Group Litigation in Australia - “Desperately Seeking” Effective Class
Action Regimes
NATIONAL REPORT FOR AUSTRALIA PREPARED FOR THE GLOBALISATION
OF CLASS ACTIONS CONFERENCE, Oxford University, December 2007
By Vince Morabito*
1. As background for consideration of the context within which your country’s
group litigation operates, please briefly describe your civil litigation system (e.g.
common law, civil law)?
Australia’s legal systems and laws are based on the common law of England. Australia has a
federal system comprising the federal (or Commonwealth) government, six states1 and two selfgoverning territories.2 Consequently, in addition to a hierarchy of courts in each state and territory
(“headed” by the Supreme Court) there exists the Federal Court of Australia which deals with
matters over which the Commonwealth has constitutional power. Australia’s highest court is the
High Court of Australia.
Proceedings in Australia are conducted pursuant to the adversarial model. The vast majority of
civil proceedings are heard by a judge without a jury. The author is not aware of juries being
employed in any Australian class actions and/or representative proceedings.

2. What formal rules for representative or non-representative group litigation have
been adopted in your country?
Traditional Representative Proceedings in every Australian State and Territory
Order 6 rule 13 of the Federal Court Rules provides that “where numerous persons have the same
interest in any proceeding the proceeding may be commenced, and, unless the Court otherwise
orders, continued, by or against any one or more of them as representing all or as representing all
except one or more of them”. Similar provisions may be found in the rules of procedure that
govern litigation in each Australian state and territory.3 Proceedings brought pursuant to these
rules are commonly referred to as representative proceedings/actions. The rules governing
representative proceedings have remained substantially the same over the last 100 years or so that
they have been in operation.4

Quasi-Class Proceedings in South Australia
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Rule 80(1) of the Supreme Court Civil Rules 2006 (SA), which came into operation on 4
September 2006, provides that where a group of persons “has a common interest in the subject
matter of an action or proposed action and a member of the group is authorised in writing by the
other members of the group to bring or defend the action as representative of the group, the
person may bring or defend the action as representative of the group”. The written authorisations,
by members of the represented group, to represent them must be filed by the class representative
when filing the originating process.5 Rule 80(5) empowers the Court to terminate, at any time, the
right of a representative plaintiff or defendant to represent the relevant group of plaintiffs or
defendants.
Rule 81 implements, with respect to representative actions brought under Rule 80, Australia’s
only certification regime. In fact, Rule 81(1) empowers the Court to authorise a plaintiff to bring
an action as representative of a group with a common interest in questions of law or fact to which
the action relates. An application for this judicial authorisation must be made within 28 days after
the time allowed for the defendant to file a defence.6 This authorisation is not to be refused on the
ground that (a) damages that would require individual assessment are sought by way of remedy;
or (b) the action is based on separate contracts or transactions between individual members of the
group and the defendant.7
A judicial order authorising a class representative to proceed with a representative action must:
(a) define the group on whose behalf the action is brought; (b) define the nature of the claims
made on behalf of the members of the group and specify the remedy sought; (c) define the
common questions of law or fact that are to be determined in the action; and (d) give directions
about the determination of other issues raised in the action that are not common to all members of
the group.8
The origins of this rather unique South Australian regime - which seeks to address some of the
major shortcomings of the traditional rules governing representative actions but in a less detailed
manner than the Federal and Victorian class action regimes - may be traced back to a report on
class action reform that was released by the Law Reform Committee of South Australia in 1977.9
In this report, a reasonably detailed legislative class action regime was recommended. This
recommendation was never implemented by the South Australian legislature. But in 1987 Rules
34.01-34.06 of the Supreme Court Rules 1987 (SA) came into operation. When, in September
2006, the new Supreme Court Civil Rules 2006 (SA) came into operation these rules were
replaced by Rules 80 and 81 described above. The most significant difference between the current
rules and their 1987 predecessors is that whilst the latter were silent as to whether an opt out or an
opt in regime was to apply, the 2006 rules, as noted above, make it clear that a class
representative may only act on behalf of those claimants who provide the aspiring representative
with written authorisations to represent them in the proposed representative action.
The author is not aware of any proceedings that have been instituted pursuant to the new Rules 80
and 81. The only known proceeding commenced in reliance of Rules 34.01-34.06 was Abrook v
Paterson.10 In this case, Burley J indicated that:
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As far as I am aware, there are no decided cases on the scope and operation of SCR 34.01. If it
provides for “class actions”, its lack of detail is in marked contrast to the provisions contained in
Part IVA …
In applying the approach taken by the High Court in Carnie to SCR 34, it is clear that,
notwithstanding the lack of detail in the rule, the court is able to address the sometimes complex
series of considerations any given representative action may give rise to.11

The High Court of Australia’s decision referred to above by Burley J, which is discussed later in
the report, dealt with the construction of the NSW representative action rule rather than one of
Australia’s class action regimes. This fact, together with the non-employment of this quasi-class
action regime, would appear to suggest that the intended goal of removing in South Australia the
barriers that are faced by multiple claimants who wish to commence a representative action has
not been attained. A detailed legislative class action regime would thus appear to constitute a
more intelligent strategy. As already noted, this was the strategy recommended by the Law
Reform Committee of South Australia back in 1977.

Class Proceedings in the Federal Court of Australia and the Supreme Court of Victoria
In February 1977, the Australian Law Reform Commission (“ALRC”) was asked by the Federal
Attorney-General to report on the adequacy of the existing law relating to class actions in the
Federal Court and other courts whilst exercising federal jurisdiction or in courts exercising
jurisdiction under any law of any Territory.12 It was not until December 1988 that the ALRC’s
report was tabled in Parliament. As noted by Senator Durack, “I am unaware of any other report
that took such a long time as the one on the subject of class actions. It is quite clear that the
[ALRC] was considerably divided on the subject”.13 This report contained a proposal to introduce
in the Federal Court a new grouped proceeding model. A major rationale for the introduction of
the grouped proceeding model was the need to avoid the problems that had prevented victims of
mass wrongs from utilising the representative action procedure to gain access to the courts.
The availability of this procedure had been significantly restricted as a result of the narrow
judicial construction of the “same interest” prerequisite14 and the failure of the rules governing
this procedure to provide guidance to the courts and litigants with respect to the numerous and
complex issues raised by multi-party proceedings. The ALRC’s regime addressed this problem:
(a) by providing more liberal and precise requirements for the commencement of a grouped
proceeding; (b) by making it clear that a number of judicial principles, which significantly
restricted the circumstances in which the “same interest” requirement could be adhered to, could
11
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not be applied to restrict access to the new regime;15 and (c) by providing courts with extensive
powers to deal with the various phases of group litigation.16
The ALRC was of the view that the introduction of the grouped proceeding procedure, that it
recommended, would advance “the objectives of access to the courts and judicial economy, while
providing safeguards against possible abuse”.17 This is because:
Such a procedure could enable people who suffer loss or damage in common with others as a result
of a wrongful act or omission by the same respondent to enforce their legal rights in the courts in a
cost effective manner. It could overcome the costs and other barriers which impede people from
pursuing a legal remedy. People who may be ignorant of their rights or fearful of embarking on
proceedings could be assisted to a remedy if one member of a group, all similarly affected, could
commence proceedings on behalf of all members. The grouping of claims could also promote
efficiency in the use of resources by enabling common issues to be dealt with together. Appropriate
grouping procedures are an essential part of the legal system’s response to multiple wrongdoing in
an increasingly complex world.18

In December 1989, Senator Janine Haines, the then leader of the Australian Democrats, adopted
the ALRC’s proposed legislation and introduced it into the Senate as a private member’s Bill.19
The Federal Government took no action in relation to the ALRC’s proposals until 12 September
1991 when the Federal Court of Australia Amendment Bill 1991 was unveiled in the Senate. This
Bill contained Part IVA. It was passed without any amendments and Part IVA came into
operation in March 1992.20 The objectives of Part IVA were described as follows by the then
Federal Attorney-General:
The Bill gives the Federal Court an efficient and effective procedure to deal with multiple claims.
Such a procedure is needed for two purposes. The first is to provide a real remedy where, although
many people are affected and the total amount at issue is significant, each person’s loss is small and
not economically viable to recover in individual actions. It will thus give access to the courts to
those in the community who have been effectively denied justice because of the high cost of taking
action [the access to justice goal of the class action device].
The second purpose of the Bill is to deal efficiently with the situation where the damages sought by
each claimant are large enough to justify individual actions and a large number of persons wish to
sue the respondent. The new procedure will mean that groups of persons, whether they be
shareholders or investors, or people pursuing consumer claims, will be able to obtain redress and do
so more cheaply and efficiently than would be the case with individual actions [the judicial economy
goal of the class action device].21
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In Victoria, a report, which evaluated the Victorian law on multi-party litigation and which was
commissioned by the Victorian Attorney-General’s Law Reform Advisory Council (“Victorian
Council”), was completed in August 1995.22 After consulting many groups within both the legal
profession and the wider community, the Victorian Council adopted, two years later, the report’s
principal proposal and recommended to the Victorian Government that a legislative regime
similar to Part IVA be introduced in Victoria. There was no response by the Victorian
Government to the Victorian Council’s recommendation. This legislative inactivity prompted the
Supreme Court of Victoria to take the initiative.23 In fact, the Supreme Court added a new Order
18A to the Supreme Court (General Civil Procedure) Rules 1996. This new Order introduced in
Victoria, from January 2000, a class action regime which was virtually identical to Part IVA.
However, shortly after Order 18A came into operation, a challenge to its validity was launched.
Essentially, the challenge was based on the argument that Order 18A exceeded the power
conferred upon the Court by the Victorian Parliament to draft rules of court. The challenge was
rejected by three of the five justices of the Court of Appeal of Victoria.24 The defendant sought
leave to appeal to the High Court of Australia. The fear that the High Court might declare Order
18A invalid prompted the Victorian Parliament to introduce a legislative framework for class
actions very similar to the regime created pursuant to Order 18A and thus Part IVA.25
While Part IVA and Part 4A26 use the terms representative proceedings and group proceedings,
respectively, to describe the proceedings that they authorise and regulate, such proceedings are
commonly referred to by commentators as class actions/proceedings.27 There have been no
amendments to the Victorian regime and there has only been one amendment to Part IVA. In
October 1992 the Law and Justice Legislation Amendment Bill (No 4) 1992 (Cth) was introduced
in the House of Representatives (the lower House of the Australian Parliament).28 This Bill added
a new s 43(1A) to the Federal Court of Australia Act 1976 (Cth). Section 43(1A) reads as
follows:
In a representative proceeding commenced under Part IVA or a proceeding of a representative
character commenced under any other Act that authorises the commencement of a proceeding of
that character, the Court or Judge may not award costs against a person on whose behalf the
proceeding has been commenced (other than a party to the proceeding who is representing such a
person) except as authorised by:
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(a) in the case of a representative proceeding commenced under Part IVA - section 33Q or 33R; or
(b) in the case of a proceeding of a representative character commenced under another Act - any
provision in that Act.29

The need for s 43(1A) was explained as follows by the Commonwealth Government:
The Bill will amend the Federal Court of Australia Act 1976 to make it clear that a person
represented in a representative proceeding under Part IVA of that Act or in a proceeding of a
representative character authorised by another Act cannot be ordered to pay costs except in special
circumstances. This amendment reaffirms a long line of judicial authority which was said to be
wrong in a recent judgment of the Supreme Court of Victoria in respect of statutory provisions in
that State dealing with the power of that Court to award costs. The amendment will remove any
doubts that may have been created by that decision for proceedings of this kind.30

In 2001, the Federal Government made an amendment to another Federal Act which had a direct
impact on the availability of the Part IVA regime. In fact, since October 2001, s 486B(4) of the
Migration Act 1958 (Cth) provides that representative or class actions are not permitted in or by a
migration proceeding.31

Legislative regimes that permit group proceedings with respect to conduct that is
alleged to be in contravention of certain statutory provisions
Group procedures are also provided for, under both Federal and State legislation, in a number of
areas of law, including trade practices, discrimination, industrial relations and privacy.32 An
example is provided by s 87(1B) of the Trade Practices Act 1974 (Cth), which reads as follows:
The [Australian Competition and Consumer] Commission may make an application under paragraph
(1A)(b) on behalf of one or more persons identified in the application who:
(a)
have suffered, or are likely to suffer, loss or damage by conduct of another person that
was engaged in in contravention of Part IV (other than section 45D or 45E), IVA, IVB, V
or VC; and
(b)
have, before the application is made, consented in writing to the making of the
application.33
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Justice Mansfield of the Federal Court has recently revealed that “the necessity for the consent of
the complainants provides the assurance of knowing that they do not wish to prove facts in
support of the claim for compensation that is different from the facts as found in the action. If that
were the case, the consent would be withheld and they (or any of them) could bring separate
proceedings for compensation”.34
In the corporations law arena, s 1324 of the Corporations Law is pertinent. Subsection (1) of this
provision reads as follows:
Where a person has engaged, is engaging or is proposing to engage in conduct that constituted,
constitutes or would constitute:
(a) a contravention of this Act;
(b) attempting to contravene this Act:
…
the Court may, on the application of the [Australian Securities and Investments] Commission, or
of a person whose interests have been, are or would be affected by the conduct, grant an injunction
on such terms as the Court thinks appropriate, restraining the first mentioned person from
engaging in the conduct and, if in the opinion of the Court it is desirable to do so, requiring a
person to do any act or thing.

Pursuant to s 1324 (10), where the court has power under subs (1) to grant an injunction, the court
“may, either in addition to or in substitution for the grant of the injunction, order that person to
pay damages to any other person”.35

Test case, joinder and consolidation
Where the class action and representative action procedures are not available or are not
employed, three, extremely unsatisfactory, alternatives exist to deal with legal disputes involving
multiple claimants. One alternative is to join all of the plaintiffs with a common claim in one
action. Another approach is to commence a separate action for each claimant, and then try “test
cases” to determine the common issues. The third alternative is to consolidate existing non-group
proceedings that relate to the same dispute with respect to the same defendants. Each of these
alternatives will be explored.
Joinder of Parties
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An illustration of the way in which the joinder of parties procedure operates in Australia is
provided by Rule 9.02 of Victoria’s Supreme Court (General Civil Procedure) Rules 1986.
Pursuant to this rule two or more persons may be joined as plaintiffs in any proceeding where: (a)
if separate proceedings were brought by or against each of them, some common questions of law
or fact would arise in all the proceedings; and (b) all rights to relief claimed in the proceeding
(whether they are joint, several or alternative) are in respect of or arise out of the same transaction
or series of transactions; or (c) where the court, before or after the joinder, gives leave to do so.
As pointed out by the ALRC, “joinder of claims by a number of applicants provides a useful
means of enabling common questions to be determined in a single proceeding. It is also likely to
result in some savings in costs”.36 But a number of problems exist with this procedure, as a device
for dealing with legal disputes involving numerous claimants. One problem has been explained as
follows by the Ontario Law Reform Commission:
Clearly, joinder ... will be of minimal assistance to individuals with small claims. While some small
claims may be transformed by joinder ... into claims that are individually recoverable - because the
cost of proving certain issues can be shared - most such claims will continue to be individually
nonrecoverable. The reasons for this are quite straightforward. The individual litigant will be liable
to pay his own lawyer’s fees, whether the action succeeds or fails. Moreover, if the action fails, he
likely will be ordered to pay a portion of the defendant’s costs. Consequently, most small claims,
even though they be aggregated, will remain individually nonrecoverable.37

