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00:00:04:18 - 00:00:29:14 
Georgia Athanasellis  
Welcome to the Callover, a Queensland Law Society podcast that hopes to inspire a future of connected, capable and healthy lawyers. We acknowledge the traditional owners of the lands on which we record this podcast, the Turrbal and Jagera Peoples. We pay our respects to elders past, present and emerging and to the law, men and law women who for tens of thousands of years ensure the peace, order and good governance of this place 
00:00:29:19 - 00:00:50:06
Georgia Athanasellis  
long before it became known as Queensland. Welcome to this episode of The Call Over. I'm Georgia Athanasellis  and today I have the great honor of being joined by Judge Dženita Balić of the Queensland District Court. Having grown up in Bosnia and Herzegovina and forced to flee during the Bosnian War, her honor arrived in Australia in 1996 as a refugee.
00:00:50:08 - 00:01:11:02
Georgia Athanasellis  
In the years that followed, she learned English as her third language, forged a life in Australia, and went on to graduate with a Bachelor of Laws in 2005. After her admission in 2006, her Honour spent the next 17 years at the office of the Director of Public Prosecutions, where she rose to the position of Principal Crown Prosecutor before being appointed as a magistrate in 2022.
 00:00:50:08 - 00:01:11:02
Georgia
In the years that followed, she learned English as her third language, forged a life in Australia, and went on to graduate with a Bachelor of Laws in 2005. After her admission in 2006, Haruna spent the next 17 years at the office of the Director of Public Prosecutions, where she rose to the position of Principal Crown Prosecutor before being appointed as a magistrate in 2022.

00:01:11:04 - 00:01:40:18
Georgia
In 2024, Her Honour was appointed to the District Court of Queensland. Outside of the courtroom, Her Honour has dedicated herself to promoting diverse voices within the legal profession, whether that was as a member of the Women's Law Association Queensland, the Zonta Club Queensland, or the Diversity and Inclusion Justice Network. I'm so grateful that Her Honour has agreed to join me 


today to discuss her life and career, the values that guide her inside and outside of the courtroom, and why it is important that our profession reflect the diversity of our society.

00:01:40:20 - 00:01:42:15
 Judge Balić, welcome to the Callover.

00:01:42:16 - 00:01:43:24
Judge Dženita Balić
Thank you for having me.

00:01:44:01 - 00:02:06:22
Georgia
Now, I understand you were originally from Bosnia and Herzegovina and arrived in Australia in 1996 as a refugee. At 14 years of age, I imagine you would have been old enough to understand the reasons for leaving, and also to experience the difficulties of immigrating to a country that spoke another language. Can you tell me a little about your journey to, an early years, in Australia?

00:02:06:24 - 00:02:47:16
Judge Dženita Balić
Before I came to Australia, I was a refugee for almost three years in Germany, so I had already had a transition of some cultural shift, I suppose, from having left Bosnia in the middle of the war to having fled to Germany amongst a sea of refugees. Life and adapting to life in Germany was torturous in many ways. I don't want to bother you with too much of that detail, but there were many difficult moments for my family, and I.

00:02:47:18 - 00:03:13:14
Judge Dženita Balić
It was hoped for us to emigrate to Australia because we really had nowhere to go back to. So to put it into focus for you, towards the end of 1995, the Dayton Peace Agreement was signed, and that was meant to be the end of the end of the war. That wasn't quite so, but eventually did lead to a cease fire.

00:03:13:15 - 00:03:45:05
Judge Dženita Balić
I turned to look at your producer because we discussed that concept of ceasefire just outside, but it eventually did actually lead to a cease fire. We couldn't go back to our house where we had grown up because that was still considered occupied territory. Someone else lived in it, you see. And so we had to find where to. We had to leave Germany because the German government said the Dayton peace agreement has been signed.

00:03:45:07 - 00:04:16:05
Judge Dženita Balić
Now you can go back. They had a very open-door policy, but once that was in place, you needed to go back. We came to Australia because my dad had a cousin here, who had lived in Australia since the 50s. So we thought, what better place than a place where we can actually have family and someone to help us understand this other country?

00:04:16:05 - 00:04:37:03
Judge Dženita Balić
And everyone always used to say, In Europe you go, you're going to the end of the world because it's so far away, because in Europe everything is so close, as you know. So we came to Australia - it was very hot. When I came, it was okay because I came in July. I remember the date. It was the 3rd of July 1996.

00:04:37:05 - 00:05:06:01
Judge Dženita Balić
It was my first plane ride ever. I'd never been on a plane before. We were subsidized to come, on humanitarian grounds. The flight was paid for by this organisation called Caritas. It still exists. It's a sort of Christian based organization who helps people all across the world, irrespective of religion, and helps them financially to sort of start because we had no money.

00:05:06:03 - 00:05:30:13
Judge Dženita Balić
We had nothing really. Everything was left behind in Bosnia. When we fled Bosnia, my mom and my two sisters, we fled with 2 or 3 plastic bags. I can't now remember because it was all a blur. I've tried to block it out, and I do have one memory which has - not haunted me - but it's stayed with me.

00:05:30:15 - 00:06:00:02
Judge Dženita Balić
My favourite dress was left behind and I never, ever got to wear my favourite dress ever again. But you know, I've digressed. So we came to Australia in July of 1996. My father's family lived in a suburb 

around Cleveland. I'm so close to the ocean. That was lovely. Something different, and life was very different. The language was, of course, a shock for us.

