
A day in the life of ...

Joanne Wade

The Dust Disease Tribunal on Level 11 of John 

Maddison Tower in Sydney is one of the saddest 

courts in NSW. It’s where Joanne Wade, Slater + 

Gordon’s State Practice Leader for Civil Liability, 

takes her cases for hearing as a last resort. In 

the toughest cases, the plaintiffs have been 

diagnosed with mesothelioma and have fewer 

than 12 months to live.  About 300-400 cases 

are commenced each year and 95 per cent 

settle at compulsory mediation. Those that don’t 

are heard in the tribunal and speed can become 

very important. Sometimes Wade, 45, receives 

a call that a client is gravely ill and has to call 

the court to arrange a bedside hearing, where a 

tribunal Judge, barristers and the lawyers travel 

to the plaintiff’s home or hospital. In 2014, Wade 

was the lawyer for Steven Dunning, a former 

BHP steelworker from the Hunter Valley who 

won a landmark $2.2 million damages claim 

against the resources giant when he was 54. 

Dunning suffers from terminal mesothelioma 

from inhaling asbestos dust while working at 

BHP’s steel blast furnaces as a 19-year-old in 

the early 1980s. Wade was the first person in 

her family to attend university and hasn’t looked 

back since her first class at Macquarie University. 

She is one of a handful of Accredited Specialists 

working in the dust diseases area of the law. 

“In the asbestos field, you know everyone,” she 

says. “It’s a highly specialised field of law and 

one of the saddest.” Proudly leading a team of 

three lawyers and eight support staff, Wade tells  

JANE SOUTHWARD about her work. 

ASBESTOS LAWYER

“As an asbestos lawyer you don’t know 
what your day will be like day to day. 
You might have a plan for your day and 
then you get a phone call that someone 
has taken a turn for the worst and you 
need to quickly and urgently prepare 
documents. Sometimes if the person is 
really sick, we can make an application 
to bring their case on quicker and have 
an urgent bedside hearing because they 
are going to die. The judge will come 
out to the home, as will the barristers 
and the defendant lawyers. 

We take the plaintiff’s evidence 
wherever they are. Then we come back 
to the court and get directions to 
finish the case as quickly as possible. 
Sometimes you might get a phone call 
from someone new who is really sick 
and you need to just drop everything 
and go and see them. 

Anyone who is suffering from 
a dust disease-related condition – 
mesothelioma, asbestos-induced lung 
cancer, asbestos-related disease or 
silicosis – can bring their claim in the 
Dust Diseases Tribunal, a specialised 
court set up specifically to deal with 
these types of claims.

One of the most important things in 
doing this work is showing compassion. 
People really want to resolve their 
claims in their lifetime so they know 
when they leave this world their families 
are well looked after. There is probably 
really no justice in this because people 
who are sick would prefer to have their 
health than get a settlement. 

I grew up in Georges Hall, near 
Bankstown. All I wanted to study was 
law because I wanted to help people. 
After university, I started working for a 
firm in Kirrawee called Watkins Tapsell 
and I started doing personal injury 
work. We started doing asbestos work. 

My father worked at Cockatoo 
Dockyards as an apprentice fitter and 
turner and he was exposed to asbestos. 
Then he worked as a marine engineer 

for Australian National Line and was 
exposed to asbestos again. He has 
asbestos-related pleural disease. When 
I was growing up, dad was starting to 
suffer from shortness of breath. He 
would find it hard to walk up hills and 
to get upstairs. 

I guess because I had a connection to 
asbestos-related diseases, and coming 
from a working class background, I love 
helping workers and everyday people. 

I became an equity partner at Watkins 
Tapsell in 2000, a few years after I 
started working there. I moved to Slater 
+ Gordon in 2008 and at that stage had 
three children under five. 

Dust diseases is a niche area of the law 
and there are, at most, 15 practitioners 
in this area from the plaintiffs side and 
only a few firms that do asbestos work. It 
is so specialised; you need to know the 
history of asbestos. You need to know 
the history of occupations. 

Australia was one of the largest 
manufacturers and users of asbestos in 
the world. Every house built before the 
mid-1980s has some form of asbestos 
cement fibro in it. I think the research 
says one in three homes in Australia 
has asbestos in it and, compared with 
overseas, that is a lot. We also used 
asbestos in the steelworks, in ship 
building, for insulation and in power 
stations. 

The number of cases related to asbestos 
is expected to peak in 2020, so I think 
there will still be more cases. People are 
still disturbing fibro if they don’t think it 
could contain asbestos. 

I like that Slater + Gordon is prepared 
to help people and stand up for our 
clients. In the Dunning case, we fought 
for him for four years to get a result and 
the judgment was then appealed to the 
Court of Appeal. I went and visited Mr 
Dunning recently when I was back up at 
Cessnock. He takes a lot of medication 
and is still very ill, but he was so grateful 
and thankful that his family is looked 

after and so proud of the renovations he 
had finally completed at his home.

I have three daughters and life is pretty 
busy. I try to fit in the gym three times a 
week at 5am. It helps with stress. Then I 
race home and get all the lunches ready, 
get the children ready, and get into work 
by 9am. On the other two days, I start 
by 6.30am so I can then leave to be 
home by a reasonable time. 

I think having a family grounds 
you. I feel like I can relate when I am 
interviewing people who have children, 
they talk about how busy they are and I 
can relate to that. 

When I first go out and meet a client 
in their home or in their hospital bed, 
we spend two to three hours with them. 
I have to go through their entire life 
history – where they were born, the 
occupations of their parents, what 
schools they went to, the suburbs they 
lived in, whether they ever did any home 
renovations, all of their occupations. You 
need to get the entire life history because 
you need to immediately investigate 
how they were exposed and who the 
defendant might be in their claim.

It’s very important to file a statement 
of claim in their lifetime because it 
protects general damages. This is the 
only jurisdiction where if you have filed 
a statement of claim in their lifetime, 
and they then pass away, the general 
damages are protected for the estate. 

If a statement of claim has not been 
filed in their lifetime, the estate is not 
able to claim those general damages. 

I have done hundreds and hundreds 
of cases. The cases are very involved and 
you have to do everything quickly. 

Sometimes when I see people, I will 
finish the interview and jump back 
in the car and I will just start crying 
because it’s just so sad. The cases of 
people in their 40s who have children 
are the toughest and the youngest client 
I have had was 26. I put that sadness 
into getting results for our clients.  
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