Problems are encountered even where the claims are individually recoverable. All of the
obligations of the ordinary rules of procedure apply to each of the joined plaintiffs as they are
parties in the strict sense. Some obvious obligations are that each of the parties must exchange
pleadings with each defendant and must submit to discovery and interrogatories.38 Each named
plaintiff may request the same of the defendant and to be given notice of, and participate in, any
interlocutory steps. This means that, as highlighted by the Manitoba Law Reform Commission,
the use of the joinder device “can result in cumbersome and expensive proceedings – precisely
what class proceedings legislation is designed to avoid”.39 The existence of this scenario also
means that those who are risk adverse, litigation shy, receive inadequate information or are
deterred by psychological factors from coming forward and consenting to act as a plaintiff may
be left with no legal remedy.40 Furthermore, those in a continuing relationship with the defendant
may fear victimisation if they consent to be named as a plaintiff.41
36
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Two other factors ensure that not all potential claimants are brought before the Court pursuant to
the joinder procedure. First, there is no duty on the defendants to aid plaintiffs who are joining
together by providing any information regarding the identity of potential plaintiffs with claims
identical to or similar to those already named as plaintiffs. Second, there will invariably be
individual plaintiffs who, for various reasons such as own choice of lawyers or commencement
time or choice of jurisdiction or venue, will not participate in the action. The outcome will thus
“be a multiplicity of proceedings, with the concomitant risk of inconsistent verdicts, additional
expense for the parties, and a greater burden on the courts”.42
Two other problems with the joinder device should also be mentioned. One problem is that
“joinder is not satisfactory where the interests of claimants differ”.43 A further problem is that it is
not clear how damages are to be determined.44 If the judge is responsible for calculating damages
for individual plaintiffs in complex matters, this would entail a wastage rather than a saving of
judicial time.
In the Australian context further problems have been created by the 1981 decision of the High
Court of Australia in Payne v Young.45 In that case, the Court was required to construe the phrase
“in respect of or arise out of the same transaction or series of transactions”. It was held that the
latter phrase “series of transactions” is to be read as modified by the word “same”, that is, “same
series of transactions”. In Payne the claimants who sought to rely on the joinder procedure were
all abattoir owners who were contesting the validity of an impost placed upon by the Western
Australian Government. The fees imposed on each owner were found by the Court to be
calculated according to a different scale and that differing amounts of payments were made to
different defendants. Therefore, according to the Court, the transactions could not be said to be
the same series of transactions even though they were similar. As a result, the attempted joinder
was disallowed. In a strong dissent, Murphy J protested that the construction embraced by the
Court was too restrictive. Indeed, it has been generally thought to impede the goals of judicial
economy and the avoidance of multiplicity of actions.
Test Cases
The ALRC has explained that the term “test case” is sometimes used to describe proceedings
“brought by a single applicant in circumstances where many other people may have the same or
similar claims. This may be done by the unilateral action of the claimant”.46 The term “test case”
is also employed to describe the following scenario:
In certain instances, many actions have been commenced by different plaintiffs against the same
defendant based on similar allegations of fact, and one action is selected as a test action. In these
cases, on the plaintiffs’ application orders have been made that the proceedings in all actions be
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41
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9

stayed until after the trial of the “test” action, notwithstanding that there might be differences of
proof in each action.47

An illustration of the test case device is provided by the recent Hong Kong case of Ho & Lam v
Hong Kong Housing Authority.48 In this case, two tenants of the Hong Kong Housing Authority
(“Authority”) successfully argued that the Authority was under a legal duty to review rents
downwards in a deflationary environment. Whilst only two tenants were named plaintiffs in these
proceedings, the outcome of the litigation was obviously of direct benefit to all tenants of the
Authority as the legal duty in question encompassed all tenants and not simply the two named
plaintiffs. Another advantage of the test case device is that it may lead to the efficient resolution
of the other cases through settlement or may clarify and/or narrow the issues that are litigated in
subsequent cases.49
But a number of significant problems exist with this device as a mechanism for dealing with mass
claims. The test case litigation is not, unlike a class proceeding, binding on the claimants who are
not named plaintiffs.50 It is true that the outcome of the test case may influence the outcome of
any future proceedings initiated by the other claimants. However, as the Law Reform
Commission of Ireland has recently indicated:
The extent to which the test case serves as a benchmark for subsequent proceedings varies
depending upon the nature of the action and the prevalence of common claims among the putative
plaintiffs. The matter is straightforward where the original ruling declares a legislative or
administrative act to be unconstitutional and, at the other end of the scale, considerably more
complicated where there is a need for individualised assessments of damages.51

Furthermore, as French J of the Federal Court of Australia has explained, even in straightforward
situations a class proceeding is still to be preferred.52 Another fundamental problem with this
device is that it “is essentially an individualised means of resolving collective grievances”.53 This
problem was described as follows by the Manitoba Law Reform Commission:
The plaintiff does not owe any legal obligation to have regard to the impact of their case on future
litigation by others, and the lawyer is bound to obtain the most favourable result for the client – even
if such a result may create a precedent which is not useful, or is potentially harmful, to other similar
47
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462-463 (per Jessel MR); and ALRC 1988 Report, above n 12, para 53.
50
See MLRC Report, above n 39, 11; Lacroix v Canada Mortgage and Housing Corp [2003] OJ No 2610,
para 61 (per Charbonneau J); ALRC 1988 Report, above n 12, para 54; DR Hensler, “Revisiting the
Monster: New Myths and Realities of Class Action and Other Large Scale Litigation” (2001) 11 Duke
Journal of Comparative and International Law 179, 191; OLRC Report, above n 37, 88; NSW Law
Foundation, above n 39, para 1.3; Kellam and Clark, above n 40, para 15.14; and Donnan, above n 40, 85.
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Law Reform Commission of Ireland, Consultation Paper on Multi-Party Litigation (Class Actions)
(Consultation Paper no 25; 2003), para 1.31 (“LRCI Report”).
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“Where the lawfulness of a policy is contested by an individual, that test case may, pending an appeal,
establish the law. However, it does not provide as firm a bulwark against re-litigation of the same point in
like cases as does the determination in [class] proceedings which directly binds the decision-maker and
members of the group”: Zhang v Minister for Immigration, Local Government and Ethnic Affairs (1993)
118 ALR 165, 184.
53
LRCI Report, above n 51, para 1.32.
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litigants. Furthermore, test cases are often settled on terms favourable to the plaintiff without a
resolution of the underlying issues (such as admissions of liability, amendments of legislation, or
changes in government programming) that gave rise to the litigation in the first place.54

Another unsatisfactory aspect of this device is that the commencement of the test case does not
suspend the operation of the statute of limitations with respect to the claims of the other
claimants.55 Another limitation of the test case device is that it does not actually reduce the
number of individual proceedings. The reasons for this state of affairs were aptly explained by the
Law Reform Commission of Ireland:
The test case approach may be less of a boon in terms of judicial economy than popularly imagined.
The benchmark provided by a test case clearly reduces the length and cost of subsequent
proceedings principally by narrowing the range of disputed issues and promoting settlement.
However, the test case does not obviate the need for each subsequent plaintiff to file an action which
is then processed by the courts in the conventional way. In other words, although subsequent cases
may be simplified, their number is not reduced; in fact, one might argue that the publicity
surrounding a test case invites litigation and raises unrealistic expectations on the part of potential
litigants.56

Test cases do not address the inability to gain access to the courts where the claims of each of the
relevant claimants are individually non-recoverable.57 Attention should also be drawn to the
difficulty of finding a plaintiff willing to run a test case given that he/she has no right to be
indemnified for costs by the other litigants and in light of the fact that the costs that may be
recovered from the defendant (in the event of the plaintiff’s victory in the test case) may actually
exceed the amount of damages awarded to the plaintiff.58
Consolidation
Again, the Victorian rules provide a good illustration of the principles governing this procedure.
Rule 9.12 of these rules provides that where several proceedings are pending, the court may order
those proceedings to be consolidated, or tried at the same time, or tried one immediately after
another, or may order them to be stayed until the determination of any of them. This power may
only be exercised where it appears to the court:
¾ that some common questions of law or fact arise in both or all of them;
¾ that the rights to relief claimed therein are in respect of, or arise out of, the same
transaction or series of transactions; or
¾ that for some other reason it is desirable to make an order under the rule.
Grave and Adams have aptly drawn attention to the fact that this procedure represents “a means
of dealing with proceedings which have already been commenced and which raise common
questions. It does not assist in achieving the policy objective [of enhancing access to justice]
where the cost of litigation or other factors are a barrier to the bringing of proceedings”.59
54

MLRC Report, above n 39, 10. See also A Conte and H Newberg, Newberg on Class Actions (4th ed;
2002; Vol 2), 253.
55
See Kellam and Clark, above n 40, para 15.15; and Chace v Crane Canada Inc (1996) 5 CPC (4th) 292,
298-299 (per Mackenzie J).
56
LRCI Report, above n 51, para 1.34.
57
ALRC 1988 Report, above n 12, para 56; and OLRC Report, above n 37, 87.
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Conte and Newberg, above n 54, 256; and ALRC 1988 Report, above n 12, paras 55-56.
59
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PLEASE NOTE THAT, IN LIGHT OF THE ANALYSIS ABOVE, IN THE
REMAINDER OF THIS REPORT ONLY AUSTRALIA’S STATUTORY CLASS
ACTION REGIMES AND THE RULES GOVERNING REPRESENTATIVE
PROCEEDINGS WILL BE CONSIDERED
3. For each litigation mechanism identified above, please provide a general
description of the process contemplated by the formal rules.
Class Action Regimes
Both regimes deal expressly with many of the issues that are raised by the institution, conduct and
termination of class proceedings. A proceeding may be brought under Part IVA and Part 4A as
long as three threshold requirements, articulated in the answer to question 4 below, are satisfied.
Neither regime employs a certification device. However, the Court may terminate a proceeding,
as a class proceeding, if upon an application by the defendant60 it is satisfied that the litigation
does not satisfy the threshold requirements mentioned above. Even where it is judicially held that
there has been compliance with these requirements, the Court is empowered to discontinue the
proceeding, as a class proceeding, where certain scenarios exist. These powers are explored in the
answer to question 4 below.
As explained in the answer to question 4 below, an opt out regime was preferred by the drafters
of both regimes. As a consequence, we have 33ZB. This provision, which has been described by
the Full Federal Court as the “pivotal provision of Part IVA”,61 provides that a judgment handed
down in a class proceeding “binds all such persons [described or otherwise identified in the
judgment] other than any person who has opted out of the proceeding”.
Extensive “managerial” powers are conferred upon trial judges. As noted by the ALRC,
“without active court management, the interests of unidentified parties may not be taken
properly into account”.62 The provisions of Australia’s class action regimes have incorporated
the recommendations of the ALRC, which stem from the above mentioned proposition, as trial
60

It should be noted that in the Federal Court of Australia defendants are known as respondents. However,
in this report the more conventional term of defendants will be employed when referring to those persons
and entities against whom a proceeding is brought whether in Victoria’s Supreme Court or in the Federal
Court.
61
Femcare Ltd v Bright (2000) 172 ALR 713, para 25 (per Black CJ, Sackville and Emmett JJ). See also,
Jenkins v NZI Securities Australia Ltd (1994) 52 FCR 572, 576-577 (per Beaumont, Gummow and Carr JJ)
where the Full Federal Court of Australia explained that “the discretion to make a declaratory order ... will
miscarry if there is a failure to consider its impact upon group members whose substantive rights will be
bound by it. One purpose of s 33ZB is to make it plain on the face of the record that such matters have
entered into the decision-making process leading to the grant of such a declaratory order”. See further J
Basten, “Representative Proceedings in New South Wales - Some Practical Problems “ (1996) 34(2) Law
Society Journal 45, 47; Fernando v Ruddock [2000] FCA 1151; and Zhang de Yong v Minister for
Immigration, Local Government and Ethnic Affairs (1993) 118 ALR 165, 185-186 (per French J) (“[as a
result of s 33ZB], in a case in which the group members have not raised individual claims but have been
defined into the group on their related circumstances and the common issue, it is necessary that care be
taken to ensure that claims based on individual circumstances of which the court knows nothing are not
prejudiced”).
62
ALRC 1988 Report, above n 12, para 157. See also Lord Woolf, above n 40, 231-232; SLC Report,
above n 27, para 4.85; OLRC Report, above n 37, 446; and MLRC Report, above n 39, 86-88.
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judges are empowered to take an active role in protecting the interests of parties not before the
Court.63 In fact, the Court has been vested with the (already mentioned) broad power to order the
discontinuance of a properly instituted class proceeding,64 to substitute a representative plaintiff
who is not adequately representing the interests of the class members65 and to establish, in the
case of issues common to the claims of only some of the class members, a sub-group and appoint
a person to be the sub-group representative party on behalf of the sub-group members.66 The
Court needs to give its approval before a class action can be settled or discontinued67 and before
settlement of the representative plaintiff’s individual claim can take place.68
Further examples of the interventionist role which the Federal Court and Victoria’s Supreme
Court are expected to assume are provided by s 33X(5) which allows the Court “at any stage, [to]
order that notice of any matter be given” to class members and by the Court’s direct involvement
in “administering and distributing monetary relief”.69 But perhaps the most important provision is
s 33ZF(1) which empowers the Court to make “any order... [it] thinks appropriate or necessary to
ensure that justice is done in the proceedings”.
Representative Proceedings
The numerous provisions governing class proceedings in the Federal Court and Victoria’s
Supreme Court stand in stark contrast to the brevity of the rules governing representative
proceedings brought before Australian courts. As noted in August 2006 by Gummow, Hayne and
Crennan JJ of the High Court of Australia, with respect to the NSW representative action rules:
It is to be noted that [the NSW rules] contained few provisions equivalent to those found in the more
elaborate regulation of representative proceedings provided by Part IVA … In particular, there are
no provisions of the [NSW] rules that are immediately equivalent to the provisions of s 33C(1)(a)
(requiring that seven or more persons have claims against the same person for the procedures of Part
IVA to be engaged), s 33J (providing for group members to opt out of representative proceedings), s
33T (empowering the Court to substitute another group member for a representative party not able
adequately to represent the interests of the group) or s 33V (in so far as it requires the approval of
the Court for settlement or discontinuance of the proceedings).70

In fact, the rules governing traditional representative proceedings expressly deal only with: (a) the
conditions that need to be satisfied before a representative proceeding may be brought; (b) the
discretion of trial judges to terminate properly instituted representative proceedings; and (c) the
issue of whether a judgment entered or an order made in a representative proceeding may be
enforced against a member of a represented group. However, as explained in the answer to

63

“The other main feature of the Bill [which introduced Pt IVA] is the comprehensive powers given to the
Court to ensure that the proceedings are not abused”: Commonwealth, Parliamentary Debates, House of
Representatives, 14 November 1991, 3175 (Mr Duffy – Federal Attorney-General).
64
Part IVA, ss 33L, 33M, 33N and 33P and Part 4A, ss 33L, 33M, 33N and 33P.
65
Part IVA, s 33T and Part 4A, s 33T. Chief Justice Gleeson of the High Court of Australia has explained
that this power does not constitute “a mechanism for the plaintiff to be replaced on the application of group
members who disagree with the way the case is being run”: Mobil Oil Australia Pty Ltd v Victoria (2002)
189 ALR 161, para 5.
66
Part IVA, s 33A and Part 4A, s 33A.
67
Part IVA, s 33V(1) and Part 4A, s 33V(1).
68
Part IVA, s 33W(1) and Part 4A, s 33W(1).
69
ALRC 1988 Report, above n 12, para 158.
70
Campbells Cash & Carry Pty Ltd v Fostif Pty Ltd (2006) 229 ALR 58, para 47. See also Esanda Finance
Corporation Ltd v Carnie (1992) 29 NSWLR 382, 388 (per Gleeson CJ).
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question 4 below, since November 2007, the relevant New South Wales rule also deals with other
aspects of representative actions.
With respect to issue (a), the Australian rules usually require compliance with two requirements
that may be referred to as the numerosity and commonality requirements. The first requirement
entails demonstrating the existence of either “numerous” claimants or a specified number of
claimants. The commonality requirement usually entails the claimants in question having the
same interest in the proceeding. With respect to issue (b), it is commonly provided that, once the
prerequisites mentioned above have been satisfied, a representative proceeding may be
commenced and continued “unless the Court otherwise orders”. Finally, the Australian rules
provide that whilst a judgment entered or an order made in a representative proceeding is binding
on the members of the represented group they may not be enforced against any of them except
with the leave of the Court.
It is fascinating to note that despite their brevity, Australia’s representative action rules authorise
proceedings not envisaged/permitted by the more sophisticated and detailed class action regimes,
namely, proceedings against a defendant as a representative of a group of defendants. That is to
say, in Australia whilst you may be able to institute a defendant representative proceeding, you
are not permitted to file a defendant class proceeding.71 This interesting scenario is attributable to
the following recommendation contained in the ALRC’s 1988 report:
Representative defendant actions have the potential to impose direct liability on a member of the
group. There is a strong argument for personal notice to be given to members of a defendant group.
There may also be stronger arguments for ensuring that group members have general rights to opt
out or intervene. These differences suggest that special rules may be needed to meet particular issues
arising for defendant class actions. The issues merit separate study. The Commission makes no
recommendations with respect to defendant classes in this report. The existing representative
procedure should, however, be retained to enable defendant representative actions to be brought in
appropriate circumstances.72

Equally fascinating is the fact that the author’s review of the reported decisions on Australia’s
representative actions clearly suggests that proceedings brought against representative defendants
are more frequent than proceedings instituted on behalf of a group of claimants.