00:06:00:04 - 00:06:23:09
Judge Dženita Balić
Now in Germany, a lot of people learn English, but the German system was such that we weren't allowed to go to school for some time. And then when we tried to get asylum, which is a whole other story, we then started going to school and English, towards the end, sort of became a subject matter that we were going to study.

00:06:23:09 - 00:06:49:06
Judge Dženita Balić
So I literally had hardly any. You know, I love you. My name is Dzenita, Where do you go to school? I'm 14. How old are you? Very basic, basic conversation. I attended a school called Milpera Special School at that stage. It's now called Milpera State High School. I think most refugees went through that school. It's a school located in Chelmer.

00:06:49:08 - 00:07:17:07
Judge Dženita Balić
So I had to travel from Cleveland to Chelmer. Awful. That was a huge experience. I hadn't realized that a school could be so far away from where you lived, but it was quite a lot, even now for anyone would you would think that's a long way to travel to school. Life was very different for us as refugees in Milpera because we all had dealt with the same issues.

00:07:17:07 - 00:07:27:24
Judge Dženita Balić
So we had that as a common thread and everyone was there for the same reasons. So, there was a lot of togetherness, but you felt on the outer with everybody else. You were going to ask me something.

00:07:28:02 - 00:07:31:19
Georgia
Well, were they all refugees from fleeing Bosnia as well?


00:07:31:20 - 00:08:04:23
Judge Dženita Balić
No no, no. At the time, a lot from some African parts, including Rwanda, El Salvador, there were a lot from El Salvador. Some Asian parts as well, from the Asian continent. I remember some girls from Malaysia. I'm not sure why they were there at the time, but different, different parts of the world where there were either conflicts or some discrimination that caused them to come to Australia.

00:08:05:00 - 00:08:34:04
Judge Dženita Balić
So very different, but we had that in common, some level of experience that we didn't necessarily discuss, can I say, with each other. But we knew it was there. So that caused us to be quite close. We were on the outer to everybody else. I would travel on the train and there would be all these students who were wearing school uniforms, and I thought that was quite neat because everyone looked the same.

00:08:34:06 - 00:08:58:02
Judge Dženita Balić
I didn't have a lot of clothes. There was no school uniform in Milpera, but I wanted to be part of that. But you couldn't go to a normal high school until someone from Milpera said you have sufficient English to now join a normal high school, or a high school that had ESL or English as a second language as a component.

00:08:58:04 - 00:09:29:19
Judge Dženita Balić
So, I had a lot of sort of negative experiences on the train and with some people, and that's fine. It's all part of growing up. People dressed differently, they spoke differently, they interacted differently. It's hard for me to pinpoint any one thing. It was just a very different way to live. And somewhere in the back of our minds, maybe we were still hopeful that life could go back to what it was before the war.

00:09:29:21 - 00:10:00:04
Judge Dženita Balić
But that was never to be. And yeah, that was just hope. I think nothing more than that. So, …in terms of a culture shock, yes, I remember one time we were ordering something at a shop and I it was raining and I saw a woman dressed in this huge fur coat, but she was barefoot. I'd never seen that before.

00:10:00:06 - 00:10:19:20
Judge Dženita Balić
But as I continued in Australia, I grew quite accustomed to that, that it was a good thing to be part of Mother Nature and to walk around barefoot. Now, at the Gold Coast, which is where I live, it's quite a regular thing. But at the time it was a complete shock. I said, is she not…? What is going on?

00:10:19:20 - 00:10:46:14
Judge Dženita Balić
Is she not taking care of herself? She will get a kidney infection. These are all those Eastern European things that go through your mind. You just grew up differently. You think about family differently and family was probably the one thing that was a constant, because that was what kept us together. You see, without that, that there would have been no identity in essence.

00:10:46:16 - 00:11:24:02
Judge Dženita Balić
But as I travelled, I always felt on the outer. That's not because anyone was intentionally making me feel like that, I just knew I was different, I sounded differed. To my mind I looked different and I think I thought differently. I had different values, I had different beliefs. And so what happens to a migrant or a refugee is that because of all those feelings, whether they're right or wrong, you tend to navigate towards your own.
00:11:24:04 - 00:11:46:13
Judge Dženita Balić
You tend to go towards familiar, to what feels like something that you know, and are comfortable being with. So then that creates the sort of, I suppose, splitting away from what should really be a more cohesive society. I think a lot of things have changed since 1996.

00:11:46:15 - 00:11:49:02
Georgia
Well, I was going to say. Has that feeling changed for you?

00:11:49:02 - 00:12:23:07
Judge Dženita Balić
Yeah, very much so, because as I've gone through the legal profession, I've realised very quickly that there are a lot of people who have all sorts of stories and people need help and people need to be 

exposed to other people's experience. The Australian culture. I'm using that term loosely because culture can be a very, you know, it can be a strong identity.

00:12:23:07 - 00:12:51:20
Judge Dženita Balić
So I'm not trying to be offensive, but the Australian way of living, is something that I think I embraced relatively early on once I started being in the legal profession. Up until that point of time, probably less so because I wasn't exposed to that many people who had all these different experiences and who could teach me something about maybe my own level of ignorance about that.

