Welcome to Wednesday in Court 27, home of the tyelbourne l4agistrates Court,s ,,stalking l ist,,
and the day that non-domestic vrolence related applications for interventton orders are

heard. While many of these applications involve vjolence and ser/ous threats to personat safetv,
others blossom from dispLltes over moved pot plants, parked cars or on-the_sideljnes rows
between parents at chi ldren's footy girmes.

The numbers of these neighbourhood dispute-related applications have almost doubled from
1998 99 - when there were 32OO - to 2005-06, when there were more than 6100.

Applicants come from all  social classes, with the courts hearjng disputes belween neighbours
from both public housing estates and from south yarra r iverfront addresses. Intervention
orders are sought against designer-suited brondes who have sent abusive texts to their ex,
boyfriend's new lover, and between Russian speaking men in their 7Os who have had a dispute
at their local club_

According to the chairman of the Law Insti tute of Victoria,s family law section, David Schetzer,
this increase in " 'neighbourhood" app/icattons reflects a society of angry people, too quick to
crloose American-style l i t jgation over old fashioned good manners.

"I was around in 1987 when this legislat ion f lrst came into effect _ and it  was there to protect
the vict ims of domestic violence. peopre now use intervention orders as the f irst step to resorve
any possible dispute. "Our society has changed dramatical ly: we are far, far more lt t tgtous than
ever before, and people are turning to the law to try to resolve their issues.,

Anne Goldsbrough, supervrsing magistrate in the court,s family violence and family law division.
reguiarly tel ls court 27's warring nerghbours that mediation would be far better. A staff member
from the Dispute Sett lement Centre of Victoria is always present for her Wednesday l ist.
"The court staff wil l  always tel l  people, when they arrjve, that the magistrate wil l  expect them
to have at least considerecl medjation, ' ,  she says,

very upset by this. 8ut l ike an increastng number of
resolve an argument by obtaining an Interventron order,
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8ut applicants don't always want to hear about solving their problems with medratton. Thev
M/ant a day or days i l  coLlr l .

l4s Goldsbrough said many of the neighbourhood disputes that came before her courd have a
better result i f  people in authority, including police and public housing authorit ies, would
recommend mediation rather than an intervention order as a f irst step. peopre from aI warks of
l i fe applied for orders, although public housing residents were frequent applicants.
"The types of applications we get may suggest that, where people are disempowered, this is
one of the ways they can be l istened to and their problems solved,,, the magtstrate said.

This created a huge workload for the court, especial ly given
per cent of these cases. "They are less l ikely to result in an
(than domestic violence-associated applications), ' ,  she said.

lvls Goldsbrough said she disl iked talk of,, taking out. an intervention order: , ,you make an
application for an intervention order, I t  is not l ike taking out an insurance potrcy. Evidence is
required to obtain an order of the court. ' ,

The manager of the Dispute Set ement Centre of Vjctoria, Teresa Zerel la, said intervention
orders were often necessary to protect people,s safety.

"But they wil l  not necessari ly resorve the underrying issues which are causing the behaviour.
lYediation is an opportunity to identify and resolve those issues."

Keeping the peace
Intervention orders in stalking or neighborhood disputes:

r 48olo of cases: an intervention ofder is made

. 34olo: withdrawn by complainant or struck out by court because the parties fail to appear

r 10o/or wjthdrawn by complainant after defendant enters an undertaking

r 8olo: order refLlsed by court

r  App l i ca t i ons  i n ' s ta l k ing '  o r  ne ighbourhood  d i spu tes :  6134

r Applications in famjly violence matters: 18,419

Source: 2005-2006, I\4agistrates Court of Victoria
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that orders were granted in only 48
intervention order being granted
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