4. In representative litigation, who may come forward to represent groups of
claimants, in what circumstances? Must class members all come forward
individually (“opt in”) to join the litigation, in some or all circumstances?
¾ Class Representatives
As already noted, a proceeding may be brought under the Federal and Victorian regimes as long
as the proceeding in question satisfies three “threshold”73 requirements.74 The first requirement is
that seven or more persons have claims against the same person. The second requirement is that
71

The benefits that may be secured through defendant class actions are actually very similar to the policy
goals of plaintiff class actions: see V Morabito, “Defendant Class Actions and the Right to Opt Out –
Lessons for Canada from the United States” (2004) 14 Duke Journal of Comparative and International
Law 197, 197-200 and the references cited therein.
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ALRC 1988 Report, above n 12, para 6.
73
See Wong v Silkfield Pty Ltd (1999) 165 ALR 373, 381 (per Gleeson CJ, McHugh, Gummow, Kirby and
Callinan JJ); and Philip Morris (Australia) Ltd v Nixon (2000) 170 ALR 487, 514 (per Sackville J).
74
Part IVA, s 33C(1) and Part 4A, s 33C(1).
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the claims are in respect of, or arise out of, the same, similar or related circumstances. The final
prerequisite is that the claims of the group give rise to a substantial common issue of law or fact.
Adherence to these prerequisites enables the commencement of a class proceeding by one of the
seven or more claimants “as representing some or all of them”. Section 33C(2)(a) provides that a
class suit may be commenced whether or not the relief sought is, or includes, equitable relief;
consists of, or includes, damages; includes claims for damages that would require individual
assessment; or is the same for each person represented. Section 33C(2)(b) provides that a
proceeding may be brought as a class proceeding whether or not the proceeding is concerned with
separate contracts or transactions between the defendant in the proceeding and individual group
members; and whether or not it involves separate acts or omissions of the defendant done or
omitted to be done in relation to individual group members.75
Section 33D(1) of both regimes provides that:
A person referred to in paragraph 33C(1)(a) who has a sufficient interest to commence a proceeding
on his or her own behalf against another person has a sufficient interest to commence a
representative proceeding against that other person on behalf of other persons referred to in that
paragraph.

This provision thus confirms the existence of the requirement that emerges from the terms of s
33C(1), namely, that the class representative needs to be one of the seven or more persons,
mentioned in s 33C(1)(a), who have claims against the defendant. The unsatisfactory nature of
this approach may best be illustrated by considering its inconsistency with the access to justice
goal of Australia’s class action regimes, referred to above. Broadly speaking, there are two types
of barriers that impede persons with a legal grievance from pursuing a legal remedy, and which
the class action device is intended to overcome: financial barriers and non-financial barriers. As
succinctly noted by the Ontario Law Reform Commission, “many claims are not individually
litigated, not because they are lacking in merit or unimportant to the potential claimant, but
because of economic, social, and psychological barriers”.76
Where no member of the relevant group of claimants is able to overcome both types of barriers,
no class proceeding will be instituted on behalf of the relevant group. As noted by a Canadian
commentator, “is it reasonable to expect that, of those afraid to sue for themselves, one will
emerge to sue for all?”.77 This means that the class action device will not be employed precisely
in those circumstances where it is needed the most and where it is intended to operate. If, on the
other hand, class proceedings could be commenced by well-resourced “ideological” plaintiffs,
such as, for instance, consumers associations or environmental associations, then this problem
may be addressed, at least in some circumstances.
Fortunately, the Federal Court of Australia has held that in order to have a “claim” for the
purposes of s 33C(1), and thus be able to institute a class proceeding, it is not necessary to have
75

See Wong v Silkfield Pty Ltd (1999) 165 ALR 373, 376 (per Gleeson CJ, McHugh, Gummow, Kirby and
Callinan JJ).
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OLRC Report, above n 37, 139. See also 1176560 Ontario Ltd v The Great Atlantic & Pacific Co of
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suffered personally from the relevant conduct of the defendants. All that is necessary is that the
representative plaintiffs have standing to sue. This requirement may, in turn, be satisfied through
legislative provisions which allow any member of the public (or specified persons or entities) to
institute legal proceedings with respect to certain types of illegal conduct.78 This approach
appears to be dictated by a judicial recognition of the important role that ideological plaintiffs can
play in the operation of the class action device. It is unlikely that the class proceedings in Chats
House and Golden Sphere, analysed below, would have been initiated by one of the members of
the relevant classes of claimants. But even if this conclusion is incorrect, it appears reasonable to
assert that the resources and expertise of the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission
were at least equal to the resources and expertise of any individual member of the relevant group.
It is, therefore, not difficult to agree with the following observations of the Ontario Law Reform
Commission:
a particular individual, because of some special ability or experience, may be not only an adequate
class representative but the most adequate class representative. This may be the case even though he
himself has not suffered any injury, has no individual standing to sue the defendant and, a fortiori, is
not a member of the class.79

¾ Opt Out Regimes
The Commonwealth and Victorian Parliaments, acting on the recommendations of the ALRC,80
“opted” for an opt out scheme in relation to class actions brought under Part IVA and Part 4A. In
fact, s 33E of both regimes provides that the consent of a person to be a group member in a
representative proceeding is not required unless that person is the Commonwealth, a State or
Territory, or a Minister, officer or certain agencies of the Commonwealth, a State or a Territory.81
In order to accommodate the opt out model, it is provided that an application commencing a class
proceeding, in describing or otherwise identifying class members to whom the suit relates, need
not “name, or specify the number of, the group members”.82 The other crucial provision is s 33J
which governs the manner in which the right to opt out may be exercised. It provides that:

78

See V Morabito, “Ideological Plaintiffs and Class Actions - An Australian Perspective” (2001) 34
University of British Columbia Law Review 459.
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OLRC Report, above n 37, 349. See also DA Crerar, “The Restitutionary Class Action: Canadian Class
Proceedings Legislation as a Vehicle for the Restitution of Unlawfully Demanded Payments, Ultra Vires
Taxes, and Other Unjust Enrichments” (1998) 56 University of Toronto Faculty of Law Review 47, 92: “the
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also Australian Competition and Consumer Commission v Golden Sphere International Inc (1998) 83 FCR
424, 428 (per O’Loughlin J).
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¾ The Court must fix a date before which a class member83 may opt out of a class
proceeding.
¾ A class member may opt out of the class proceeding by written notice given under the
Rules of the Court84 before the date so fixed.
¾ The Court, on the application of a class member, the representative party or the defendant
in the proceeding, may fix another date so as to extend the period during which a class
member may opt out of the class proceeding.85
¾ Except with the leave of the Court, the hearing of a class proceeding must not commence
earlier than the date before which a class member may opt out of the proceeding.
Notice is required to be given to class members of the commencement of the proceeding and of
the right of the group members to opt out of the proceeding before the date fixed by the Court
pursuant to s 33J(1).86 However, the Court is empowered not to require notices to group members
where the relief sought on behalf of the class does not include damages.87 The form and content

83

“Group member” is defined in s 33A as “a member of a group of persons on whose behalf a
representative proceeding has been commenced”. It is interesting to note that one of the few differences
between Part 4A and Part IVA is s 33KA of the Victorian regime. This provision empowers the Supreme
Court to order, at any time, whether before or after judgment, that a person cease to be a group member or
that a person not become a group member. This power may be exercised where the Court is of the opinion
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where for any other reason it is just or expedient that the person should not be or should not become a
group member. The purpose of this provision is “to reflect common law principles regarding the Court’s
capacity to exercise jurisdiction over the parties and subject matter of proceedings”: Explanatory
Memorandum to the Courts and Tribunals Legislation (Miscellaneous Amendments) Bill 2000, 7. See also
Dagi v Broken Hill Proprietary Company Limited [2000] VSC 486; and J Beach, “Representative
Proceedings - Some Current Issues” (paper presented at a seminar on Recent Developments in Class
Actions held in Melbourne in October 2000), paras 8-9.
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of the notice must be approved by the Court.88 The Court is also empowered to determine who is
to bear the costs of the distribution/publication of such notices.89
The issue of precisely what restrictions, if any, an opt out regime places on the way in which the
class representative defines the class/group on whose behalf a class proceeding is brought has
recently come to the fore in Australia and has resulted in conflicting judicial pronouncements.
What prompted this development was the so-called “MBC criterion”, a mechanism employed by
Maurice Blackburn Cashman Pty Ltd (“MBC”) (now called Maurice Blackburn Lawyers) – the
law firm that has acted in many Part IVA and Part 4A proceedings – pursuant to which the group
represented in (and thus bound by the outcome of) a number of class proceedings was limited
only to those victims of the allegedly illegal conduct of the defendants who were also clients of
MBC.
In the Dorajay Pty Ltd v Aristocrat Leisure Limited shareholder Part IVA action, Justice Stone of
the Federal Court explained that, pursuant to the mechanism governing the MBC criterion in that
proceeding, MBC only accepted instructions to act for the aggrieved shareholders upon such
shareholders entering into a retainer agreement with MBC. A term of this retainer agreement, in
turn, imposed the requirement that the class members also enter into a funding agreement with
Insolvency Litigation Fund Pty Ltd (“ILF”).90 As a result of this funding agreement, ILF was
responsible for “all legal costs and disbursements … incurred by the Solicitors … for the sole
purpose of the commencement, and prosecution, of the proceedings”,91 as well as any adverse
costs orders (including orders that the class representative provide security for costs).92 ILF was
entitled to receive, in the event of a victory by the plaintiff class, reimbursement of its
expenditures as well as the payment of between 20% and 40% of the compensation that the class
members were entitled to receive from the litigation.93
The use of this MBC criterion provoked the following strong reaction from Justice Stone in a
judgment handed down in the Aristocrat proceeding in October 2005:
I find that the requirement that group members opt in to the proceeding to be inconsistent with the
terms and policy of Part IVA. It is inappropriate that the proceeding continue under Part IVA while
the MBC criterion is part of the description of the representative group. I also find that, in the way in
which the MBC criterion subverts the opt out process, it is an abuse of the Court’s processes as
established by Part IVA.
The second, perhaps even more fundamental, objection to the MBC criterion is that it dictates who
should represent group members. I find it an extraordinary proposition that the definition of the
representative group should be used to confine a representative group to the clients of one solicitor,
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however narrowly the group is otherwise defined. In my view there is no support in principle or
authority for this proposition and it is repugnant to the policy of the Act.94

The analysis of Stone J was adopted by Hansen J of the Supreme Court of Victoria in a Part 4A
proceeding95 where again MBC sought to represent only those victims who signed a funding
agreement with a commercial litigation funding company and a fee and retainer agreement with
MBC. A different conclusion, regarding the compatibility of class narrowing mechanisms with
opt out devices, was recently arrived at by Justice Finkelstein of the Federal Court in P Dawson
Nominees Pty Ltd v Multiplex Limited. Like several commentators who considered this issue after
Stone J’s ruling, Finkelstein J placed reliance on, among other things, the significant barriers that
are faced by aspiring class representatives as well as the crucial fact that s 33C of both regimes
provides that where there has been compliance with the three commencement criteria, a
proceeding may be brought on behalf of “all or some” of the claimants:96
The second thing to observe is that the only persons excluded from the group are free riders, that is
persons who make no direct or indirect contribution toward the costs of the action. In my opinion,
this is not inconsistent with Part IVA. When Parliament rejected the [ALRC’s] recommendation that
the represented group should include all persons with common claims, it must have had in mind the
likelihood that the represented group would be selected by criterion that bore no necessary
relationship to the causes of action being pursued. … [A] group that excludes free riders cannot be
criticised. On the contrary, there are economically rational reasons to establish such a group. The
most obvious is that it provides each potential group member with an incentive to agree to
contribute. It also keeps the cost or the burden of purchasing the costs down for each individual.
There are other advantages in keeping group numbers down. For one thing, it is probably easier to
settle a smaller claim. For another, there is a greater prospect of obtaining a higher percentage of the
amount claimed by way of compromise. Even respondents may benefit from the prospect of a
smaller payout. Indeed, it is odd to hear a complaint from a defendant that there are too few
plaintiffs. ….
While consent to bring an action is not required by Part IVA, it is not forbidden. In effect the
question raised by the respondents is whether a class action can be commenced consensually by a
self elected group that has decided to exclude others who also have claims against the respondents.
The basis for the selection seems to be irrelevant. I see no reason why that course should not be
permitted. ….
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[A]ll that Part IVA requires (assuming for the moment that it is not permissible to contract out of s
33J) is that a group member can opt out of a group proceeding. That is what these group members
can do. In other words, if a group member decides that he does not want to be bound by any
judgment in the action there is nothing preventing him from opting out at the appropriate time.97

The mechanism controlling the description of the represented group in Multiplex differed in two
minor ways from the mechanism rejected by Stone J in Aristocrat. The inclusion of potential
claimants in the Multiplex proceeding expressly depended on the execution of a funding
agreement with the commercial litigation funders rather than on the execution of a fee and
retainer agreement with the class representative’s solicitors. The other difference between the
Multiplex mechanism and the MBC criterion employed in Aristocrat was that in the former, the
relevant prerequisite needed to be satisfied “as at the commencement of the proceeding”, whilst
in Aristocrat it could be satisfied at any time during the course of the proceeding. The Full
Federal Court will express its view on this issue, in the Multiplex litigation, early next year.

What interests and organisations have availed themselves of the procedure?
Class proceedings have been instituted in Australia with respect to a diverse range of claims and
by different types of individuals and entities. Taxpayers, shareholders, employees, consumers,
purchasers of apartments, businesses and those who have suffered personal injury as a result of
defective products and/or contaminated food and water have been involved in class proceedings.
Class proceedings have also been brought with respect to, among others, environmental claims,
the operation of the Migration Act 1958 (Cth), the interruption of gas supply in Victoria and anticompetitive behaviour such as price fixing and market sharing arrangements.98
Until approximately four years ago, the most frequent class proceedings were for personal injury
for negligence or breach of the Trade Practices Act 1974 (Cth) as a result of food poisoning or
defective products. The “substantive” developments which have made these types of class
proceedings less appealing to plaintiff solicitors have been accurately described by Bernard
Murphy, chairman of MBC:
[As a result of the] so called “tort reform” legislation passed in 2003 and 2004 in each Australian
State or Territory, and also by amendment to Trade Practices Act 1974 (Cth), the ability of
claimants to bring such claims has been severely curtailed. Unless the victims suffer from a serious
long term injury, no general damages are payable. In a class action context, mass food poisoning
outbreaks often cause diarrhea, vomiting and short term hospitalisation, but a long term injury
sequelae only arises in a small number of such cases. Class actions of this type will effectively cease
as a result of these changes …
The “tort reforms” will also operate to reduce access to justice for the thousands of victims of
defective products who had used the class action regime to successfully obtain damages. For
example, the level of injury suffered by most of the victims in the pacemaker lead cases would not
satisfy the new thresholds. … Even if some injuries are sufficiently serious to continue to be able to
be maintained, the changes create a level of complexity in that only those who can satisfy the
guidelines have a viable claim and can therefore be within a class definition. The requirement to
ascertain which potential class members might be included within the class is difficult and
expensive, and reduces the utility of the regime.99
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Now the most common types of class actions are the so-called shareholder class actions instituted
with respect to losses suffered by shareholders and investors as a result of allegedly misleading
conduct by companies, directors or company advisers.100

What roles have public justice officials and private lawyers played in prosecuting
cases?
To the author’s knowledge, there has been no involvement by public justice officials in
prosecuting class proceedings. It is, however, worth drawing attention to the institution of several
Part IVA proceedings by Australia’s consumer “watchdog”, the Australian Competition and
Consumer Commission (“ACCC”). In Australian Competition and Consumer Commission v
Chats House Investment Pty Ltd,101 for instance, the ACCC commenced a Part IVA proceeding
seeking injunctive relief against the defendants and the payment of damages to the group
members other than the ACCC. The first defendant had held itself out to the public as being
willing and able to act for members of the public in respect of foreign exchange trading. The
ACCC sought to represent members of the public who had paid moneys to the first defendant for
investment. The ACCC claimed that the first defendant misled its clients into believing that they
were engaging in foreign exchange trading when, in fact, no such trading was taking place. In
commencing this proceeding, ACCC relied on the standing conferred upon it by s 80 of the Trade
Practices Act 1974 (Cth) (“TPA”).102
In Australian Competition and Consumer Commission v Golden Sphere International103 the three
defendants were alleged to have promoted, or have taken part in the promotion of, a pyramid
selling scheme to which s 61(2A) of the TPA104 applied. The ACCC instituted the proceeding on
its own behalf but also on behalf of those persons who had participated in the pyramid selling
scheme. The representative plaintiff sought injunctive relief against the three defendants. It also
sought, on behalf of the other group members, a declaratory order that those members who had
participated in the scheme were entitled to be repaid any money that they had paid in respect of
the scheme. In both cases the Court awarded substantial damages to the class members other than
the ACCC: $550,000 in Golden Sphere and $822,803 in Chats House. 105