00:12:51:22 - 00:13:02:23
Judge Dženita Balić
So yes, I changed. It has changed. The conversations are very different now to what they were in 1996.  

00:13:03:00 - 00:13:10:05
Georgia
So you graduate from Milpera or did and then you go and study law at UQ.  

00:13:10:05 - 00:13:28:24
Judge Dženita Balić
Well no no I didn't I didn't go all the way through Milpera. Oh so I was in mil para for eight weeks, would you believe. And so what happens is then you have to do an English test. And then they say to you can you go to high school? So after that they said to me, oh you're fine. Eight weeks in.

00:13:29:01 - 00:13:56:22
Judge Dženita Balić
I didn't think so. I went to Coorparoo State College. Because at that stage my family had moved well almost to Coorparoo. So I travelled, my sister continued traveling because her English wasn't great. And then we moved to Coorparoo because my family in Cleveland, they owned like a little motel. They were quite well established here.

00:13:56:24 - 00:14:21:24

Judge Dženita Balić
And I, I suppose they were helpful to us, but they were quite insulated from the general Australian way of life, which was a negative thing for us because we needed to be part of that. And there were no young kids, so they didn't really need to integrate as much as we needed to, but we needed to integrate because we needed to go to school.

00:14:21:24 - 00:14:52:23
Judge Dženita Balić
We needed to educate ourselves. So I started going to Coorparoo State College or secondary college. It was called I did year nine, the year ten, and then I moved to Sunnybank State High School after that, and my parents eventually moved to Sunnybank so it'll be closer to us, for us or for me to travel. But I did travel quite a bit. 

00:14:53:00 - 00:14:54:22
Georgia
You saw a lot of Brisbane in those early years. 

00:14:54:22 - 00:15:27:15
Judge Dženita Balić
I saw a lot of Brisbane, yeah, and lots of different people. I met a lot of different people in my life who taught me a lot of things about life in general, I think. But teachers were great, can I say, in high school. They really were so helpful to a lot of the migrants. I came out of ESL very quickly, so English was a big factor for me because I think I appreciated that I wanted to be a lawyer and to be a lawyer, your English has to be pretty good.

00:15:27:17 - 00:15:54:06
Judge Dženita Balić
In fact, it probably has to be excellent. And if I couldn't even speak it properly, I was in big trouble. But I persevered, I learned I looked at the dictionary. We didn't have the technology back then, you see, where you could just put something in and It would translate things for you. Even now, Google translate is not great, by the way, but it helps in emergencies.

00:15:54:08 - 00:16:14:09
Judge Dženita Balić


I did some acting school as well because I thought that would help me with English like Shakespearean plays. Apparently, I was very good at that. So one of my English teachers said to me, her name was Miss Kane, and I'll never forget it, she said, you know, if the whole lawyer thing doesn't work out like you should become an actress.

00:16:14:11 - 00:16:17:10
Georgia
Well, you were obviously very impressive as an actress.

00:16:17:12 - 00:16:19:19
Judge Dženita Balić
Really. Clearly, I was very persuasive.

00:16:19:19 - 00:16:20:23
Georgia
Yes.

00:16:21:00 - 00:16:48:03
Judge Dženita Balić
So that led to a lot of exhaustion, can I say and the only other two young men I remember who were very good in English eventually were two Taiwanese boys who had come here from Taiwan. I think as refugees as well,  or maybe for economic reasons, I don't know. But they were lovely and they were very clever in maths.

00:16:48:03 - 00:17:00:06
Judge Dženita Balić
I remember too. So the three of us would study together and learn the language and yeah, it was really pure perseverance to be honest with you. And motivation.

00:17:00:08 - 00:17:11:06
Georgia
I mean, you sound like a very determined child, even. And you mentioned that you had already sort of an inkling that you wanted to be a lawyer. Where did that come from?

00:17:11:08 - 00:17:48:00
Judge Dženita Balić
Well, there was a genocide that was committed in my country. And, there were war crimes that were committed. So, by the time that all of that finished, there was a commencement of tribunals that were put into place in order to investigate those things. Not just in Bosnia and Herzegovina, but also in Rwanda at the time. And that was a lot of our family conversations and focus was around that.

00:17:48:02 - 00:18:13:24
Judge Dženita Balić
I think, I felt a sense of identity or association with that as a concept. Justice was… it became natural know. You pick up bags and you leave you home and someone tells you to get out and you are trying to survive, and you don't see your dad for a long time, and lots of things happen.

00:18:14:01 - 00:18:43:13
Judge Dženita Balić
And so I identified with that fairly early on, and I knew that I wanted to be part of that concept. So naturally, where to go but law school? And early on, naturally, where to go but being a prosecutor? And in fact, when I started, I said to my boss my intention is to be a prosecutor for five years

00:18:43:17 - 00:19:00:13
Judge Dženita Balić
exactly. These were my words. After that, I'm going to The Hague. I'm going to the United Nations. I want to be involved, in that international space - my words. And he said to me, of course you need to if that's what you want to do. That never happened. 

00:19:00:13 - 00:19:06:04
Georgia
So why did you stay? Five years passed and you stayed at the DPP?

