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NSW'S top judge has revealed moves for an exchange program between judges on state courts, saying it was "an idea whose time has come".

Jim Spigelman told a National Judicial College conference: "Discussions have occurred between courts to implement such a system and the attorneys-general are considering the matter." 

Chief Justice Spigelman believes a stint on other courts would improve judicial performance, benefit courts and promote sentencing consistency. 

He noted at the sentencing conference on Friday that Chief Justice of the High Court Murray Gleeson had supported the idea in an interview with The Australian on February 1. 

Chief Justice Gleeson said he regretted he had "not managed to achieve" more movement across courts. He had encouraged the chief justices but suspected there were problems with the "practicalities". 

But Chief Justice Spigelman said he would have no difficulty inviting experienced criminal judges from other states to sit on criminal appeals involving commonwealth offences, or when there were matters "of sufficient significance". 

"I have every reason to believe the Attorney-General of NSW (John Hatzistergos) would be prepared to support such an arrangement," he said. 

The NSW Chief Justice said he would happily offer one of his judges in a reciprocal arrangement. "I have no doubt this system can work and would be welcomed by the judiciary throughout Australia." 

As the work pressure on the High Court grew, "the need for some kind of national intermediate court of appeal arrangement will grow". 

Chief Justice Spigelman backed a recommendation by the Australian Law Reform Commission for a new federal sentencing act. 

"If enacted, such an act will assist in ensuring consistency in the exercise of the sentencing discretion by courts throughout Australia. The proposals have much to commend them." 

He agreed with Federal Court judge Robert French's view that one of the benefits was "a sharpened sense of what is essential and what is inessential in the law". 

"This is an understanding which lawyers sometimes find difficult to attain," he said. "To the extent that judges can be exposed to diversity within the national judicial system, they have the opportunity to be better judges and to make their courts better courts." 

At the conference, federal Home Affairs Minister Bob Debus launched the national sentencing database.
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