¾ Barriers to the Employment of the Class Action Device – The Costs and
Funding of Class Actions
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Class members are bound by the outcome of a class proceeding without being formal parties to
the litigation.106 This confers upon them an immunity from adverse cost awards. This state of
affairs is expressly confirmed by s 43(1A) of Part IVA and s 33ZD of Part 4A. In the absence of
fee and retainer agreements, entered into between individual class members and the lawyers hired
by the class representatives, class members are not liable for the costs and fees incurred in
running the proceeding on the plaintiff’s side. The term “free riders” has thus been used on a
regular basis to describe the position of class members.107 In many circumstances, it would not be
financially rational for aspiring class representatives to institute class actions, unless they are able
to shift to others the liability for (a) the fees and disbursements of the class representative’s
lawyers; (b) any costs awarded to the defendants in the event of a loss for the class; and (c) any
security for costs orders granted to the defendants. This state of affairs was aptly described as
follows by Justice Wilcox of the Federal Court of Australia:
The problem is that a representative party is exposed to the risk of an order to pay the costs of a
respondent or respondents (the amount of which will usually be increased by the very fact that the
proceeding is a representative one), without gaining any personal benefit from the representative
role. So there is little or no incentive for a person to act as a representative party. Unless the person’s
potential costs are covered by someone else, there is a positive disincentive to taking that course.108

Where the class representative’s individual claims would not warrant individual litigation, it
would make little sense for such claimants to bear the financial burden of a far more costly and
complex type of litigation, namely, a class proceeding.109 The validity of this latter description
may be gauged by considering the costs entailed in furnishing to class members opt out notices,
that is, notices that advise class members of the commencement of the class proceeding, the
claims being pursued on behalf of the class, the description of the represented group and the right
of the members of such group to exclude themselves from the litigation. Such notices are
frequently published in newspapers and, as explained in the answer to question 7 below, are
rather costly. In light of these and other significant costs entailed in running a class suit, the
commencement of a traditional proceeding, where the individual claim of the claimant in question
is individually recoverable, would again constitute a more appealing option than acting on behalf
of a group of similarly situated claimants.
In its 1988 study of the class action procedure, the ALRC recognised that the general rules
governing litigation costs, if applied unaltered to class actions, could constitute “a disincentive to
bringing grouped proceedings and might in fact create yet another barrier to access to legal
remedies of the kind which the recommended procedure itself aims to overcome”.110 To address
these problems, the ALRC recommended that the financial burdens be shifted from the class
representatives to a class action fund and to their solicitors.
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With respect to the former strategy, the ALRC proposed the creation of a special fund to provide
for the costs of parties involved in class proceedings.111 This fund would apply a merit test to any
application for financial assistance. The ALRC was of the view that “while there may be special
cases where means should be taken into account, the focus of any special fund should be to
provide funding based on merit”.112 This fund would be used to “provide support for the
applicants’ proceedings and to meet the costs of the respondent if the action is unsuccessful”.113
The other strategy proposed by the ALRC was that class representatives should be allowed to
execute conditional fee agreements pursuant to which the class solicitor charges nothing if the
case is lost and a higher than scale fee if the case is successful. This strategy would provide a
means of financing group litigation and of overcoming the costs disincentives to the institution of
class actions.114 Under the ALRC’s proposed regime, such arrangements could not come into
effect until approved by the Court. Before giving this approval, the Court would need to be
satisfied that the method of calculating the fees was fair and reasonable.115 Before the Court
commenced its assessment of fee agreements, notice would be given of the fee agreement to the
class members in order to provide them with the opportunity to appear before the Court and to
argue against approval.116
Both proposals were rejected by the Federal legislature. No explanation was provided as to the
reasons that prompted the rejection of the public fund recommendation. The non-implementation
of the conditional fee recommendation was explained as follows by Senator Tate, the then
Minister for Justice and Consumer Affairs, during the Second Reading of the Federal Court of
Australia Amendment Bill 1991:
I do not believe this particular proposal will lead Australia to go down the United States road – as it is
sometimes referred to – and become an overly litigious society … I do not think we are going down that
road by means of this proposal because we have set our face firmly against some features of the
American legal system, such as contingency fees, which appear, from my observations over there
recently, to drive the American legal system rather than the merits of the issues themselves.117

It is important to remember that, contrary to what Senator Tate indicated in the passage quoted
above, the ALRC did not recommend the employment of contingency fees pursuant to which
solicitors acting for the class representatives would be entitled to receive a percentage of the
proceeds won on behalf of the class. The rejection of this recommendation provides an
illustration of the drafters of Part IVA (and thus Part 4A) being unduly influenced by the strong
attacks launched on the ALRC’s 1988 report and Part IVA, at the time they were unveiled, by the
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Liberal Party (then in Opposition), Australia’s biggest law firms, the Business Council of
Australia and several legal commentators.118
The rejection of the conditional fee recommendation has been superseded by the enactment, in
some Australian States, of legislation that authorises such arrangements in most proceedings,
including class proceedings. Pursuant to such conditional fee arrangements, class representative’s
lawyers are the ones that underwrite the high costs of the class proceedings in the hope that a
successful outcome for the class will ensue. In Australia’s first shareholder class action - King v
AG Australia Holdings Ltd (formerly GIO Australia Holdings Ltd)119 - for instance,
approximately 13 months before a settlement agreement was executed by the parties and
approved by the Court, Justice Moore of the Federal Court revealed that the “[class
representative’s law firm] is not a party to the proceeding though it has not sought to disguise the
fact that it is underwriting the costs of the litigation brought by Mr King [the class representative]
which, to date, amount to almost five million dollars”.120 Furthermore, as noted by Murphy,
“there is massive expenditure on barristers, experts and solicitor time involved and these expenses
have to be carried for five to six years before payment. If the case is unsuccessful, that
expenditure is lost”.121 As already noted, in meeting these costs, no reliance may be placed on
public funding.
Until recently, this has been the principal mechanism for financing class proceedings in Australia.
However, in the last few years commercial litigation funders have entered Australia’s class action
arena. In Campbells Cash & Carry Pty Ltd v Fostif Pty Ltd,122 the High Court of Australia held in
August 2006 (by a 5:2 majority) that such involvement does not constitute an abuse of process.
The restriction of the representative group to those claimants who are willing to enter into
funding agreements with litigation funders (as well as fee and retainer agreements with the class
representative’s solicitors) has been an integral part of their involvement in class proceedings.
The reasons for this strategy have recently been described as follows by the Victorian Law
Reform Commission:
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Some commercial funders are prepared to finance the litigation, meet any obligations to provide
security for costs and provide an indemnity in respect of any adverse costs order. This is usually in
consideration of agreement by the assisted parties to pay to the litigation funder a specified
percentage of the amount recovered if the litigation is successful.
However, such agreement cannot be entered into by the representative party on behalf of the class.
Thus, in order to secure a legal entitlement to share in the amount recovered by class members
litigation funders usually endeavour to get individual class members to enter into contractual
litigation finance arrangements. Moreover, litigation funders are usually only agreeable to fund
litigation on behalf of those individual class members who have agreed to enter into litigation
finance agreements.
These commercial considerations have led to a proliferation of class actions where the defined
classes are limited to persons who have agreed to enter into litigation funding arrangements with
commercial litigation entities.123

Where litigation funders are not involved, the immunity from adverse cost awards enjoyed by
class members may also create problems for class action defendants as it creates an incentive to
appoint, as class representatives, impecunious persons. Indeed, Clark and Harris have expressed
the view that “plaintiffs’ lawyers are often careful to nominate as the representative party a
person of straw – that is to say, someone who has no assets and who is therefore incapable of
satisfying any significant order for costs made in favour of the defendant”.124 To address this
potential problem Grave and Adams contend that “legislative reform is desirable to permit the
courts to order costs against a group member in appropriate circumstances in accordance with the
principles applicable to non-representative proceedings”.125 In recent times, Australian Courts
have dealt with this problem by making security for costs orders against class representatives.
But, as recently noted by Waters, “there is a risk that the availability of security for costs in class
action proceedings may create issues of access to justice”.126

¾ Barriers to the Employment of the Class Action Device – The Philip
Morris principle
Significant problems have been generated by the way in which s 33C(1) has been judicially
interpreted with respect to the following question: can a proceeding against more than one
defendant be brought, as a class proceeding, where not all of the class representatives and class
members have an individual claim against each of the defendants? This question is of great
practical significance in light of the fact that, more often than not, illegal conduct that affects
adversely a class of persons is engaged in by more than one person/entity. In fact, the author’s
empirical study has revealed that in over 52% of all Part 4A proceedings there were multiple
defendants.
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The Full Federal Court has considered this issue on two occasions, in 2000 and 2003. On the first
occasion, the Court unanimously held, in Philip Morris (Australia) Ltd v Nixon,127 that a multiple
defendant proceeding may not be brought under Part IVA unless each class representative and
each class member has an individual claim against each of the defendants. As a result of Philip
Morris, a number of Federal and Victorian proceedings brought against multiple defendants were
not allowed to proceed, as class proceedings, thereby precluding access to justice to the relevant
claimants.128
A differently constituted Full Federal Court considered this issue again in 2003 in Bray v F
Hoffmann-La Roche Ltd.129 Justices Carr and Finkelstein rejected the principle, enunciated in
Philip Morris, that compliance with s 33C requires, in litigation involving more than one
defendant, each class member making a claim against each defendant. The remaining justice,
Justice Branson, was of the view that Philip Morris should be followed unless and until it is
overruled by the High Court. But Justice Branson also made some comments, concerning what
compliance with Philip Morris entails, which clearly suggested a far less strict approach, to
standing in multiple defendant proceedings, than that embraced by the Court in Philip Morris.
The approach followed by the majority justices in Bray brings the Australian law on this issue
closer to the principles formulated by Courts in Ontario and British Columbia and to the approach
that had been followed by several single justices of the Federal Court itself before Philip
Morris.130 But, more importantly, it facilitates the attainment of the policy goals of access to
justice and judicial economy.131
Unfortunately, Justice Hansen of the Supreme Court of Victoria132 and a majority of Federal trial
judges have held that Philip Morris, rather than Bray, represents the law governing this issue.133
An additional dimension to this unsatisfactory state of affairs was generated by the recent
enactment of proportionate liability legislation by, among others, the Commonwealth and
Victorian legislatures. The requirements of this legislation and its adverse impact on multiple
defendant class actions, as a result of Philip Morris, have been aptly described by Grave and
Adams:
The legislation provides for the apportionment of liability so that the concurrent wrongdoer’s
liability is limited to the proportion of the damage the court considers just having regard to the
extent of the concurrent wrongdoer’s responsibility for the loss … The defendants to an
apportionable claim are not liable to contribute to the contribution recovered from another
concurrent wrongdoer … For a plaintiff to recover in full in one proceeding the plaintiff must join
all possible wrongdoers or risk the court apportioning some damage to a non-party and the need for
further proceedings. This is particularly problematic for [class] proceedings if each group member is
required to have a claim against each respondent.134
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¾ Barriers to the Employment of the Class Action Device – “Interlocutory
Warfare”
One of the most significant issues that needed to be determined by the Victorian and
Commonwealth legislatures, when drafting Parts 4A and IVA, was whether a certification regime
should be implemented to ensure that only those proceedings that comply with the
commencement requirements are allowed to be brought and conducted pursuant to the class
action device. As noted by a Canadian commentator, “the first issue in any proposal for class
action legislation is whether there is a need for a preliminary step in the process called
‘certification’ or ‘authorisation’”.135 Under a certification regime those proposing to assume the
role of representative plaintiffs are required to seek the authorisation of the Court before being
able to avail themselves of the class action regime.
Unlike the vast majority of law reform entities that have considered class action reform, the
ALRC recommended against the employment of the certification device. In so doing, the ALRC
considered closely how this device had worked in Quebec – the only Canadian jurisdiction that
had in place a detailed class action regime in 1988 when the ALRC completed its report – and in
the US. The ALRC’s review of these regimes led it to conclude that:
The preliminary matter of the form of the proceedings has often been more complex and taken more
time than the hearing of the substantive issues. Because the court’s discretion is involved, appeals
are frequent, leading to delays and further expense. These expenses are wasteful and would
discourage use of the procedure. There is no need to go to the expense of a special hearing to
determine that the requirements have been complied with as long as the respondent has a right to
challenge the validity of the procedure at any time.136

The rejection of a certification model was also based on the ALRC’s conclusion that, where the
claims of the class members are individually non-recoverable, the denial of certification, on the
basis that the interests of the class members would not be adequately protected, would represent a
grossly unsatisfactory measure. This is because, by definition, the class action device constitutes
the only means by which persons, with those types of claims, may seek access to legal
remedies.137
The drafters of the Commonwealth and Victorian regimes implemented this recommendation.
Unfortunately, this desired scenario – of not expending excessive time and resources on deciding
whether the use of the class action device is appropriate – which prompted the ALRC’s rejection
of the certification procedure, has not been attained. In many class proceedings, defendants have
sought to persuade the Court that the proceedings should not proceed as class proceedings
because of a failure to comply with the commencement criteria or, alternatively, because it was
appropriate for the Court to exercise its power to terminate properly constituted class
proceedings. This strategy, together with challenges to other aspects of class proceedings, such as
pleadings, have been primarily responsible for an undesirable scenario which was recently
described as follows by Justice Finkelstein, sitting as a member of the Full Federal Court:
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there is a disturbing trend that is emerging in representative proceedings which is best brought to an
end. I refer to the numerous interlocutory applications [lodged by defendants], including
interlocutory appeals, that occur in such proceedings. This case is a particularly good example. The
respondents have not yet delivered their defences yet there have been approximately seven or eight
contested interlocutory hearings before a single judge, one application to a Full Court and one
appeal to the High Court. I would not be surprised if the applicants’ legal costs are by now well in
excess of $500,000. I say nothing about the respondents’ costs. This is an intolerable situation, and
one which the court is under a duty to prevent, if at all possible. One possible approach in these
types of cases (that is, product liability or mass torts claims) is to bring the action on for speedy
determination. By giving appropriate directions the court can ensure that the parties get on with the
litigation and do not become bogged down in what are often academic or sterile arguments about
pleadings, particulars, practices and procedures. It is not unknown for respondents in class actions to
do whatever is necessary to avoid a trial, usually by causing the applicants to incur prohibitive costs.
The court should be astute to ensure that such tactics are not successful.138

Justice Finkelstein’s comments were recently considered by another justice of the Federal Court,
Lindgren J:
I … readily join with Justice Finkelstein in bemoaning the problem. I am not sure, however, that I
agree with his Honour’s suggested solution of simply bringing the action on for speedy
determination. In my experience, respondents often have a good point (or many good points). I
suspect that class action lawyers are often too impatient in launching and prosecuting proceedings.
The tasks of defining the represented “group” and of specifying the common issues (or questions) of
fact and law required of a class action pose traps for the unwary.
I would strongly urge class action lawyers and litigation funders to be patient in the present respect,
and to brief counsel with the capacity to appreciate the subtleties of the demands made by ss 33C
and 33H of [Part IVA] … at the earliest time to settle the form of application and statement of claim.
Great care and attention to detail are required. If you can meet the statute’s requirements at the
outset, even if this means some delay in filing, ultimately your access to justice will be quicker,
smoother and less costly. Too often it is a case of “more haste less speed”!139