00:19:06:06 - 00:20:12:14
Judge Dženita Balić
Because it was addictive. It was very special. It was very hard work, but to be able to have an impact on someone's actual way forward after trauma is pretty is pretty amazing. It's a very rare thing that you can claim to be a part of. It's a direct impact on someone's life. And as the stories were being told by all these victims who would come along and talk about what had happened to them, particularly child sex offenses, I realized that it was a really important job, and it felt important, and I felt a very, very huge sense of belonging. And so when those five years elapsed, I thought about it.

00:20:12:16 - 00:20:20:20
Judge Dženita Balić
But to my mind, this was the place I was meant to be in.

00:20:20:22 - 00:20:45:11
Georgia
You stayed there for nearly 17 years  and you rose through the ranks at the DPP to become the principal crown prosecutor at Ipswich, Maroochydore and Brisbane, prosecuting over 150 trials and more than 120 appeals, while also appearing in the mental health court. What did you most enjoy? You've touched on a few things, but about your time at the DPP in those three different sort of types of advocacy.

00:20:45:13 - 00:21:12:10
Judge Dženita Balić
Can I say, they're very different. So, trial advocacy really is about the story of the human being. And as a prosecutor, you have a role of fairness, and there are many duties imposed upon you. But at the end of the day, you're trying to be persuasive and you're trying to persuade 12 people as to why a particular person should be believed.

00:21:12:12 - 00:21:47:02
Judge Dženita Balić
And so you develop, I think, instinctive ways of dealing with how you can convey a person's credibility. And I know it's a fancy way of talking about… because they're telling the truth. But it's very hard to articulate these things because you have to you have to have the story. You see, every single matter that I had, although they tended to sometimes mirror each other because of the nature of the offending, every one of them was unique in their own way.

00:21:47:04 - 00:22:19:12
Judge Dženita Balić
The person, and their experiences were unique. So that was the focus of trial advocacy and of course, leading evidence cross-examination of accused. These were all skills that you would develop as you would go along. Preparation was key. That's a common thread along all jurisdictions. I think generally that's a common thread in the legal profession. If you want to be good at your job, you have to know how to prepare and how to use your time wisely.

00:22:19:14 - 00:22:46:03
Judge Dženita Balić
That was not a luxury that I always had at the DPP nine and that worried me because here I was, young, in my 20s, telling other people's stories and possibly changing the way these people are going to live their lives, you see?

00:22:46:09 - 00:22:48:16
Georgia
Oh, it's a huge responsibility.

00:22:48:18 - 00:23:10:23
Judge Dženita Balić
And not having enough time was a huge burden, but that was the nature of the organisation. As I went along, I learned what was important, what was not important. And I learned that I needed to know from the beginning of a trial what I'm going to say to the jury, as opposed to working it out at the end,  you know, having a case theory.

00:23:10:23 - 00:23:41:17
Judge Dženita Balić
I think everyone understands that as a concept. Appellate advocacy is completely different because with appellate advocacy, you do have time to prepare and your focus is on an error someone else see as the respondent, as the crown, someone else has to point out the error to the court. And I then have to say, why does it matter? My benefit was I had done so many trials by the time I was appellate counsel.

00:23:41:19 - 00:24:16:07
Judge Dženita Balić
It gave me, I think, an added perspective and ability to be persuasive as a trial advocate in the appellate jurisdiction. What I loved about it was that clinical capacity to be persuasive, in particular about things that hadn't been argued before, that was always a thrill for me. You go back to the fundamental principles, and I enjoyed the conversational advocacy with the Court of Appeal judges, you see, because that was very different to trials.

00:24:16:09 - 00:24:43:19
Judge Dženita Balić
Trials are, as I explained earlier, focus upon the story. But here you are interacting with very smart people, and they're probing and asking you, and I love that. I loved being probed and asked. And I would say, well, actually, now that you raised that, let me take you to page, because I think this might answer you on this point and let me develop that point further, because this is my submission about that issue.

00:24:43:19 - 00:25:14:16
Judge Dženita Balić
You see. So that was appellate advocacy. Mental health court was another dimension because we are dealing with very, ill people, who have genuine mental health issues, usually for a long period of time. The focus there was really about understanding the veracity of the mental health evidence, because it was usually mountains of evidence and cross-examination of experts.

00:25:14:18 - 00:25:45:12
Judge Dženita Balić
So the cross-examination will be focused on, in the very serious matters, about whether or not the expert has taken into account certain things and whether or not the ultimate conclusions really can stand. And sometimes I was successful in that, sometimes I was not, rightly so, but it was a very different again dimension because, well, it's an almost inquisitorial way of determining whether or not a person should face trial for what are usually very serious offenses.

00:25:45:14 - 00:26:12:09
Judge Dženita Balić
So in their individual spheres, they were all interesting. If you were to ask me to choose my favourite, which I think you are, I think appellate advocacy is at the top for me, followed by trial advocacy, very, very close. Second, and then mental health court, because it's such a controlled environment and I don't necessarily think it brings out the best of advocacy.

00:26:12:11 -  00:26:30:04
Georgia
So I mean you've just described very well if I might say the three different types. But what makes a good advocate across all types of advocacy? Are there core characteristics that an advocate should strive for, whatever the jurisdiction?

00:26:30:06 - 00:26:59:01

Judge Dženita Balić
I'd like to say no because preparation is key. So that is I'm not sure that you can be a good advocate at all if you're not prepared. But preparation is different for different people. Some people have anxiety, and they have to prepare with respect to that, but they know the brief. Some people have to write everything down because that's how they prepare.

