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There has been no shortage of cases. 
Just as the church and charity scandals 
started tapering off, Families SA began 
to implode. Humphries is now acting for 
three families who share five of the seven 
very young victims of alleged serious 
sexual abuse by a care worker employed 
by the State Government. 

Humphries says the pattern of response 
never seems to change. Those in authority 
are not helpful or forthcoming, all seek to 
avoid blame and none put the victim first. 

“The knee-jerk response is to deny or 
minimise – it didn’t happen, it wasn’t that 
bad, there weren’t that many,” he says. 
“And this is the institutional response 
typically. We had that very clearly.” 

Humphries tells the story of a well- 
known Anglican who was heard to  

 S
OMETIME in 2008 Adelaide 
lawyer Peter Humphries had a 
call from a Melbourne lawyer 
who was acting for the Catholic 
Church. Humphries was 
representing families whose 

disabled children were abused on the bus 
as they travelled to and from St Ann’s 
special school. The lawyer was coming to 
Adelaide and wanted to meet. It seemed 
a good sign. 

“I somewhat foolishly thought this 
indicated that we could have a discussion 
and maybe sort something out because by 
that time these claims were six or seven 
years old,” says Humphries. 

The lawyer told Humphries that he 
was instructed by the Catholic Insurance 
Office to take every legal point in court, 
including the statute of limitations. 
Disappointed, Humphries told him to 
go ahead because in South Australia a 
plaintiff with a disability had a 30-year 
window in which to bring a proceeding. 
It signalled to him that in the eyes of the 
Catholic Church, more than a decade 
after the release of their Towards Healing 
protocols, the suffering of victims was still 
coming a poor second. 

As a partner at Duncan Basheer 
Hannon, Humphries has been at the 
cutting edge of the institutional calling 
to account that in the past 15 years has 

named after the controversial former 
Labor Attorney-General, Peter Duncan, 
lawyer and long-time administrator of 
the SANFL Max Basheer,  and a former 
labour lawyer Peter Hannon. Only 
Basheer still has a relationship with the 
firm, which has become known for its 
class actions, including representing 37 
people who were injured when the Spin 
Dragon ride at the Royal Adelaide Show 
collapsed in 2000. 

Class actions are complex and 
demand extraordinary co-ordination 
and management. Humphries fell into it 
almost by accident when in 1993 he acted 
for about 1300 Australian women with 
faulty breast implants that were leaking 
silicone gel. The case was run through the 
US courts against Dow Corning. 

“That went on for about 10 years, 
through the American courts,” he says. 
“There were three law firms in Australia 
and lots of these women so we did it 
co-operatively and channelled (the action) 
through the proceedings in the US.” 

Class actions then were relatively 
new. In Melbourne they were taken on 
by Slater and Gordon and in Sydney by 
Maurice Blackburn. In Adelaide it fell to 
Humphries and his firm, which was also 
running another significant local action, 

w o r d s  p e n e l o p e  d e b e l l e   p i c t u r e  m i k e  b u r t o n

Peter Humphries says he never set out to be a crusader for the 
underdog, so how did this Adelaide lawyer become the first choice for 

many frustrated abuse victims facing an institutional wall of silence?

complain that her Church was being  
unfairly singled out over the systematic  
abuse of 70 or more boys by a trusted  
youth leader, Robert Brandenburg. 

“She was saying that what was being 
done by us was completely inappropriate 
because it was just a little bit of ‘love gone 
wrong’,” says Humphries. 

“When you are dealing with people who 
are coming at it from that perspective, it’s 
not all that easy to introduce reality.”

Humphries, who grew up in 
Kalangadoo, is an accidental lawyer. He 
started out planning to do pharmacy but 
switched to law, spending his first 20 years 
at Mt Gambier where he ran most of the 
criminal trials in town. 

In 1991 he returned to Adelaide to join 
what became Duncan Basheer Hannon, 

swept like a tidal wave through the South 
Australian branches of the Anglican and 
Catholic Church, and the Salvation Army. 
Yet he is not a social campaigner, far 
from it. Almost by accident, this ordinary 
working lawyer fell into a line of work 
that has assumed significance because of 
its scale and subject matter. 

“It just fell to us,” he says. “I wouldn’t 
say I was any sort of crusader. The work 
has found us through a series of events.”

This personal injury lawyer has become 
the public voice of the system’s underdogs 
who have typically sought remedy 
elsewhere and failed. 