It is interesting to note that in July 2007 Justice Finkelstein again touched on this issue by
commenting that “experience of class actions suggests that the absence of a certification process
is itself the cause of numerous interlocutory applications with resultant expense and delay”.140
138
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¾ Barriers to the Employment of the Class Action Device - The Conferral
Upon Trial Judges of Extremely Broad Powers to Terminate Properly
Instituted Class Actions
In Canada and in the US, once proceedings are certified as class actions, the power of the Court to
stop the proceedings from progressing as class proceedings, is limited to a judicial determination
that the certification prerequisites no longer exist or never existed. That is to say, certification
regimes do not empower Courts to terminate properly constituted class actions pursuant to criteria
or factors that are different from those that are considered during the certification hearing. In
some Canadian jurisdictions, this power to decertify may not be exercised by the Court on its own
motion.141 Australia’s Courts can bring to an end Part IVA and Part 4A proceedings, where they
accept the arguments of the defendants that the threshold criteria have not been satisfied. Part
IVA and Part 4A also vest trial Courts with broad powers to terminate proceedings which have
adhered to the commencement prerequisites. In fact, these termination powers, unlike the power
of US and Canadian Courts to decertify, are not dependent on a finding that the commencement
prerequisites no longer exist or never existed. Instead, these powers are based on additional
criteria, some of which confer on the Court a very broad power.
Section 33L of both regimes provides that where, at any stage of the class proceeding, it appears
likely that there are fewer than seven class members, the Court is empowered to order (a) that the
proceeding continue as a class proceeding or (b) that the proceeding no longer continue as a class
proceeding. Another relevant provision is s 33M which empowers the Court to order the
termination of a class proceeding where the cost to the defendant of identifying the class
members and distributing to them the damages won by the representative plaintiff would be
excessive, having regard to the likely total of those amounts. This power may only be exercised
upon an application by the defendant. Section 33M implements a recommendation of the ALRC.
The ALRC justified the power to terminate group litigation - where the cost of identifying class
members and distributing amounts awarded would be excessive having regard to the likely total
of those amounts - on the basis that “a primary goal of the proposed procedure is that of achieving
legal redress where this can be done efficiently, rather than imposing punishment on a
respondent”.142
Section 33M has been criticised because it leaves class members without remedy just because
they are disparate and their individual claims are relatively small. This is inconsistent with the
access to justice aim of Parts 4A and IVA. This scenario also hinders the ability of class

class action have been complied with would do away with some of the many interlocutory applications
which are manifesting under Part IVA. It would also potentially avoid the possibility of a purported class
action coming on for trial when significant procedural steps in the conduct of the action which were
legislatively envisaged for the absent class members had not occurred (especially a problem when the
defendant does not actively defend the case)”.
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proceedings to enforce the law and discourage unlawful behaviour.143 What is commonly referred
to as behaviour modification has been regarded by many commentators,144 law reform entities145
and Courts146 as one of the benefits that should result from the employment of the class action
device. As recently noted by the Supreme Court of Canada,147 “class actions serve efficiency and
justice by ensuring that actual and potential wrongdoers modify their behaviour to take full
account of the harm they are causing, or might cause, to the public”.148 The general philosophy
underlying the behaviour modification goal is that:
the function of a legal system is not limited to its role in providing individuals with a mechanism
by which to resolve disputes and redress grievances. Law also serves as a standard of the conduct
which the community or the society expects from its members and by the same token, the judicial
system should provide realistic sanctions which the community can invoke in order to enforce
obedience to its prescribed values and rules of conduct. It seems clear, therefore, that if sellers
and manufacturers are, for whatever reason, in practical effect immune from the sanctions of the
present legal structure with respect to some claims which might be brought against them, the
community has to that extent lost its ability to compel obedience to the standards of conduct it
has established.149

It is interesting to note that when Part IVA was debated in the Federal Parliament the Australian
Democrats proposed amendments to s 33M. Under their proposed scheme, the scenario described
in s 33M would not authorise the termination of a proceeding as a Part IVA proceeding. Instead,
the Court would have the discretion to direct that the class members in question not be paid.
However, the representative plaintiffs could apply to the Court to have those funds transferred to
143
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a Federal, State or Territory legal aid fund.150 An alternative option would be to divert those funds
to a public fund to finance class actions. As noted below, such funds have been recommended,
not only by the ALRC, but also by the Victorian Law Reform Commission.
The most significant, and troublesome, termination power is contained in s 33N(1). It allows the
Court to order that the proceeding no longer continue as a class proceeding where it is satisfied
that it is in the interests of justice to do so because: (a) the costs that would be incurred if the
proceeding were to continue as a class proceeding are likely to exceed the costs that would be
incurred if each group member conducted a separate proceeding; (b) all the relief sought can be
obtained by means of a proceeding other than a class proceeding; (c) the class proceeding will not
provide an efficient and effective means of dealing with the claims of class members; or (d) it is
otherwise inappropriate that the claims be pursued by means of a class proceeding.
This termination power may be exercised by the Federal Court, following an application by the
defendant or of its own motion. Instead, s 33N of the Victorian regime may not be activated by
the Supreme Court of Victoria on its own initiative. Section 33P provides that where the Court
orders the discontinuance of a class suit, under ss 33L, 33M or 33N, the proceeding may be
continued as a proceeding by the representative party on their own behalf and on the application
of a person who was a group member for the purposes of the proceeding, the Court may order
that the person be joined as a named plaintiff in the proceeding.
The drafters of Australia’s class action regimes were clearly influenced by the strong opposition
to class action regimes by some sectors of both the legal community and the wider community. In
fact, no counterparts to paras (b), (c) and (d) of s 33N may be found in the regime proposed by
the ALRC. The enactment of these provisions provides a vivid illustration of an attempt on the
part of the Commonwealth and Victorian legislatures to demonstrate that strong measures, in
addition to those proposed by the ALRC, were included in order to prevent the potentially
undesirable effects of class action legislation. In fact, the rationale behind “termination” powers
such as s 33N was described by the then Commonwealth Attorney-General as the conferral on
class action Courts of “comprehensive powers … to ensure that the proceedings are not
abused”.151
But Part IVA, and Part 4A, already contain sufficient powers to prevent abuse of the class action
device and these powers were based on the recommendations of the ALRC. The effect of these
extremely wide termination powers has instead been the discontinuance of class actions in
circumstances where the institution and continuance of such proceedings were dictated by the
access to justice and judicial economy goals of Part IVA and Part 4A. A striking illustration of
this unsatisfactory judicial stance is provided by Murphy v Overton Investments Pty Ltd.152 The
class representative in this Part IVA proceeding sought to persuade the Court not to accede to the
defendant’s request for a s 33N order by drawing attention to the fact that most of the class
members were residents of a retirement village. Accordingly, it was reasonable to presume that
most, or at least some, of them might not be able to assume the burdens associated with being a
named plaintiff in a Court proceeding. Emmett J dismissed this proposition in the following
manner:
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That is not a weighty consideration to be taken into account in determining the inappropriateness or
otherwise of the claims being pursued by means of representative proceedings. Procedures are
available, for example, whereby guardians ad litem can be appointed for incapacitated or disabled
parties.153

A different and preferable approach was followed in Rumley v British Columbia by the Supreme
Court of Canada. The Court upheld a certification order, partly on the basis of the following
considerations:
It is necessary to emphasise the particular vulnerability of the plaintiffs in this case. The individual
class members are deaf or blind or both. Litigation is always a difficult process but I am convinced
that it will be extraordinarily so for the class members here. Allowing the suit to proceed as a class
action may go some way toward mitigating the difficulties that will be faced by the class
members.154

This unfavourable scenario recently prompted Justice Finkelstein, sitting as a member of the Full
Federal Court in Bright v Femcare Limited, to remind trial judges of the following important fact:
whether or not it is in the interests of justice to make [a s 33N] order has to be weighed against the
public interest in the administration of justice that favours class actions. That requires one to
consider the principal objects of the class action procedure. They are: (1) To promote the efficient
use of court time and the parties’ resources by eliminating the need to separately try the same issue;
(2) To provide a remedy in favour of persons who may not have the funds to bring a separate action,
or who may not bring an action because the cost of litigation is disproportionate to the value of the
claim; and (3) To protect defendants from multiple suits and the risk of inconsistent findings.155

¾ Representative Proceedings
(a) Opt in or Opt out?
As already noted, the rules governing representative proceedings do not expressly vest Courts
with the power to allow represented persons to exclude themselves from the representative
proceedings and thereby avoid being bound by the outcome of such proceedings.156 The
traditional approach to this issue has been to deny to members of plaintiff classes the ability to
opt out.157 Class members who did not wish to be represented by the representative plaintiff or
153
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who opposed the proceeding could apply to the Court to be appointed as a defendant in the
action158 or to be represented by a representative defendant.159 The rationale for this regime was
described as follows by an English judge, Megarry J, in 1969: “it seems to me that the important
thing is to have before the court, either in person or by representation, all who will be affected;
provided that the issue will be fairly argued out”.160
A similar approach has been followed in the context of defendant representative proceedings.161
As was indicated by Staughton LJ of the English Court of Appeal in Irish Shipping Ltd v
Commercial Union:
The legal advisers of Commercial Union and Alliance [the representative defendants] are capable
of arguing that point; and I am confident that the foreign insurers [some of the defendant class
members] would trust them to argue it. If I am wrong about that, one or more of the foreign
insurers can apply to be joined as defendants.162

The judicial approach described above appears to have been abandoned by several contemporary
Courts. In Australia, in the 1996 case of Carnie v Esanda Finance Corp Ltd,163 Young J of the
Supreme Court of New South Wales indicated that the traditional approach - of not allowing class
members to exit the proceedings - was appropriate when proceedings involved a joint right or a
general right. But, in other cases, the proper approach to apply was to choose between an opt in
model164 and an opt out model.165 Young J of the NSW Supreme Court considered that in the
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plaintiff representative proceeding before him, an opt in procedure was appropriate.166 In the
same year, another justice of the same Court, Bryson J, indicated that an opt in regime would, in
most cases, be preferable to an opt out regime.167 Similarly, in 1997, Sackville J of the Federal
Court of Australia made the following comments in relation to a defendant representative
proceeding:
It seems to me that, before a representative order could be made (assuming this was ultimately
considered to be the appropriate course), an appropriate effort should be made to ascertain whether
the Agencies [the represented persons] themselves consider it appropriate to be joined in the
proceedings through a representative order and whether they accept that their interests are the
same as the State [the representative defendant] and other Agencies.168

(b) Significant Barriers to the Employment of this Procedure
As already noted, when the ALRC released its report on class action reform in 1988, the crucial
requirement of “same interest” constituted a formidable barrier to the use of this procedure. This
undesirable scenario was attributable to the adherence by Australian courts to the principle
enunciated, in 1910, by the English Court of Appeal in Markt and Co Ltd v Knight Steamship Co
Ltd.169 In this case, it was held that the “same interest” requirement meant that the procedure was
unavailable in actions where separate and individual contracts were involved or in cases where
damages were claimed.170 However, in 1995, in Carnie v Esanda Finance Corporation Ltd171 the
165
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High Court held that “it has now been recognised that persons having separate causes of action in
contract or tort may have ‘the same interest’ in proceedings to enforce those causes of action”.172
Carnie did not result, to the author’s knowledge, in a marked increase in the employment of this
device. This is attributable to the other major shortcoming of Australia’s representative action
rules, namely, their failure to address most of the issues raised by group litigation.173
Furthermore, the recent judgment of White J of the Supreme Court of New South Wales, if
applied by other Australian courts, would lead to a return to the pre-Carnie era, as far as the
construction of the term “same interest” is concerned. Justice White held that:
In my view, the effect of the decision of the majority of the justices of the High Court in Fostif … is
that it is not sufficient to show that the proceedings give rise to some question of law or fact in
which all represented persons have a common interest. Rather, to show that all such persons have
the same interest in the proceedings relief must be claimed which is “beneficial to all”, that is, the
relief claimed must be common to all.174

Cashman has persuasively argued that “this conclusion is problematic and would appear to
reverse the trend of modern authorities, in England, Canada and Australia, to take a liberal view
of the requirements of the representative action rule”.175 Equally significant is the fact that White
J’s interpretation of the 2006 judgment of the High Court of Australia in Campbells Cash &
Carry Pty Ltd v Fostif Pty Ltd is, with respect, erroneous. In Fostif the High Court held, by a 5:2
majority, that the representative action before them did not satisfy the “numerous” claimants
requirement. This conclusion was, in turn, due to the fact that, in the view of the majority justices,
the class representative only sought to represent those claimants who would be willing to execute
a funding agreement with the litigation funders that were funding the proceedings. This strategy
sought to be implemented by the class representative meant, according to the majority justices,
that at the time the proceeding was filed there was no claimant other than the class representative
and therefore the “numerous” claimants requirement had not been satisfied.
It becomes apparent from this very brief description of Fostif that any comments made by the
majority justices in Fostif, with respect to the “same interest” requirement and upon which great
reliance was placed by White J, did not form part of the ratio of their judgments. This scenario
stands in stark contrast to the already mentioned 1995 judgment in Carnie where the meaning of
same interest was the primary issue considered by the High Court and where each of the Court’s
seven justices clearly rejected a narrow construction of this crucial prerequisite including the
judicial imposition of the “relief which is beneficial to all” requirement which has now been
embraced by White J.
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A practical effect of the High Court’s decision in Fostif has been to render more difficult the
involvement of commercial litigation funders in representative actions. This scenario was recently
described as follows by the Law Council of Australia:
[Fostif] has the effect of requiring the class of plaintiffs to be identified at the commencement of
proceedings or otherwise defined as an open class for which relief is sought. … [This] frustrates any
attempt to capture the class so as to limit the group to those who agree to a funder’s terms. To this
degree the decision is as frustrating for [litigation funders] as were [the rulings of Stone J in
Aristocrat and of Hansen J in Rod Investments].176

In November 2007 important amendments were made to Rule 7.4 of the Uniform Civil Procedure
Rules 2005 (NSW), the NSW rule governing representative actions. Some of these amendments
were clearly prompted by Challenger. In fact, Rule 7.4(1) now provides that this rule applies to
any proceedings concerning:
(a) any matter in which:
(i) numerous persons have claims against the same person, and
(ii) the claims of all those persons are in respect of, or arise out of, the same, similar or related
circumstances, and
(iii) the claims of all those persons give rise to a substantial common issue of law or fact, or
(b) any matter in which numerous persons have the same liability.

Rule 7.4(2A)(a) provides that a representative action may be commenced whether or not the relief
sought is, or includes, equitable relief; consists of, or includes, damages; includes claims for
damages that would require individual assessment; or is the same for each person represented.
Rule 7.4(2A)(b) provides that a representative proceeding may be brought whether or not the
proceeding is concerned with separate contracts or transactions between the defendant in the
proceeding and individual group members; and whether or not it involves separate acts or
omissions of the defendant done or omitted to be done in relation to represented persons.
The new Rule 7.4(4C) provides that “a represented person, whether or not joined as a party, is
taken to have brought proceedings on the day on which the person became a represented person
on all of the person’s causes of action that may be determined by judgment in the proceedings”.
This provision was also prompted by Challenger given that White J made obiter comments to the
effect that it was “at least seriously arguable” that, in the representative action before him, the
limitation period in respect of the damages actions was not suspended by the commencement of
the representative action.177
Other provisions, included in the November 2007 amendments, whilst not prompted by
Challenger, are nevertheless significant as they evince a judicial intention to bring the
representative action rules closer to Part IVA and Part 4A. In fact, Rule 7.4(4A) provides that “if
it appears to the court that determination of the issue or issues common to all the represented
persons will not finally determine the claims of all the represented persons, the court may give
directions in relation to the determination of the remaining issues” whilst Rule 7.4(4B) provides
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that “without limiting subrule (4A), the court may direct that notice be given to some or all of the
represented persons in the proceedings in respect of any matter”.

5. In non-representative group litigation, who may initiate group litigation, and in
what circumstances?
N/A
6. How many lawsuits have proceeded in each litigation form over the past 5 years?
The author is currently conducting the first empirical study of Part 4A which will be followed by
a study of Part IVA. The Victorian study has revealed that, since September 2002, only 13 Part
4A proceedings have been instituted and no Part 4A proceedings have been brought since
December 2005. There is no data (or even an estimate) as to the number of proceedings that have
been brought under Australia’s representative action rules. In December 2005, Black CJ of the
Federal Court revealed, during a conference on international class actions organised by MBC,
that 166 proceedings had been brought, under Part IVA, since this regime came into operation in
March 1992.178

7. In representative litigation, must possible class members be informed of the
initiation of the litigation and, if so, how?
Extensive powers are conferred upon trial judges to order that notice be provided to class
members of, among other things, the commencement of the litigation, their opt out right, an
application by the class representative and the defendants of an application for approval of a
settlement (as required by s 33V), an application by the defendant for the dismissal of the
proceeding on the ground of want of prosecution and an application by the class representative
seeking leave to withdraw as class representative. However, the Court is empowered not to
require notices to group members where the relief sought on behalf of the class does not include
damages.179 The form and content of the notice must be approved by the Court.180
The Court must also specify who is to give the notice and the way in which it is to be given.181
The Court may, under s 33Y(4), require that notice be given by means of press advertisement,
radio or television broadcast, or by any other means. The Court may order that notice be given
personally to each member only where it is satisfied that it is reasonably practicable, and not
unduly expensive, to do so.182 The central purpose of opt out notices is:
to inform group members of the right to opt out conferred by s 33J, when that right must be
exercised and the consequences of exercising or not exercising that right. A necessary incident of
satisfying that purpose would be to inform group members of the nature of the proceedings.
178
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However while the terms of the notice must be readily comprehensible and clear, it is important ... to
ensure that the central purpose is not obscured by matters of detail.183