00:26:59:01 - 00:27:39:00
Judge Dženita Balić
That's what they comfortable with. Other people like to go more with the flow because they know the brief, but they, I suppose, want to be provoked in the context of the argument because that's where they feel comfortable. So, preparation is crucial. In terms of characteristics for an advocate, I can only speak about my own experiences. I can't say that anyone has to possess any one of these, but for me, the best advocate that I have felt as well, or I have observed with my own eyes. 

00:27:39:02 - 00:28:08:13
Judge Dženita Balić
is the one that has passion, is the one that has this authenticity to them and that can only come from belief. That can only come from actually believing the legal point that you're talking about, or actually conveying a message that you have some real investment in. And I don't know how you teach that.

00:28:08:15 - 00:28:10:04
Georgia
I don't know that you can.

00:28:10:06 - 00:28:40:15
Judge Dženita Balić
No, but I suppose the point of this discussion is to get people to think about, am I in the place and am I in the argument or in this profession because I genuinely believe that this is where I need to be? Because if the answer to that question is yes, then I think ultimately it has to show in the argument.  We're all human beings.

00:28:40:17 - 00:29:18:11
Judge Dženita Balić


I have seen many a council make reasonable argument, but the delivery was it was not synchronized with the content. And I'm not suggesting that the best advocacy is the one who's the loudest or has the highest voice, or appears the most confident. But there is, if I was to use one word, the aspect of authenticity that screams through advocacy that I think has to come from within.
 
00:29:20:10 - 00:29:27:24
Georgia
And probably translates to all three. You know, I can say that working for a jury, for a judge and for when you're cross-examining people, I think.

00:29:27:24 - 00:29:33:14
Judge Dženita Balić
So, I think so, yes. It's not very helpful what I've just said, but I've said it anyway.

00:29:33:18 - 00:29:53:10
Georgia
No, but I think it's spot on. I imagine that some of the things you witnessed before you arrived in Australia and throughout your practice of criminal law and now as a judge, are confronting in many different ways. How have you maintained your own mental health and well-being throughout your life and career?

00:29:53:12 - 00:30:27:01
Judge Dženita Balić
Well, I always think there must be like a little cabinet, like an invisible cabinet somewhere in my body, probably in the brain somewhere, could be in some other part of the body, I don't know, where there are many files that I've gone through in my life, whether through a DPP or my own personal experiences. And they are there

00:30:27:03 - 00:30:55:06
Judge Dženita Balić
and maybe sometimes it gets opened up and it gets closed, and when it gets opened up, something escapes and I have to deal with it. I think this is natural because there are triggers - people call them triggers -  that happen to everyone. And I'm not sure that I'm a better person than some other person who didn't have my experience to deal with the pressures of the job.


00:30:55:08 - 00:31:06:00
Judge Dženita Balić
I guess I can only say I'm me, and I'm the person who deals with it by having some sort of balance outside of the job.

00:31:06:02 - 00:31:54:23
Judge Dženita Balić
That to me has been of benefit because if I have to take everything home, then that infects every other part of my life and that can be dangerous. I think it's very tempting to take everything home. I think, unfortunately, sometimes it's inevitable. But you have to have devices in your life – sport, friends, outings, other reading, culture, music, exposure to arts, community work, distractions.

00:31:55:02 - 00:32:19:12
Judge Dženita Balić
You see, that see you go outside of the ambit of the law. One way or another, you'll be sucked back in because some will say, oh, that's the lawyer, or you're the prosecutor or you're the judge, but particularly if you are an ethnic community circle. So you're the judge, right? So it comes back because you're known as that.

00:32:19:14 - 00:32:49:14
Judge Dženita Balić
But it's very different because it happens in very positive circumstances and it's okay. You don't have to talk about the ins and outs of the work. But the work is hard and the impact is real, and we have to talk about it because it is an obvious matter for all of us. This concept called resilience, it's I don't know how you teach it.

00:32:49:14 - 00:33:24:04
Judge Dženita Balić
I don't know how you train that brain muscle if it is a brain muscle, I honestly don't know. And just because you've had experiences doesn't mean that you're more resilient than another person. I recently, looked at an experiment and this was very interesting about two young people who had grown up in the same household, exposed to the same things, but have had very different responses because they're two different people.



00:33:24:06 - 00:33:51:10
Judge Dženita Balić
So you and I will be different. What I've seen will be different to what you've seen and how you deal with that will be different. All we can do as human beings is help each other. By giving you my way of dealing with things, it may or may not work for you. However, but putting it into a black Pandora's box and not talk about it in the legal profession I think does not assist anyone.

00:33:51:12 - 00:34:14:02
Judge Dženita Balić
Particularly from when you're young. Young people need to be aware this is hard work and that they will be expectations on you and that you need to start building your relationships and networks very early on, because the longevity of that is very important to your mental health in the legal profession.

00:34:14:03 - 00:34:43:06
Georgia
And I wonder, if we can't teach it, I do think, like you said, we learn from others. People can model it. Have you had any particular mentors or if even if in not a strict sense, but people that you've, grown up in the profession watching or in life, I suppose, that you've tried to emulate or learn from and if so, what was it about them that, you wanted to, emulate? 