“It’s the nature of personal injury 
work, you are working for the underdog,” 
Humphries says. “Some people hate to do 
it, others don’t.” 
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fully how dark and complex was the legacy 
of sexual abuse. These were ordinary boys 
from solid families in Adelaide’s eastern 
suburbs who attended CEBS as part of 
a normal, fulfilled childhood. For many, 
their lives were ruined. 

“They were, as are all victims of 
sexual abuse to a greater of lesser degree 
traumatised by it and it impacts on their 
lives forever,” says Humphries. 

The boys – and most institutional sexual 
abuse victims are male – were typically 
prepubescent and inexperienced when the 
abuse first occurred. 

“If a boy is getting abused when he’s 16 
or 17 or 18, it’s only because he was getting 
abused back when he was 13 or 14,” says 
Humphries. “It doesn’t start when they’re 
17. They can say no. They know what’s 
going on.” 

The darkness is compounded when 
boys are groomed. The Brandenburg 
offences didn’t involve institutional rape. 
Instead, the boys were slowly seduced 
into sexual activity – through porn of 
increasing intensity often combined with 
drugs and alcohol – which provided a 
veneer of superficial consent. This is hard 
for the victims to live with. “They feel 
incredibly guilty, as if it’s somehow their 
fault they’ve done it,” Humphries says. 

 Sexual abuse cases don’t run as 
a class action because each one 
is based on individual events. It 
is a form of mass litigation with 

victims lining up against a common 
accused, in this case the Anglican Church. 

This was the first public exposure of 
large-scale sexual abuse in South Australia 
and for Humphries a sense of reality only 
entered the frame when former Anglican 
Archbishop, Ian George, left and was 
replaced by Archbishop Jeffrey Driver. 

“They have never been easy to deal 
with but they became willing to deal with 
us,” he says.

The Mullighan inquiry into the abuse 
of South Australian wards of state put the 
state ahead of the nation in formalising 
a structure to manage widespread 
institutional abuse. Humphries’ firm  
would see clients and refer them to the 
Mullighan inquiry, headed by retired 
Supreme Court judge, the late Ted 
Mullighan, who would send clients 
needing legal representation to them. 

“Ted personally spoke to all of these 
people and it took its toll on him,” says 
Humphries (Mullighan died in 2011). 
“Everyone we acted for thought it was very 
beneficial. He, in a sense, represented the 
state and was willing to sit down and listen 
to whatever it was they wanted to tell him.” 

In turn, the Mullighan inquiry led to 
substantiated claims against the Salvation 
Army, in particular at its Eden Park home 
in the Adelaide Hills where state wards 
were raped. It was the same story of abuse, 
in some ways worse. 

“They’ve been difficult to deal with in 
the way that most institutions are,” says 
Humphries. “The brutality at Eden Park 
was what was different about that place. 
It wasn’t just the sexual abuse, it was the 
physical abuse.” 

Soon after that, Humphries inherited 
the St Ann’s file. This abuse, which 

the compensation case against Nippy’s 
juice company over salmonella poisoning. 
By the time it took on the Harris Scarfe 
compensation claim acting for 4500 
shareholders, DHB’s hold on class actions 
in South Australia was entrenched. 

With that background, through the 
Brandenburg case in 2003, Humphries 
first came to know the victims of sexual 
abuse. Robert Brandenburg was in a 
trusted position as the state commissioner 
for the Church of England Boys Society 
(CEBS) and he systematically abused 
boys in his care for four decades. He was 
charged but committed suicide before 
going to trial. 

Humphries acted for about 70 of the 
victims and he began to understand more 

occurred in 1991 but was discovered by 
chance a decade later, was unspeakably 
exploitative and involved the rape or 
abuse by a bus driver of profoundly 
intellectually disabled children who 
attended a Catholic special school. Locked 
in their own worlds, they could not even 
tell anyone. 

Humphries says the response of the 
Catholic Education Office when they first 
heard of it was to pretend it didn’t happen. 

The abuse came to light when a tip-off 
led police to discover photographs of 
some of the abused children during a raid 
on the driver’s home. The parents of those 
children were notified, but no one else. 
Humphries still thinks the Church had a 
duty of care to inform the parents of other 
children on the bus that their child might 
also have been abused. 

“That never happened,” he says. “So 
these parents of the other children were left 
in the dark and this is with a background 
of some of them independently going to 
the school and saying ‘my son has started 
behaving in the most inappropriate 
way and we’ve been racking our brains 
thinking of something that might have 
happened to him that would trigger this’.” 