That is to say, opt out notices must “ensure that group members can make an informed decision
concerning their rights”.184 The failure of a class member to receive or respond to a notice does
not affect a step taken, an order made or a judgment given in a Part IVA or Part 4A proceeding.185
Plaintiff classes in Australia are usually much smaller than groups of claimants in the US.
Consequently, contrary to the US scenario, providing individual notice to class members, where
the identities and addresses of these class members are known, by sending the notice to them has
been a far less costly means of advising class members of the commencement of the class
proceeding and of their right to opt out than non-individual notification methods such as, for
instance, placing an advertisement in one or more newspapers. Australian judges have
consequently required class representatives to incur the significant expense of publishing opt out
notices in newspapers only where there were real doubts as to the identities and/or whereabouts
of all or some of the class members.
The high costs entailed in requiring that notice be given to class members of the commencement
of the litigation and the right of class members to opt out, by placing advertisements in
newspapers, become apparent from Australia’s largest class action, the so-called Longford class
action. In September 1998 a Part IVA proceeding was instituted against Esso Australia Pty Ltd
and Esso Australia Resources Ltd. Compensation was sought with respect to financial loss caused
by the interruption to the supply of gas in Victoria in September and October 1998 following the
explosion at the Longford gas facility on 25 September 1998. Justice Merkel of the Federal Court
ordered that notice of the proceeding and of the opt out right be given by placing newspaper
advertisements, before 19 August 1999, in the following manner: (a) a full-page advertisement
containing the notice in the Herald Sun and The Age (two Melbourne newspapers); and (b) a
quarter-page advertisement containing the notice in the Herald Sun and The Age, eight daily
regional newspapers as well as several foreign language newspapers. Two years later, Gillard J of
the Supreme Court of Victoria revealed that the costs of this advertising ordered by Merkel J in
the Longford proceeding “were somewhere in the vicinity of $150,000”.186
The author’s study of Part 4A provides data as to the current costs of publishing opt out notices in
newspapers. In the Rod Investments (Vic) Pty Ltd v Clark Part 4A proceeding, an affidavit was
filed by the class representative’s solicitor in May 2007 where it was revealed that:
According to the quotes, the cost of placing one weekday and one weekend advertisement in each of
The Australian, The Age and The Sydney Morning Herald will be:
(a) for advertisements 24 cm x 4 columns of the newspaper in black and white - $281,096.64; or
(b) for advertisements 28 cm x 5 columns - $409,932.60. ….
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On 30 May 2007 I obtained further quotes … regarding the cost of placing advertisements on a
single weekend day. According to the further quotes, the cost will be:
(a) for advertisements 24 cm x 4 columns of the newspaper in black and white - $167,797.24; or
(b) for advertisements 28 cm x 5 columns - $244,704.31.187

No studies have been conducted in Australia with respect to the crucial issues of the extent to
which opt out notices come to the attention of class members and, if so, the extent to which they
are understood by them.
With respect to the role played by class members in class action litigation, Gaudron, Gummow
and Hayne JJ of the High Court of Australia have explained that:
A group member is not a plaintiff. It is right to say that a judgment obtained in the proceeding would
bind those who had not opted out but to say that such persons had no “control” over their part in the
proceeding falls well short of fully describing the way in which Part 4A works.188

But, as aptly pointed out by Grave and Adams, “the group member has limited express powers to
affect the conduct of a representative proceeding. Indeed a group member may not participate at
all unless or until it becomes necessary to prove individual issues associated with the claim”.189
Section 33R(1) deals with this stage of the litigation by authorising the Court to permit an
individual class member to appear in the proceeding for the purpose of determining an issue that
relates only to the claims of that member. In such a case, s 33R(2) provides that the individual
class member, and not the representative plaintiff, is liable for costs associated with the
determination of the issue.
The reasons for this general non-involvement by class members are well known. For most class
members the cost of monitoring the class lawyer exceeds the value of his/her own claim190 and, in
any event, “any increase in the settlement award derived from close supervision of the attorney
must be shared with all other class members, making it unlikely that the benefits of supervision
will outweigh the costs”.191 Indeed, an American Court has explained that “the purpose of [the
class action procedure] would be subverted by requiring a class member who learns of a pending
suit involving a class of which he is a part to monitor that litigation to make certain that his
interests are being protected”.192 Even where it is financially rational for the class members to
closely supervise the activities of class counsel, they lack the expertise to do so in an effective
manner.193
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As canvassed in the answer to question 10 below, settlement agreements executed by the parties
to two class proceedings were rejected by trial judges. In each of these two cases some of the
class members advised the court of their objections to the settlement agreements in question.
However, the author’s empirical study has revealed that objections to class action settlements,
lodged by class members, are extremely rare.

8. In non-representative group litigation, must the named parties be informed that
the litigation is proceeding in group form? Can parties/lawyers whose cases are
similar to others that are proceeding in group litigation form exclude themselves
from the group litigation and proceed independently, and if so how?
N/A
9. In group litigation, are there special case management procedures (e.g. case
pleadings, scheduling, development of evidence, motion practice, test cases,
preliminary issues)?
Section 33Q(1) of both class action regimes empowers the Court to give directions in relation to
the determination of issues which have been left unresolved by the determination of the common
issues. Section 33Q(2) allows the Court to establish sub-groups so as to deal with issues common
to the claims of some only of the group members.194 Justice Gillard has explained that:
[section 33Q] gives a wide power to the Court to give directions in relation to questions. In my
view, the wide power given in sub-s 1 is not made subject to sub-s 2. Sub-section (2) merely
indicates that the Court may, if it so desires, include directions establishing a sub-group. But that
does not seem to me to qualify or read down the wide power given to the Court to decide other
questions, which will not finally determine the claims of all group members.195

The ALRC provided the following example of the circumstances in which subgroups may need to
be created:
in a principal proceeding claiming damages for a breach of the Trade Practices Act 1974 (Cth) s 52,
some group members may have relied on a representation made by the respondent in relation to a
product while others may claim only that the product was not of merchantable quality. A further
principal applicant may need to be appointed to represent those group members who do not have
claims under the Trade Practices Act 1974.196
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As already noted, s 33R(1) allows individual group members to appear in the class proceeding for
the purpose of determining an issue that relates only to the claims of that member. Section 33S
comes into play where an issue cannot properly or conveniently be dealt with under s 33Q or s
33R. Section 33S(a) provides that if the issue concerns only the claim of a particular member, the
Court may give directions relating to the commencement and conduct of a separate proceeding by
that member; whilst s 33S(b) provides that if the issue in question is common to the claims of all
members of a sub-group, the Court may give directions relating to the commencement and
conduct of a representative proceeding in relation to the claims of those members. In the
Explanatory Memorandum to the Part IVA Bill it was explained that:
after determining the common issues in a representative proceeding it may not be appropriate, in
some cases, to deal with remaining issues in the same proceeding. An example would be a case
where, after a determination of liability is made, there are remaining issues in relation to one or
more group members which are complex and diverse. In such cases it may be more efficient for
separate proceedings, limited to those remaining issues, to be brought either by individual group
members or as a separate representative proceeding. This section [s 33S] enables the Court to give
directions relating to the commencement and conduct of such an individual proceeding or
representative proceeding.197

Grave and Adams have drawn attention to the fact that there have been a number of decisions in
Part IVA and Part 4A proceedings in which it has been determined that there first be a separate
trial as to:
•
•
•

Issues in the representative proceeding between applicant and respondent;
Evidence at that trial being called in regard to common issues of law and fact between applicant
and respondent, with any fact relevant to those issues peculiar to the applicants or to a particular
group member being deferred until a later trial; and
A separate trial of issues between respondent and any cross-respondent with the cross-respondents
bound by findings of fact and law made at the first trial.198

As already noted, the rules governing representative proceedings provide no guidance with
respect to how such proceedings are to be managed by the Court and there is no available
information as to how Australian courts have in fact managed such group litigation. This is of
course attributable to the fact that representative proceedings have usually been permitted only
where non-monetary relief was sought.

Are there features of your country’s civil litigation system that either facilitate or
hinder the development of cases that proceed in representative or non-representative
group form?
A troubling “feature” of Australia’s civil litigation system is that a not insignificant number of
Australian judges have interpreted and applied the provisions of Part IVA and Part 4A in a fairly
narrow manner thereby preventing the attainment of the policy goals that these devices were
intended to secure and which were spelt out above. A striking illustration of this judicial hostility
towards the concept of class actions is provided by the comment made by Justice Spender of the
Federal Court with respect to a Part IVA proceeding brought with respect to smoking-related
diseases. His Honour described it as the “Ben Hur of ambulance chasing”.199 Similarly, the
197
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following comments made in 2002 by Justice Callinan of the High Court of Australia, whilst
considering the constitutional validity of Part 4A, evince a significant dose of judicial scepticism
as to the benefits that flow to the public from the availability of class proceedings:
The question here is not whether, by their nature, group or class proceedings are oppressive to
defendants, give rise to entrepreneurial litigation, in fact proliferate and prolong court proceedings,
undesirably substitute private for public law enforcement or are contrary to the public interest, with
disadvantages outweighing a public interest in enabling persons who have been damnified but who
would not, or could not bring the proceedings themselves, to be compensated for their losses …
the problems to which I have just referred are likely to be aggravated by the increasingly
competitive entrepreneurial activities of lawyers undertaking the conduct of class or group actions,
in which, in a practical sense, the lawyers are often as much the litigants as the plaintiffs themselves,
and with the same or even a greater stake in the outcome than any member of a group.200

This extremely negative approach towards (a) group litigation and (b) those who initiate such
proceedings was unfortunately embraced by Heydon and Callinan JJ in Fostif.201 In light of this
scenario Justice Charles of Victoria’s Court of Appeal was entitled to observe that:
Class actions are unlikely to flourish in Australia without a change in attitudes, both in the
profession and the judiciary ... Many Australian judges may still view class actions as predatory
litigation instituted for the advantage of entrepreneurial lawyers.202

The so-called Philip Morris principle, the rejection by some judges of the MBC criterion, the
inappropriate exercise of the s 33N termination power and the extremely narrow judicial
construction of the “same interest” requirement may reasonably be regarded as the product of this
opposition, by some Australian judges, to group litigation. Young CJ of the Supreme Court of
Victoria has persuasively argued that:
the ordinary rules cannot be applied to a representative proceeding without adaption. In my view the
Court must be careful to ensure that the Rules of Court are adapted as necessary, and must not allow
their use to impede the proper resolution of the proceeding. In a representative proceeding I would
be prepared to disregard or adapt any Rule the application of which did not produce a just or
convenient result.203

Unfortunately, not all Australian judges, managing class proceedings, have adhered to this
approach and have instead sought to assimilate class actions to ordinary litigation. A vivid
illustration of this problem is provided by the fact that Australian judges have usually declined to
intervene where the class action defendants and/or their solicitors have contacted directly those
class members, who did not retain the services of the class representative’s solicitors, for the
purpose of settling their individual claims. This approach is attributable to the conclusion that
solicitor does stand to benefit from the action (especially as regards the additional fee) if the action is
ultimately successful, as the solicitor will then be able to recover his costs”).
200
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whilst the solicitors hired by the class representative owe a fiduciary duty to all class members
there is no solicitor-client relationship between those class members who did not instruct the class
representative’s solicitors to act for them and such solicitors.204

10. In group litigation, what proportion of cases is resolved through party/attorney
negotiation and settlement, and what proportion is resolved through judicial or
jury decision?
¾ Empirical Study of Part 4A
The author’s empirical study has revealed that 22 proceedings have been instituted in the
Supreme Court of Victoria since January 2000, pursuant to Part 4A or its predecessor, Order 18A.
Two Part 4A proceedings are currently in progress. The other 20 Victorian class proceedings
were resolved as follows:
¾ Ten proceedings were settled.205
¾ One proceeding was stayed and subsequently consolidated with another Part 4A
proceeding with respect to the same dispute, namely, the Longford gas explosion. This
was the class proceeding that was transferred to the Supreme Court from the Federal
Court pursuant to an order of Merkel J.
¾ Two proceedings were terminated, as class proceedings, by the Court.
¾ Two proceedings were ordered, by consent, to be transferred to the Federal Court
following a challenge by the defendants to the Supreme Court’s jurisdiction.
¾ A trial was held in one proceeding. The judgment handed down at the end of the trial
provided the plaintiff class with some of the non-monetary relief that it sought.
¾ Two proceedings were discontinued, as class proceedings, by the representative
plaintiff.206
¾ One proceeding was dismissed for want of prosecution.
¾ One proceeding was discontinued by the representative plaintiff.
¾ Class Action Settlements207
Section 33V of Part IVA and s 33V of Part 4A provide that a proceeding commenced under these
regimes may not be settled or discontinued without the approval of the Court. They also empower
the Court to make such orders as are just with respect to the distribution of any money paid under
a settlement or paid into Court. Justice Bongiorno of the Supreme Court of Victoria has revealed
that:
[The principles upon which the requirement of judicial approval of class action settlements is based]
might be said to be those of the protective jurisdiction of the Court, not unlike the principles which
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lead the Court to require compromises on behalf of infants or persons under a disability to be
approved.208

Subject to one exception, Part IVA and Part 4A do not provide any guidance on the procedural
aspects of both seeking judicial approval of a settlement pursuant to s 33V and determining a s
33V application. The exception in question concerns settlement notices. In both Part IVA and
Part 4A, we find s 33X(4) which provides that, unless the Court is satisfied that it is just to do so,
an application for approval of a settlement under s 33V must not be determined unless notice has
been given to the class members. Notice may be given by means of press advertisement, radio or
television broadcast, or by any other means chosen by the Court.209 The Court may order that
notice be given personally to each class member only where it is satisfied that it is reasonably
practicable, and not unduly expensive, to do so.210 However, no legislative guidance is provided
as to “what are the relevant matters the Court must consider and take into account in relation to
… the giving of notice”.211
Notice has been provided in the vast majority of settlements. This is usually done through the
placement of an advertisement in metropolitan, regional and/or national newspapers212 or by
sending the settlement notice directly to those class members whose identities are known to the
litigants.213
No right to opt out of settlements is expressly extended to class members. This scenario is
attributable to the fact that the ALRC did not envisage class members being able to avoid the
binding effect of a settlement that has been judicially sanctioned. The Federal Court and
Victoria’s Supreme Court have, nonetheless, usually provided class members with an opportunity
to opt out of settlements.214 Justice Sackville of the Federal Court has explained that this practice
enables those class members “who are dissatisfied with the proposed settlement to opt out of the
proceedings in order to pursue their own claims”.215
The extension of a right to opt out has frequently been accompanied by a request that class
members opt in by a specified date if they desire to receive any of the benefits that are made
available under the settlement scheme. An illustration of this judicial technique is provided by the
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Part 4A proceeding brought against the Melbourne Aquarium where the settlement notice advised
class members that:
The only Group Members who can participate in the settlement are those who complete the attached
Settlement Participation Form … and send it to the post office box shown on the Form by 8 March
2004 …
If you do not complete and return the Settlement Participation Form as required in this Notice, you
will not be able to participate in the settlement.
If you do not wish to participate in the settlement, and instead you wish to bring your own claim for
compensation against the Defendants, you must file with the Court … a Notice stating that you “opt
out” of the proceedings. You must do this … on or before 17 August 2004.216

Those class members who opt in are then usually asked to substantiate their claim or loss by a
specified date.217
The fairness and reasonableness of the settlements proposed by named parties to a class
proceeding are normally considered at a formal hearing commonly referred to as a fairness
hearing. The role that lawyers acting for the class representative are expected to play at these
hearings was explained as follows by Justice Finkelstein of the Federal Court:
There would be few cases where the Court can properly exercise its power under s 33V without
evidence from the solicitor [acting for the class representative] supported by counsel that the
proposed compromise is in the interests of the group members. I appreciate that, on occasion, this
will place the solicitor and counsel in a difficult position. The interests of their client will not always
be coincident with the interests of the members of the group. But, in my view, that is no more than a
necessary consequence of their client instituting a representative action.218

Another unique characteristic of fairness hearings is that they lack the adversarial feature of
litigation that Australian judges (and common law judges in general) are so dependent and
accustomed to. This is attributable to the fact that both adversaries are united in their desire to
have the Court approve the agreement that they themselves have negotiated and executed.219
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Further potential problems are generated by the role played by defendants in the negotiations
concerning class action settlements:
Defendants understand how valuable class settlement can be: liability and transaction costs can be
minimised and finality achieved. Moreover, defendants care only about the total amount they must
pay out in settlement, not how the payoff is distributed between class members and the class lawyer.
Thus they are well-positioned and well-motivated to propose a deal that gives class counsel a huge
slice (high attorney’s fees) of a small pie (a low overall settlement for the class) and pretty wellassured that class counsel will accept it, given how expensive and risky it can be to get a class action
certified and ready for trial.220

It is therefore disappointing to note that contradictors have rarely been employed by Australian
judges in fairness hearings. One such instance was in the King proceedings:
When nearly 1,000 people sought to join the settlement after it was publicised there was a conflict
between their interests and the interests of existing group members. The Court was informed of the
existence of the conflict and a process devised whereby each objector had the opportunity to present
his or her concerns assisted by a QC as a contradictor (paid for by the applicant’s solicitors) to
contest the submissions of the applicant’s solicitor.221