00:34:43:08 - 00:35:36:19
Judge Dženita Balić
Patience. I started off as a very frustrated, impatient young woman wanting to just do it and just go. And I learned by observing others that that was not the way for me. I saw that other people dealt with conflict and confrontational situations, hard content, by being patient with themselves. I wanted that, I still am learning about that, because this concept of patience, to my mind, is a never ending journey because you always challenge with different things in your life.

00:35:36:21 - 00:36:03:07
Judge Dženita Balić
But for me, I saw that in some of the more senior people, they had the patience and they had the ability I think I mentioned before to be silent when necessary. That was a gem to observe. It took me years to get to even a smidgen of what some of the people I had observed had, but it helped me tremendously.

00:36:03:09 - 00:36:30:09
Judge Dženita Balić
And the biggest lesson for me, out of all of that, which ties in with patience, I think, is that I had to learn that I do not control anything. I do not control the courtroom. I do not control what a witness will say. I do not control what a judge is going to ask me in the Court of Appeal, or whether what a psychiatrist will say to a question.

00:36:30:15 - 00:37:00:19
Judge Dženita Balić
I have no control over any of those things. The sooner I started realizing that, the more efficient I became as a lawyer, can I say, because then I was actually listening to the answer, you see, and I was absorbing it, and I thought, oh, wait, there's something else. I get that, but what about this? And so this is where that patience actually manifests itself practically.

00:37:00:21 - 00:37:06:15
Judge Dženita Balić
That's how it worked for me. It will be very different for other people.

00:37:06:17 - 00:37:27:16
Georgia
No, I like that. You were appointed as a magistrate in 2022, in Southport and to the District Court of Queensland in 2024. How has that patience translated to being a judge? Or how have you found the transition from advocate to judge and the control in the courtroom or the way things unfold?

00:37:27:18 - 00:37:52:06
Judge Dženita Balić
Yeah. So the one skill that I never had as a prosecutor was representing someone because I was never with the defense, you see. So taking instructions and all of those things, I had no concept of that. I had some concept of it because clearly, I'm a lawyer and a fairly experienced one, so I knew how it was to be done.

00:37:52:08 - 00:38:19:20
Judge Dženita Balić
But the point of this is that I was now dealing with a lot of self-represented persons in the Magistrates Court, a huge amount. So just to give you an understanding on any one particular day, if I had 150 matters before me, potentially half of those will be self-represented. So patience was a real test for me.

00:38:19:22 - 00:38:46:09
Judge Dženita Balić
Can I say. And I'm grateful because all those things that I had observed had come in handy. It was a different perspective on patience because I was now trying to elicit information, assist them, get the best story out if they're pleading guilty, doing all of the things that a court would naturally do to afford procedural fairness to a self-represented person.

00:38:46:11 - 00:39:17:14
Judge Dženita Balić
But what I had employed before sort of came to the forefront, and I thought, this is hard. This is very hard. But it was it is my job. I took an oath to it's an a very important thing I hold dear that justice has to be given to everyone. And if someone has decided to represent themselves, then so be it.

00:39:17:16 - 00:39:47:21
Judge Dženita Balić
In the district court, it's a little different because most people are represented, but there are still self-represented persons. There are some who have different ideas about the law and how the law should look like and where it should be, and those are challenging persons. But it's all part of the role. So I urge anyone who has aspirations to become a judicial officer to work on their patience early on.

00:39:47:23 - 00:40:16:08
Judge Dženita Balić
It's the one skill that I think is a necessity for a good judicial officer to be patient and it is part of someone's personality that can be included into someone's personality, because I think patients can be learned. Unlike other things, I think it can be learned. Of course, you have to want to learn to be patient.

00:40:16:08 - 00:40:20:04
Judge Dženita Balić
And the listening part, I'm still working.

00:40:20:06 - 00:40:32:14
Georgia
We're all still working on that. Being appointed to a court is a significant milestone for any lawyer. What did it mean to you, to become a judge?

00:40:32:16 - 00:41:05:13
Judge Dženita Balić
I'm very surprised, can I say, and I know that's going to sound bad because I thought I'm just a refugee. You know, I couldn't speak English. why me? What is is so special about me that I would end up in this court? It's impossible. That is, on the one hand, my own reservation about my own skill level, I suppose.

00:41:05:15 - 00:41:39:18
Judge Dženita Balić
But on the other hand, it's a thrill because if it means some something for someone else, then that that means a lot to me. If I'm to be used as some sort of, I'll say example, because I can't think of another English word at the moment, as some sort of example for what others might be able to use as a possibility in their life, then I'm more than happy to be part of that.

00:41:39:20 - 00:41:57:06
Judge Dženita Balić
I want that. It's important. I mean, diversity in the legal profession and the judiciary is it is a really important, matter and I think we are we are making strides in both of those.

00:41:57:08 - 00:42:17:15
Georgia
And throughout your career, even before you got to the bench, you had been an advocate for diverse voices within the legal profession. Through your work on the Women's Law Association Queensland, the Zonta Club Queensland, or, perhaps more recently as a member of the Diversity and Inclusion Justice Network. I'd like to talk about that for a moment.

00:42:17:15 - 00:42:21:12
Georgia
What is the Diversity and Inclusion Justice Network and what role does it play?