The abuse of disabled children seemed 
like rock bottom. Yet the latest horror 
involves the alleged rape of children as 
young as six months by a Families SA 
care worker about whom danger signs 
were either ignored or missed. The 
children, taken into care because of their 
already disadvantaged backgrounds, were 
subjected to this. 

 Humphries says he can’t answer 
whether being exposed to so 
much darkness has affected 
his view of human nature. 

He doesn’t think so but he knows that 
nothing surprises him anymore.  

“My wife says to me, ‘don’t you think 
it’s terrible?’ Yes, but I’m so inured to it, 
I don’t think I can be shocked anymore,” 
he says. “I don’t think I expect the worst 
of people but I’m not shocked when I  
hear it.” 

The damage caused by sexual abuse is 
profound. It is generally accepted, he says, 
that people struggle to talk about it for 20 
to 30 years after the event. In cases like 
Brandenburg, where the victim has been 
groomed to consent, the long-term impact 
seems to be worse. 

“There is a very deep-seated sense of 
guilt, and I think that is particularly so of 
those who have been groomed and have 
been seemingly a co-operating party,” he 
says. “It makes it very difficult for these 
people to develop ordinary, if you like, 
normal relations.” 

Many victims struggle with trust and 
self-worth and develop problematic 
personalities, sometimes compounded 
by alcoholism or drug addiction, which 
detonates relationships. 

“You find typically difficulty first in 
establishing a relationship and, if that 
happens, maintaining it,” he says. “You 
often see a series of failed relationships 
and often you will get substance or 
alcohol abuse.” At its worst, the damage 
is intergenerational because parenting 
can be fraught. Some things will help, 

like being listened to, having counselling 
and being paid compensation. Money can 
improve a life but it is also a marker of 
acknowledgment, guilt money, if you like. 

“If the compensation is so large that it 
hurts the organisation then even better,” 
he says. “It’s probably not an exaggeration 
to say that if they could break the 
organisation, they would not be unhappy, 
that’s how great is the anger.” 

 Slowly and painfully the institutions 
most at fault are being dragged 
into the light. In the Families SA 
cases, compensation is still two 

decades away because only then can a 
meaningful assessment of its individual 
impacts be made. The firm’s principal 
role will be to guide the families through 
the unfolding process, starting with the 
Nyland Royal Commission. Personally, 
Humphries despairs of Families SA and 
its apparent failures of common sense. 

“There’s no bloody intelligence, they 
never bloody think,” he says, exasperated. 

At 65, Humphries is coming to the end 
of his working life. His wife, Kate, is a 
retired social worker and they increasingly 
spend time in Bern in Switzerland where 
one of their three children lives. 

Some things still niggle him, like the 
way the Catholic Insurance Office tried 
to play hard ball in the St Ann’s case. 
Humphries pursued this during a tense 
exchange with Archbishop Philip Wilson 
during the South Australian sittings of the 
Royal Commission into the Institutional 
Responses to Child Sexual Abuse in 
March this year. In a revealing exchange, 
he asked the Archbishop whether 
the insurance office – which runs the 
church’s cases for them – was bound by 
the principles of the Catholic Church’s 
Towards Healing protocols, which were 
introduced in the mid-1990s in response 
to claims of sexual abuse. 

“Do you know whether or not the 
Catholic Church Insurances office 
subscribes to the Towards Healing 
protocol?” Humphries asked.

“No, I don’t,” said Archbishop Wilson.
Humphries says abuse is a never-ending 

story. Only one of the seven St Ann’s 
cases has settled and there are six more to 
go. Just as the Anglican cases were dealt 
with and the Salvation Army claims were 
coming to an end, Families SA blew up in 
the government’s face. 

The law is a blunt instrument when it 
comes to fixing the pain and the long-
term suffering caused by sexual abuse. 
Humphries says victims fare better if 
events are recent but with claims older 
than 10 or 15 years, finding witnesses and 
proving a case is a lottery. 

Over the past decade the light of justice 
has shone a little brighter for those to 
whom great harm was done. He wishes 
the institutions who gave shelter to the 
abusers were more ready to acknowledge 
wrong where it happened, and to try 
harder to fix it. In every case, they have 
had to be dragged to the table. 

“We’ve pretty much had proceedings 
on all claims,” Humphries says. “In most 
cases it is really the threat of a trial. 
Issuing proceedings is just a step along 
the way.”

THE 
DARKNESS IS 
COMPOUNDED 
WHEN BOYS ARE 
GROOMED