Settlement agreements that have been executed by the parties to class proceedings in Australia
have usually dealt with, not just the relief that is to be made available to class members, but also
the remuneration of the lawyers hired by the class representatives. Surprisingly, the simultaneous
negotiation and agreement on the compensation that is to be made available to both the class
lawyers and members of the plaintiff class has not attracted adverse comments from Australian
judges.
In its 1988 report on grouped proceedings, the ALRC recommended that in determining whether
to approve a settlement proposed by the parties to the grouped proceedings, the Court should take
into account the following factors:
•
•
•
•

The nature and the likely cost and duration of the proceedings if approval or leave were
not given.
The amount offered and the likelihood of success in the proceeding.
Whether the settlement is in the interests of group members, having regard to the views,
if they are made known to the Court, of the group members.
Whether satisfactory arrangements have been made for the distribution of money to be
paid to the group members.222

Broadly similar recommendations have been made by several other law reform bodies.223 But,
unfortunately, no guidance is provided by s 33V as to the criteria that ought to be considered by
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trial Courts when considering a s 33V application.224 The general approach that is applied in
relation to s 33V applications by Australian Courts is that the Court is to determine whether the
proposed settlement is fair and reasonable, having regard to the claims of the class members who
will be bound by the settlement.225 The fairness and reasonableness of the settlement are, in turn,
usually determined by the application of the following criteria, enunciated by Justice Goldberg of
the Federal Court in 2000:
The amount offered to each group member, the prospects of success in the proceeding, the
likelihood of the group members obtaining judgment for an amount significantly in excess of the
settlement offer, the terms of any advice received from counsel and from any independent expert in
relation to the issues which arise in the proceeding, the likely duration and cost of the proceeding if
continued to judgment, and the attitude of the group members to the settlement.226

Justice Goldberg also noted that the nine factors formulated by the US Court of Appeals for the
Third Circuit were equally useful:
(1) the complexity and duration of the litigation; (2) the reaction of the class to the settlement; (3)
the stage of the proceedings; (4) the risks of establishing liability; (5) the risks of establishing
damages; (6) the risks of maintaining a class action; (7) the ability of the defendants to withstand a
greater judgment; (8) the range of reasonableness of the settlement in light of the best recovery; and
(9) the range of reasonableness of the settlement in light of the attendant risks of litigation.227

To the author’s knowledge, there have been no s 33V applications with respect to settlements that
provided only coupons to class members.228 This does not mean that there have been no instances
of Australian class lawyers receiving significant sums of money pursuant to class action
settlements. In the already mentioned King proceeding, brought on behalf of over 67,000
shareholders, for instance, over $15 million were paid by the defendants to the representative
plaintiff’s lawyers. There have also been s 33V orders with respect to settlement agreements
where the payments to the plaintiff’s lawyers exceeded the total fund earmarked for the class
members.229
However, attention should also be drawn to the fact that frequently class lawyers have been
awarded less than what they would have been entitled to receive pursuant to the conditional fee
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agreements that they executed with the representative plaintiffs and some of the class members.230
It is also interesting to note that in the settlement of a recent Part IVA proceeding it was revealed
that the relevant conditional fee agreement imposed a ceiling on the total solicitor-client costs that
could be deducted from amounts recovered as a result of the class proceedings. This cap was set
at one third of the total amount recovered for the class.231
There have also been a number of settlements approved under s 33V where the total
compensation extended to the class exceeded the remuneration paid to its legal representatives. It
is again useful to refer to the King settlement. The over $15 million paid to the lawyers were
rather insignificant when compared with the total sum set aside for the benefit of the class
members, namely, $97 million.232 It would thus appear reasonable to conclude that Australia’s
plaintiff lawyers have not, generally speaking, been overly compensated for their involvement in
class actions.
There are few reported instances of Australian judges declining to approve a settlement proposed
by the parties to Part IVA and Part 4A proceedings. Two such instances are canvassed below. The
settlement agreement executed by the class representative and the defendant in the Tongue v
Council of the City of Tamworth233 class proceeding was rejected by Allsop J of the Federal
Court. This Part IVA proceeding was based upon an allegation of failure to maintain the
Dungowan Dam, constructed by the defendant, with the result that the supply of water from the
Dam was not fit for domestic and stock watering purposes. The claim for relief, sought on behalf
of the class, included a mandatory order that the defendant provide consumers with potable water
and/or water fit for human consumption and a claim for damages.234 The settlement scheme
executed by the class representative and the defendant envisaged compensation to the class
members for the following types of losses:
Damage to pipes, household fittings, fixtures, clothing including discolouration thereof; gastric
problems, skin irritations, nausea, chlorine burns, and staining and ruining of various items of
property. In so far as stock were concerned alternative water supplies had to be installed, as was the
case with household consumption, to cater for the breaches by the Respondent.235

At the fairness hearing, senior counsel appeared on behalf of 23 of the 53 class members to object
to the proposed settlement. It was claimed on behalf of these 23 class members that the losses
suffered by the class members also included (a) loss of income as a result of alleged destocking;
(b) loss of rental income on properties and (c) diminution of property values. With respect to
these three categories of losses, damages in excess of $2 million were claimed by the objectors.236
Justice Allsop of the Federal Court was of the view that it was inappropriate to identify the
settlement sum but revealed that “there is great disparity as to the quantum claimed by the
objectors and what the applicant says is recoverable”.237
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Justice Allsop declined to approve the settlement. In doing so, his Honour gave “considerable
weight … to the fact that such a large portion of the class oppose the settlement, considering it to
be inadequate”.238 Another contributing factor was the existence of “a real fear in the respondent
that it would see itself paying a not trivial sum of money and remain or be potentially liable to
parties with a cognate grievance”.239 This finding was based on the fact that shortly after the
process of seeking an order under s 33V was initiated the defendant purported to terminate the
settlement agreement.240 One of the arguments relied on by the defendant to justify this
termination was that the information provided to it at the time of the settlement, with respect to
the extent of the claims of the class members and their opposition to the proposed settlement, was
grossly inaccurate.241
The settlement proposed by the parties to a Part 4A proceeding was rejected by Mandie J of the
Supreme Court in Verschuur v Vynotas Pty Ltd.242 This Part 4A proceeding was brought on
behalf of all persons, other than the defendants, “who own or have at any time owned, any lot on
registered plan of subdivision No 324041E”.243 The representative plaintiff was seeking, on
behalf of the class, damages in negligence and contract in respect of, among others, design and
construction defects in the residence constructed on the land comprised in the relevant registered
plan of subdivision.244
The settlement scheme executed on behalf of the plaintiff class did not extend any benefits to
original owners who were no longer current owners in the development. Only one class member Hannan’s Star - also a past owner, filed an objection to the settlement. The essence of the
objection, made on behalf of Hannan’s Star by senior counsel, was that past owners had suffered
loss and damage and the proposed settlement was thus unfair and inequitable for not providing
any compensation or benefit to such class members.245 Justice Mandie rejected the class
representative’s submission that there was no injustice involved in denying compensation to past
owners who had shown no interest in obtaining compensation after being given a number of
opportunities to object or put in a claim:246
It would be unreasonable to disregard the possible claims of other formal original owners merely
because they had taken no positive action (or, for that matter, had opted out). A major aspect of the
Court’s role with regard to the settlement of group proceedings is to protect the interests of
unrepresented group members.247

The attainment of the essential goal described above by Justice Mandie compelled the judicial
rejection of the proposed deed of settlement given that it was clear that “the causes of action of
subsequent owners are based upon a much shakier foundation than that of the original owners”.248
The approach adopted by Justice Mandie is similar to the response of a majority of American
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Courts when faced with class action settlements that discriminated against certain categories of
class members.249
The assessment of the fairness and reasonableness of a class action settlement also entails a
review of how different categories or sub-groups of class members are treated pursuant to the
proposed settlement arrangement.250 The discussion below will reveal that, unfortunately, s 33V
orders have been issued by trial judges despite the fact that the agreements in question denied,
without any legitimate reason, any benefits to some categories of class members. This
unsatisfactory aspect of the operation of s 33V is vividly illustrated by Justice Goldberg’s
approval of the settlement proposed by the parties to the Part IVA proceeding in Williams v FAI
Home Security Pty Ltd (No 4).251
The s 33V application in Williams entailed a proposal pursuant to which only represented class
members would be both bound by the settlement agreement and entitled to receive the
compensation made available under it. This exclusion of unrepresented class members was
justified essentially on the ground that “it was very difficult to take their interests into account
because one does not know what their instructions would be on the individual elements of their
claim” and that, in any event, as the claims of these class members were not extinguished by the
settlement, they could simply institute fresh proceedings against the class action defendants.252
Justice Goldberg ordered that a settlement notice be published in a number of regional and
metropolitan newspapers. This notice advised unrepresented class members that if they desired to
object to the settlement or the proposed orders, they could appear before the Court on 28 March
2001 and advise the Court of their objections.253 Eighty-eight class members contacted the
solicitors for the plaintiff to advise them that they objected to the proposal to amend and settle the
proceeding. The basis of this objection was that no settlement offer had been made to them.254
Once these 88 class members were added as beneficiaries of the settlement, the settlement was
approved by Justice Goldberg.255
The procedure implemented by Justice Goldberg meant that unrepresented class members were
required to take positive action in order to have some chance of receiving any compensation
249
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under the settlement scheme. This opt in procedure256 was therefore based on the philosophy that
those unrepresented class members who did not respond to the notice were not interested in
becoming beneficiaries of the proposed settlement and it was thus not unfair to deny them any
compensation. But this philosophy embraced by Goldberg J runs counter to the philosophy that
underpins the class action device in general and the opt out model in particular. As already noted,
the major policy objective of class action devices is to provide access to the Courts for those
claimants who are unable to initiate individual proceedings, to enforce their legal rights.
When cases are tried, some of the class members may give evidence. As explained by Gillard J of
the Supreme Court of Victoria in the Longford proceeding:
[I]t is open to a plaintiff to call a witness who may give evidence of factual matters, which do not
assist that plaintiff’s clam but do raise for consideration and determination, a question of fact or law
which is common to some or all members of a group.257

11. What remedies are available in representative and non-representative group
litigation? When group litigation is resolved with the payment of monetary
damages, how are damages allocated among claimants?
In determining a matter in a class proceeding, trial judges have been empowered to do any one or
more of the following: (a) determine an issue of law; (b) determine an issue of fact; (c) make a
declaration of liability; (d) grant any equitable relief; (e) make an award of damages for class
members, sub-class members or individual class members, being damages consisting of specified
amounts or amounts worked out in such manner as the Court specifies; (f) award damages in an
aggregate amount without specifying amounts awarded in respect of individual class members;
and (g) make such other order as the Court thinks just.258
In making an order for an award of damages, the court is required to make provision for the
payment or distribution of the money to the class members entitled.259 The court may not exercise
the power to award “damages in an aggregate amount without specifying amounts awarded in
respect of individual group members” unless a reasonably accurate assessment can be made of the
total amount to which class members will be entitled under the judgment.260 An example of the
exercise of this judicial power to award damages in an aggregate amount is provided by the
already mentioned Golden Sphere Part IVA proceeding. The ACCC had proposed to O’Loughlin
J that damages be based on the sum of $50 per class member which would have resulted in a toal
award of $600,000. His Honour awarded instead $550,000 after making the following comments:
If the respondents properly considered that the figure was excessive, the remedy was in their hands
to submit the contradictory evidence; this is a case where it would be appropriate to place an
evidentiary bonus on the respondents because of their possession of the information that would
allegedly refute the applicant’s claims. They have made no effort to do that.261
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The Court is empowered to give such directions as it thinks just in relation to: (a) the manner in
which a class member is to establish his or her entitlement to share in the damages; and (b) the
manner in which any dispute regarding the entitlement of a class member to share in the damages
is to be determined.262 The court may provide for the constitution and administration of a fund
consisting of the money to be distributed and either the payment by the defendant of a fixed sum
of money into the fund or the payment by the defendant into the fund of such instalments, on such
terms, as the court directs to meet the claims of the class members as well as entitlements to
interest earned on the money in the fund.263 Where the court orders the constitution of a fund, the
order must: (a) require notice to be given to class members in such manner as is specified in the
order; (b) specify the manner in which a class member is to make a claim for payment out of the
fund and establish his or her entitlement to the payment; (c) specify a day (which is 6 months or
more after the day on which the order is made) on or before which the class members are to make
a claim for payment out of the fund; and (d) make provision in relation to the day before which
the fund is to be distributed to class members who have established an entitlement to be paid out
of the fund.264
The Part IVA proceeding in McMullin v ICI Australia Operations Pty Ltd and the already
mentioned Longford litigation provide excellent illustrations of how damages are determined and
allocated among claimants. In McMullin v ICI Australia Operations Pty Ltd265 a Part IVA
proceeding was initiated by Mr and Mrs McMullin against ICI Australia Operations Pty Ltd and
its related companies. The proceeding concerned losses allegedly suffered as a result of the
accumulation of chlorfluazuron in tissues of cattle. The contamination was said to have occurred
when the cattle were fed cotton waste that had been sprayed with an insecticide called Helix. The
applicants carried on business as farmers and graziers in New South Wales. They represented
other persons, such as graziers and abattoirs, who suffered the losses described above. The trial
judge, Justice Wilcox of the Federal Court, found in favour of the class. He then proceeded to
hear the claims of seven class members, created 16 subgroups consisting of those claimants who
claimed less than $100,000 and delegated to a judicial registrar the task of determining these
claims.266 His Honour described the progress and outcome of this class proceeding as follows:
The trial on liability occupied 20 days. When I gave judgment on that issue, I set aside a week to
hear the many cross claims. However, before the end of the second day, they had all been settled
(mainly by abandonment). All the damages claims were different and their assessment threatened to
be extremely time-consuming.
However, the parties selected a few cases that raised major points of principle. These were heard
over a few days and rulings made. The parties then entered into negotiations in relation to individual
cases, exchanging information in accordance with directions made by the Court and with mediation
of many cases by a Court officer. Two or three cases were not resolved by agreement. The damages
in those cases had to be determined by a judge. All the rest were agreed.
Towards the end of the process of negotiating settlements, the Court ordered publication of
advertisements in newspapers circulating amongst graziers notifying group members that they must
submit outstanding claims by a particular date, or be excluded from the benefit of the judgment. By
the time that date arrived, 499 claims had been received. After the last of them was resolved, the
total payout reached some $100 million. Total court time for the whole operation was only about 30
days.
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I spent about eight days in court on damages issues. A judicial registrar … probably spent a little
longer. … In terms of court time, it seems to me this represents a good advertisement for the
procedure.267

On 20 February 2003 Gillard J handed down his judgment in the Longford proceeding.268 He held
that the only class members who were entitled to compensation were business users of gas who:
(a) suffered physical damage to property (such as damage to equipment, machinery, tools or raw
materials; spoilage of stock or food etc) caused by the interruption of the supply of gas following
the September stoppage; and (b) suffered economic loss resulting from that damage to property
(such as loss of profit on the sale of spoiled stock or food; the cost of disposing of spoiled stock
etc). In June 2003 Gillard J approved a notice to class members which advised them of the claim
procedure. This notice advised business users of gas that they were required to give notice of their
claim to the Prothonotary of the Supreme Court by 1 September 2003. The notice contained the
form which class members could employ for the purpose of making their claims. This form
required business users of gas to provide a brief description of the claim and the circumstances
giving rise to the claim including the nature of the property damage and the consequential
economic loss resulting from damage to property. The notice advised class members that “if you
do not give notice by 1 September 2003 you will lose all your rights to compensation for losses
you suffered as a result of the interruption of the gas supply …”. Justice Gillard has revealed that
472 class members filed a notice of claim.269

12. Who funds group litigation: the state, legal services organizations, NGOs,
private lawyers, or the claimants themselves?
As indicated above, solicitors acting for class representatives have effectively funded class
proceedings through the execution of no win-no fee agreements with class representatives and
class members. More recently, litigation funders have assumed the financial burdens of class
proceedings in several extremely costly and complex shareholder class actions. As already noted,
Fostif renders the employment of opt in devices difficult in representative actions which, in turn,
makes such litigation far less appealing to such funders. If, in Multiplex, the Full Federal Court
prefers to adopt Stone J’s and Hansen J’s approach towards class narrowing mechanisms rather
than Finkelstein J’s approach there will also be an exit by funders from class action litigation. If
that were to happen, victims of illegal conduct that affects multiple persons will be largely
dependent on the willingness of Slater & Gordon and MBC - to institute and fund a class
proceeding - in order to secure access to the courts. In fact, the author’s empirical study of the
Victorian regime has revealed that no firm, other than MBC and Slater & Gordon, has acted for
class representatives in more than one Part 4A proceeding. This finding appears to confirm the
accuracy of the following assessment made by the Law Council of Australia:
it is generally not viable for most law firms to fund representative proceedings on a conditional
basis. … The price of failure is high, too high for many to risk it again. Only major firms with
significant capital reserves have the financial capacity to fund large-scale commercial litigation –
and generally not more than one at a time, due to the high risk and cost involved. While law firms
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are able to facilitate access to justice for some, this work is but a fraction of the overall assistance
required for plaintiffs in this area.270