00:42:21:14 - 00:42:56:03
Judge Dženita Balić
So we have the Judicial Council on Diversity, which at the moment has our Chief Justice as the chair and there are individual courts from the country that are represented on the Judicial Council. Part of the Judicial Council is a network, and it's not necessarily something that sits underneath the council, but it's sort of a subsidiary body. But certainly the council oversees its work and I sit on the network.

00:42:56:05 - 00:43:29:23
Judge Dženita Balić
The purpose of the network is to report back to the council, and it is really all about diversity and inclusion in the legal profession, in the judiciary. Any other issues that might impact upon that in that very general space. And it's an important place for me because I identify, I suppose, as someone who is diverse myself. I'd like to think that my experiences give motivation to others.

00:43:30:00 - 00:44:01:17
Judge Dženita Balić
And perhaps most importantly, I'd like to think that I have views that might be different, that might sometimes be challenging, that might sometimes be, less impressive than others, or more impressive than others. Just different. And so I can effectively contribute in that space. So that's that's why I do it. I think it's an important part to keep developing this area.

00:44:01:19 - 00:44:06:18
Georgia
And can you tell me about any of the projects or initiatives that you've been a part of on the network?

00:44:06:22 - 00:44:48:18
Judge Dženita Balić
So, one of the bigger initiatives that we did were are called into translator shows or the interpreter shows. The Chief Justice, Deputy Chief Magistrate (Anthony) Gett and I traveled to Townsville. We did some sessions in Brisbane as well about the importance of interpreters. There are many other things that are going on at the moment, but that was one where we were really wedded to the idea, because, interpreters felt and feel that their role, is perhaps misunderstood and sometimes undervalued.

00:44:48:20 - 00:45:31:19
Judge Dženita Balić

Access to justice is directly impacted by access to interpreters. And so that became a very important part of these trips that we were making in order to convey to the profession the difficulties of interpretation. I can attest to that, the valuable skill that they have, but the repercussions of a lack of interpretation to access to justice. And, the concept of interpretation as a subject matter now for the chief justice has become one of the subject matters that is being taught as part of the bar practice course.

00:45:31:21 - 00:46:00:20
Judge Dženita Balić
So it's really Her Honour and her leadership that we've been able to have these ideas, where Her Honour can say, yes, she paves the path, you see, because of her and what she's capable of, we are then able to convey these very important, I'll call them multicultural ideas, to the profession.

00:46:00:22 - 00:46:10:15
Georgia
I don't think you should undersell your role in that either, but, are there any resources that the network provide that our listeners should be aware of?

00:46:10:17 - 00:46:38:04
Judge Dženita Balić
So yes, the network does a circulation, every six months. It has its own website, by the way as well, as does the council. And there are plenty of videos on the website, including about interpreters, access to justice, all sorts of services for those who come from diverse backgrounds, projects that other bodies are doing across the countries, some in the disability space as well.

00:46:38:04 - 00:47:05:12
Judge Dženita Balić
So there are many, many, very great resources on the website, but their circulation is usually only circulated to judges from my memory. It's not something that's available to the legal profession, but, the networks do communicate with the legal profession of the members and if there are things that are of importance, then their role is to champion that of course, to filter it out to the legal profession.

00:47:05:14 - 00:47:18:14
Georgia


Well, everyone can go and jump on the website and see what's available there. We've we've touched on it, but I will ask you the question anyway. Why is it important that the legal profession be and appear diverse?

00:47:18:16 - 00:47:54:01
Judge Dženita Balić
My answer is one that may or may not be common: access to justice. If you think that there is someone who comes from a different background might not be your background, but different to, someone who is simply traditionally associated with being a person of Anglo-Saxon background from a privileged background. Then maybe you start thinking about the judicial system in a different way.

00:47:54:03 - 00:48:35:05
Judge Dženita Balić
Many migrants who come from conflict zones have strong views about authority. They're not positive views and that doesn't change just because you come to another country. Because your mistrust of those authorities is deeply embedded inside of you. So, you not seeing someone like you doesn't, doesn't have the capacity to break that mistrust. Probably ever. That's just one idea.

00:48:35:05 - 00:48:55:07
Judge Dženita Balić
But there are many other ideas, including that different people with different backgrounds bring different ideas, different opinions, different values, different views. None of that depletes the court. It enriches the court. It enriches the profession. So the question really should be why not?

00:48:55:09 - 00:49:17:21
Georgia
But I read a quote that I think you might have said during your, appointment to the district court, which was that not having possessions and being able to go back from where you came from can be significantly illuminating for one's character. Can you tell me what you mean by that? And what was it that was illuminated to you?

00:49:17:23 - 00:49:53:05
Judge Dženita Balić
That is a very deep, deep place from where that comes from. As part of human nature, I think we misunderstand how little we actually need in our lives, just very, very few things. And there were many parts of my life where we hardly had anything. I don't remember my mum and dad being able to buy me clothes for a good two years.

00:49:53:07 - 00:50:12:00
Judge Dženita Balić
Everything was handed down by others because I was a refugee. Had we had no money. I remember when I came to Australia, I hadn't seen a $20 note in my hands until I was in year 12, because there was no money. And I still survived. 

00:50:12:02 - 00:50:13:13
Georgia
And thrived, arguably.

00:50:13:14 - 00:50:53:05
Judge Dženita Balić
And I didn't need much. And so when you don't have, you just don't need, extra, When you have, you want the next thing and the next thing, and you want more and you want more. So having possessions can be very negative for your character. That's not to denigrate people who have possessions. It's not a bad thing that I'm not trying to say that. For me, not having that meant that I could really just focus on the fundamentals, the people around me, the values and the ideas.

00:50:53:07 - 00:51:01:04
Judge Dženita Balić
So it really it really teaches you a lot about life. That was the point of that quote.

00:51:01:06 - 00:51:29:23
Georgia
And I thought it was a good one. And I'm glad I asked you that question, because I think we all need to keep that in mind. Earlier this year, you were on a panel, for the Better Call Sarah event. And I don't know about you, but I was struck by the number of people in the room who seemed concerned about there unconventional, journey to the law, that a lot of the questions were about people coming to the law as a second career, which is a different kind of diversity in the profession.

00:51:29:23 - 00:51:46:19
Georgia

But I was struck by how they were concerned that their, less traditional route might impact their career. What advice would you give to any listeners out there who, for whatever reason, don't think they fit the cookie cutter model of a lawyer? What advice would you give them?

00:51:46:19 - 00:52:17:17
Judge Dženita Balić
There is no model for being an associate. I mean, you are an associate, would you? Yes, I'm sure you were clever and or you are clever and had great marks and great attitude and all of those things. I think what judges look for is someone they can connect with. And just because you don't have the grades or you don't come from a particular mould, does not mean that you won't be able to have that connection with the judge.

00:52:17:19 - 00:52:49:17
Judge Dženita Balić
Judges are just people, human beings with flaws and good things and bad things, and they just want to be able to have someone who they can trust. Whether or not you had a second career should have no impact on your capacity to apply for an associate. My associate this year, I mentioned that two in in this discussion that I had through Better Call Sarah, had no experience at all.

00:52:49:19 - 00:53:11:11
Judge Dženita Balić
That was one of the reasons that why I wanted someone like that. Of course I interviewed her. To me, she was a bubbly young woman who was interested in the law. That's what you want. You want someone who can convey to you, why have I chosen to be in the law? What is it about it - 

00:53:11:13 - 00:53:33:19
Judge Dženita Balić
the profession -  that has made me mate made me make that very important decision. More so after you've had a career. I would be very interested in that, because those are the types of people who are really able to convey to you the human story about by the way, I was this person, and now I want to be this person.

00:53:33:21 - 00:54:01:19
Judge Dženita Balić


When I was at this event, I came across a number of of people, young and old. The people when I say old, I'm talking about the ones who identify as being older because they had a previous career, which I didn't agree with. But there was, for example, one woman who had been a doctor, she was a doctor, and she decided to become a lawyer or to go into the law.

00:54:01:21 - 00:54:35:05
Judge Dženita Balić
And she had a great story about why that was so. That is a huge selling point for a judge. And judges are all about giving someone an opportunity. They want to mentor. They want to be able to showcase to those who might even come from other backgrounds or disadvantages that you can be part of such a prestigious position because frankly, it is a prestigious position.

00:54:35:07 - 00:54:49:19
Judge Dženita Balić
So there is no mould. Anyone who is listening to this in the future, there's no mould. And by the way, I'm going to be very soon hoping to receive applications for associates for 2027. So look out!

00:54:49:23 - 00:54:59:24
Georgia
Yes, everyone get your applications in. And I think those comments translate more broadly across the profession as well. There's no cookie cutter mould necessarily of what it is to be a lawyer.

00:54:59:24 - 00:55:02:01
Judge Dženita Balić
Absolutely.

00:55:02:01 - 00:55:18:10
Georgia
So don't be afraid to put your hat in the ring. Yep. This has been a wonderful discussion, but there's one question that I ask every guest, to close out each episode. What is one piece of advice you would give your younger self as she commenced her legal career?

00:55:18:12 - 00:55:49:24

Judge Dženita Balić
I think I've already said it, which is don't worry when things go wrong. You can’y control the things that are going to go well or not well. And there are two pieces of advice. And once you start exercising your mind in that way, I think it makes it easier for you to deal with the severity of the job, whatever job it is that you're doing.

00:55:50:01 - 00:56:27:04
Judge Dženita Balić
The second part, which I think is also equally as crucial, is build your networks. Have friends, colleagues, listen to other people from other areas of the law, listen to their stories. Why do they do what they do? Open your horizons. Just because you're a criminal law doesn't mean you have to always be with other criminal lawyers. I found that through Women Lawyers Association of Queensland, had I known about them when I was 25/6, doing trials, I would have connected with them much, much sooner.

00:56:27:06 - 00:56:49:18
Judge Dženita Balić
And that exposed me to women who were personal injury lawyers who were in the commercial space. They thought differently. They gave me ideas in my own way about the structural things within the office, how to deal with other people. I love that I needed that even more so when I was younger. That's my advice.

00:56:49:20 - 00:56:53:10
Georgia
That's wonderful advice. Judge Balić, thank you so much for joining me today.

00:56:53:10 - 00:56:56:01
Judge Dženita Balić
It's okay. Thank you for having me.

00:56:56:03 - 00:57:09:08
Georgia
If you enjoyed listening to this episode of The Callover, hit subscribe and please share the link with your friends. And if there's any topic you'd like to hear us discuss or person you think should appear next on the call over, please get in touch using the contact details in the show notes.
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