13. Costs and benefits.
Surprisingly, Australia’s class action regimes do not, subject to one exception, deal with the
crucial issue of the payments that solicitors acting for the plaintiff class are entitled to receive.
The exception is s 33ZJ which provides that in successful class suits seeking monetary relief, if
the Court is satisfied that the costs reasonably incurred in relation to the class proceeding by the
representative plaintiff are likely to exceed the costs recoverable by that plaintiff from the
defendant, the Court may order that an amount equal to the whole or part of the excess be paid to
the representative plaintiff out of the damages awarded. The philosophy underlying this provision
has been explained as follows in the Explanatory Memorandum to the Bill that contained Part
IVA and by Wilcox J of the Federal Court respectively:
the new Part [IVA] does not affect the application of the ordinary costs rules applicable in the
Federal Court for proceedings generally. However, where the representative party or a sub-group
representative party is successful and secures a monetary award in favour of group members or subgroup members, as the case may be, it is appropriate that those group members contribute towards
the amount by which the representative will be out of pocket for costs after recovering costs from
the respondent. This section allows the Court to make an order for a contribution from group
members in these circumstances.271
Section 33ZJ authorises the Court to make an order that an amount equal to the whole, or a part, of
the difference between the costs incurred in a representative proceeding and the costs recoverable
from the respondent be paid out of the damages awarded. This provision was obviously intended to
ensure a solicitor is covered for costs reasonably incurred, while allowing the Court an opportunity
to ensure there is no exploitation of group members.272

In light of the comments above, it is clear that s 33ZJ is based on the “common fund” doctrine
enunciated by the US Supreme Court. The effect of, and the policy underpinning, this doctrine
were explained as follows by the American Court:273
[the Court] has recognised consistently that a litigant or a lawyer who recovers a common fund for
the benefit of persons other than himself or his client is entitled to a reasonable attorney’s fee from
the fund as a whole … The [common fund] doctrine rests on the perception that persons who obtain
the benefit of a lawsuit without contributing to court costs are unjustly enriched at the successful
litigant’s expense. Jurisdiction over the fund involved in the litigation allows a court to prevent this
inequity by assessing attorney’s fees against the entire fund, thus spreading fees proportionately
among those benefited by the suit.274
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Another relevant provision is s 33V(2) which permits the Court to make such orders “as are just
with respect to the distribution of any money paid under a settlement or paid into Court”. This
provision has enabled the judicial authorisation of the payment of the class solicitor’s costs and
disbursements from the funds received as a result of the settlement of the class proceeding
itself.275 Furthermore, it appears that class members – who have not executed contingency fee
agreements with class counsel and who have settled their individual claims directly with the
defendant – may be required by the Court to apply some portion of their settlement funds to
satisfy the costs of the class lawyer.276
Unlike in the US, in Australia conditional fees may not be calculated as a percentage of the
amount recovered on behalf of the client. Only uplift fees may be charged.277 In Victoria, for
instance, the Legal Profession Act 2004 (Vic) provides that a costs agreement may provide for
uplift fees being a premium not exceeding 25% of the legal costs (excluding unpaid
disbursements) otherwise payable.278 These costs agreements may be conditional on a successful
outcome of the matter to which those costs relate.279 However, the execution of conditional costs
agreements involving uplift fees is not allowed “unless the law practice has a reasonable belief
that a successful outcome of the matter is reasonably likely”.280
Section 3.4.29 of this Victorian legislation expressly prohibits costs agreements pursuant to which
the amount is calculated by reference to the value of any property or of any transaction involved
in the matter to which the costs agreement relates or by reference to the amount of any award or
settlement or the value of any property that may be recovered in any proceedings to which the
agreement relates. As already highlighted, no similar prohibition - on receiving a percentage of
the amount recovered by a litigant - has been held to apply to entities that conduct the business of
providing funding to parties to litigation for the purposes of the litigation.281
Attention should also be drawn to two important matters. Australians normally regard the English
legal system/establishment as being excessively conservative. And yet the 25% uplift fee allowed
in Victoria pales into insignificance when compared with the 100% uplift allowed in England.282
It is therefore not surprising that several commentators, including those who normally act for
class action defendants, have recommended an increase in the uplift fees that may be charged by
Australian solicitors.283 The second point to note is that, as noted by Grave and Adams, “the
legislative pendulum in respect of conditional uplift costs agreements appears to have swung in
the opposite direction with the New South Wales Parliament’s decision [which came into effect in
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2005] to prohibit uplift [fees] for damage claims”.284 The practical effect of this legislative
amendment in NSW has been accurately described as follows by the Law Council: “it must be
noted that access to justice in NSW has been significantly curtailed by the … ban on uplift fees in
damages claims. This has effectively removed the capacity of law firms to incorporate the risk of
accepting cases on a ‘no win, no fee’ basis into their fee structure, making speculative damages
claims virtually untenable in that jurisdiction, to the significant detriment of impecunious
plaintiffs”.285 Consequently, the Law Council has recommended that this ban be repealed.286
The major features of the retainer agreements that have been executed with Part IVA lawyers by
class members have been described as follows by the Federal Court:
Group members will not be charged professional costs unless there is a successful outcome for them
in the proceeding. In those circumstances the fee and retainer agreements make provision for the
calculation of the fees to be paid to the applicants’ solicitors on an hourly scale with an increase of
the hourly rates of up to 25% for conducting the case on a no-win no-charge basis.287
The group member is liable for individual costs and disbursements incurred in working on the group
member’s particular claim ... as well as for a “reasonably” apportioned share of the fees for services
rendered to the group as a whole in the conduct of the representative proceeding.288
The agreements provide, inter alia, for hourly charge out rates for lawyers and paralegals, standard
fees for photocopying and other ancillary services, interest to be charged at the rate of one per cent
per month on the value of work carried out (charged from the end of the month in which the work is
carried out, whether or not an account is rendered) and an “uplift” factor of 25 per cent.289

The recent judgment of Finkelstein J in the Multiplex Part IVA proceeding provides some insights
as to the retainer agreements that class members are required to execute, in order to fall within the
ambit of the proceeding, where litigation funders are involved:
No fees, costs or disbursements are payable by the group members. They are to be paid by ILF [the
litigation funding company] on the members’ behalf. The group member is entitled to terminate the
retainer on seven days written notice. The retainer terminates automatically if, in the case of a class
action, the group member opts out before the opt out date set by the court. The retainer also
terminates automatically if the group member settles his or her claim against Multiplex otherwise
than in a group settlement. In the event of termination MBC is still entitled to its costs from ILF.
MBC promises not to recover from the group member any professional fees and disbursements that
ILF refuses to pay.290

The discussion above on class action settlements has revealed that significant payments, in favour
of the class representative’s lawyers, have generally been authorised by Australian judges when
approving class action settlements under s 33V. It is reasonable to assert that - whilst the same
regimes apply, with respect to solicitor’s fees and disbursements, regardless of whether the
litigation in question is a class proceeding or an orthodox proceeding - no similar payments are
generally available to plaintiff solicitors when acting on a no win-no fee basis in non-group
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litigation. Whether or not this constitutes a desirable scenario requires a fairly subjective
evaluation. Some may view this as evidence that plaintiff solicitors, rather than class members,
are the primary beneficiaries of the class action device. Others may, instead, point to the high
costs of running complex class proceedings as the reason for the usually large payments made to
plaintiff solicitors when a positive outcome is secured on behalf of the class. Data in this area was
recently provided by Finkelstein J with respect to the Multiplex proceeding:
It will come as no surprise to learn that this action will be very expensive to run. But just how much
it will cost will likely shock most lay persons and some lawyers to boot. Each side has several
lawyers, including multiple counsel, working on the case, some probably on a full-time basis. …
MBC’s initial estimate of the cost of running the action was in excess of $7.5 million (the actual
estimate is confidential). Their current estimate may be much higher. The respondents’ lawyers have
made an estimate of their clients’ costs for the purpose of a still extant motion for security for costs.
They estimate the costs to the completion of discovery to be $24,137,672, of which $13,963,837 is
for discovery. For the time being P Dawson Nominees does not seek general discovery and has
asked for discovery of a limited class of documents. This has reduced the cost of discovery to
$6,429,737, so it is claimed.291

The author’s empirical study will hopefully provide a more objective basis, upon which to draw
conclusions, by providing data as to how funds made available by class action defendants are
distributed between plaintiff solicitors and class members.

14. Is the burden that group litigation places on the court more, the same, or less,
than in comparable non-representative, non-group litigation? What is the
average time to dispose of a group case, and how does this compare to
comparable non-representative non-group litigation?
The author’s empirical study of Part 4A has revealed that the average duration of the 19 Part 4A
proceedings that have been completed is approximately 18 months whilst the median duration is
14 months. This data is broadly similar to the data contained in the annual reports of the Supreme
Court of Victoria, with respect to the duration of non-group proceedings instituted in that court.
It is useful to divide Part 4A proceedings into two broad categories: the first category comprises
those proceedings which came to a conclusion following either a judicially approved settlement
or a judgment that was handed down at the end of the trial. The second category includes those
proceedings which were, voluntarily or involuntarily, (a) discontinued; (b) discontinued as class
proceedings; or (c) transferred to another jurisdiction.
¾ The average duration of the first category of Part 4A proceedings is just over 26 months
whilst the median duration is 17 months.
¾ The average duration of the second category of Part 4A proceedings is just over 6
months.

15. What are the current debates in your jurisdiction over the application of
collective litigation rules and their consequences?
In 1994 a committee established by Australia’s Federal Parliament, the Access to Justice
Advisory Committee, concluded that “fair and efficient [class] action procedures should be
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available in all Australian jurisdictions. The Commonwealth provision for [class] actions in the
Federal Court is, we think, a suitable model”.292 Attainment of this desirable goal does not appear
imminent or likely as no Australian State Government is currently considering (or planning to
consider) class action reform. This represents a very odd scenario when one considers that the
experience with the Federal293 and Victorian class action regimes has shown that the vigorous
criticisms of the class action device that, as already noted, were put forward by the Liberal Party,
leading law firms, the Business Council of Australia and some legal commentators, when the
introduction of Part IVA was considered, were largely unfounded. This state of affairs becomes
even more difficult to comprehend when one considers that there are Labor Governments in each
of the six Australian States. Furthermore, as already highlighted, the rules governing
representative actions are clearly deficient, a fact that has also been recognised by defendant
solicitors:
The use of the representative proceeding in the modern age of class actions is like requiring the
parties to use a penny-farthing to travel on a freeway. Not surprisingly, some riders fall off, as
happened with the plaintiff in Fostif. Appropriate legislation or rules of court that draw on the
experience of other jurisdictions with class actions should be implemented. Legislation is perhaps
more appropriate considering the large policy issues at stake.294

So, why are comprehensive class action regimes available in only two Australian jurisdictions, a
diametrically opposed scenario to the Canadian class action landscape? In simple terms,
embracing class action reform, in Australia’s extremely conservative society, does not constitute
a politically popular strategy. This scenario is, in turn, largely due to the fact that Australia’s
media frequently depicts class action litigation as one of the principal causes of the overlylitigious US society which benefits only the solicitors who institute them and which damages the
business sector and thus threatens economic prosperity. An extreme example of this grossly
unsatisfactory scenario is provided by an article which appeared in July 2007 in a national
newspaper, The Australian. This article provided commentary on the draft proposals that the
Victorian Law Reform Commission (“VLRC”) had issued a month earlier. As explained below,
these draft proposals seek to remove some of the more significant barriers to the employment of
the Part 4A regime. Phase 1 of this inquiry, into Victoria’s civil justice system, is headed by Dr
Peter Cashman, a member of the ALRC when its 1988 report was issued and one of Australia’s
leading class action plaintiff solicitors. In the article in question the following astonishing
comments were found:
Had Dr Cashman simply provided that the Victorian Government mainline money into the veins of
Maurice Blackburn Cashman, the law firm he co-funded, or fellow plaintiff firms such as Slater &
Gordon, the effect would have been pretty much the same as the VRC proposals.
And with what benefits for average Victorians? … The net result of these proposals would … be
that one class of scarcely undernourished workers – plaintiff lawyers – will grow rich and fat at the
expense of the unemployed. If your child leaves school hoping to get a job at a bright new enterprise
started by a new entrepreneur, he or she can forget it – unless he or she is prepared to move
interstate. Because no employer who has any choice about where to locate new jobs will
contemplate Victoria. Except, of course, law firms.295
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A balanced and accurate description of the current debates with respect to Part IVA and Part 4A
may be provided by considering the recommendations for reform that were made, with respect to
Part IVA, by the ALRC in 2000, and by the VLRC, with respect to Part 4A in June 2007.
The ALRC made the following important recommendations with respect to Part IVA:296
¾ The Federal Court should consider drafting guidelines or a practice note, relating to the
practices of lawyers and parties in Part IVA proceedings, addressing in particular: (a) the
choice of the representative party, who should not be chosen primarily as a “person of
straw”; (b) the procedures to be followed to ensure fair cost agreements between class
members, the representative party and lawyers; (c) the obligations of lawyers to the
representative party and each class member with respect to competing interests of class
members and the class, class closure and settlement agreements; and (d) the arrangements
for communication between defendant lawyers and class members.
¾ The Federal Court should promulgate additional rules for class proceedings in relation to
issues such as: (a) criteria for selecting the appropriate class action and the class
representative amongst competing applications; (b) notification procedures; and (c)
proposed settlements, including global settlements.
¾ Part IVA should be amended to: (a) require class closure at a specified time before
judgment; and (b) enable the Court to approve fee agreements between the class
representative and/or class members with the class representative’s lawyers.
¾ The Federal Attorney-General should commission a review of Part IVA.
¾ The profession should include rules governing lawyers’ responsibilities to multiple
claimants and in class proceedings in professional practice rules.
Unfortunately, none of these recommendations have been implemented.
In June 2007 the VLRC made the following draft proposals concerning Part 4A, as part of Phase
1 of its study of Victoria’s civil justice system:297
¾ There should be no requirement that all class members should be required to have
individual claims against all defendants in class action proceedings involving multiple
defendants. Part 4A should be amended to make it clear that in cases where there is a
least one defendant against whom all class members have individual claims, additional
defendants may be joined even if only some members of the class have individual claims
against such additional defendants.
¾ Part 4A should be amended it to make it clear that the Part 4A regime is able to be
utilised by a group or groups of individuals who are aggregated together, including where
such individuals or entities consent to the pursuit of proceedings on their behalf.
¾ The Supreme Court of Victoria should be empowered to order cy pres remedies where:
(a) there has been a proven contravention of the law; (b) a financial or other pecuniary
advantage (“unjust enrichment”) has accrued to the person or entity contravening the law
as a result of such contravention; (c) a loss suffered by others is able to be quantified; and
(d) it is not possible, practicable or cost effective to identify and compensate some or all
of those who have suffered the loss.298
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¾ The establishment of a new funding body, the Justice Fund, which would: (a) provide
financial assistance to parties with meritorious civil claims; (b) provide an indemnity in
respect of any adverse costs order; and (c) meet any requirements imposed by the court in
respect of security for costs. The proposed body would, in consideration of providing the
abovementioned financial support, receive an agreed percentage of the amount recovered
in successful cases. The body would seek to be self funding (through income derived
from success fees in funded cases, through costs recovered from unsuccessful parties and
through payments into the funs which the court would be empowered to order pursuant to
the cy pres remedies referred to above).
The VLRC’s final proposals will be issued by March 2008.

16. Overall, how would you evaluate the mechanism(s) success in achieving major
changes in behavior, activities or policy, relative to the costs incurred by public
and private actors?
This question, as the author understands it, requires a determination as to whether the behaviour
modification goal of class actions, canvassed in an earlier part of this report, has been attained
and then a comparison of this outcome with the public and private costs incurred in achieving this
outcome. In the author’s view, it is both inappropriate and impossible to provide this evaluation
with respect to Australia’s class action regimes.
It is inappropriate to assess the effectiveness of Part IVA and Part 4A, through a determination of
whether they have attained the behaviour modification goal of class actions, given that these
legislative regimes were clearly drafted on the basis that such an outcome was not intended. Such
evaluation is also not possible given the current lack of any empirical data as to the broader
impact of class action litigation, that is, its impact beyond those persons and entities that are
involved in such proceedings. This scenario has resulted in vastly different conclusions by those
who have considered this question. Mills, for instance, has concluded that the threat of
shareholder class actions has motivated directors and officers to strictly observe their corporate
obligations.299 Conversely, other commentators have warned that “if the business community fails
to lobby for legislative change at the federal, state and territory level class actions will become
much more of an impediment to doing business in Australia”.300
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