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INTRODUCTION:
NAVIGATING
LEGAL
REFERENCES IN
AUSTRALIA

In  the  world  of  legal
s c h o l a r s h i p  a n d
professional  practice,
precision is paramount.
Every argument, every
judgment,  and  every
statute  rel ies  on  a
f o u n d a t i o n  o f
authoritative  sources.
But how does a writer
ensure  that  these
sources are clearly and
consistently  identified?
T h e  a n s w e r  f o r
A u s t r a l i a n  l e g a l

p r o f e s s i o n a l s ,
a c a d e m i c s ,  a n d
s tudents  l i es  in  a
single,  indispensable
v o l u m e :  T h e
Australian  Guide  To
Lega l  C i t a t i on .
Commonly abbreviated
as AGLC, this manual is
the  definitive  standard
for  referencing  legal
materials  in  Australia.
W h e t h e r  y o u  a r e
drafting  a  submission
for  the  High  Court,
writing a journal article
for  the  Melbourne
University Law Review,
o r  comp le t i ng  an
a s s i g n m e n t  f o r  a
founda t i ona l  l aw
subject,  understanding
and applying the rules
within  this  guide  is
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non-negotiable.  This
article  will  provide  a
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
overview  of  what  the
A G L C  i s ,  i t s  c o r e
components,  and  why
mastering it is a critical
s k i l l  f o r  a n y o n e
e n g a g e d  w i t h
Australian  law.

WHAT IS THE
AUSTRALIAN
GUIDE TO LEGAL
CITATION?

The  Australian  Guide
To Legal  Citation  is  a
footnote-based  legal
c i t a t i o n  s t y l e
d e v e l o p e d  a n d
maintained  by  the
M e l b o u r n e
U n i v e r s i t y  L a w
Review  (MULR).  It  is
n o w  i n  i t s  f o u r t h
edition (AGLC4), which
was published in 2018.
While it  was originally
created for use by the
MULR,  the  guide  has
been  widely  adopted
across  Australian  law

schools,  courts,  and
legal  publishers.  It
serves as  the primary
authority  for  how  to
cite  cases,  legislation,
books, journal articles,
a n d  o t h e r  l e g a l
m a t e r i a l s  i n  a
consistent  and  logical
manner.  The  AGLC  is
often compared to the
Bluebook system used
in the United States or
the OSCOLA style used
in the United Kingdom,
but  i t  i s  un ique ly
tailored  to  Australian
lega l  sources  and
conventions.

The
Evolution
of the
AGLC
The  first  edition  of  the
AGLC emerged from a
need  for  a  unified
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Australian  citation
standard.  Prior  to  its
creation,  Australian
legal  writ ing  often
borrowed from English
or  American  citation
methods, which led to
inconsistency  and
confusion. The success
of  the  first  edition  led
t o  s u b s e q u e n t
revisions, each refining
the rules to keep pace
with  changes  in  legal
p u b l i s h i n g  a n d
t e c h n o l o g y .  T h e
current edition, AGLC4,
includes updated rules
f o r  c i t i n g  o n l i n e
sources,  international
m a t e r i a l s ,  a n d
ind igenous  l ega l
issues,  reflecting  the
evolving  landscape  of
A u s t r a l i a n  l e g a l
research.

CORE PRINCIPLES
OF THE AGLC
STYLE

Before  div ing  into
specific  rules,  it  is

essential to understand
the  philosophy  behind
The  Australian  Guide
To Legal  Citation.  The
style  is  designed with
two  primary  goals:
clarity  and  brevity.
Unlike  some  citation
systems that  prioritize
b i b l i o g r a p h i c
thoroughness above all
else, the AGLC aims to
provide the reader with
enough information  to
locate  the  source
without  cluttering  the
text.  It  achieves  this
t h r o u g h  a  s t r i c t
h i e r a r c h y  o f
information  and  a  set
o f  s t a n d a r d i z e d
abbreviations.

The
Footnote
System
The  hallmark  of  the
AGLC  i s  i t s  use  o f
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footnotes. Rather than
using parenthetical  in-
text citations (like APA
or Harvard),  the AGLC
places  al l  c i tat ion
i n f o r m a t i o n  i n
f o o t n o t e s  a t  t h e
bottom of each page. A
superscript  number  in
t h e  m a i n  t e x t
c o r r e s p o n d s  t o  a
footnote  that  contains
the  full  citation.  This
system is  preferred in
legal writing because it
allows  the  author  to
make  a  point  in  the
text  without  breaking
the  flow  with  complex
reference  details.  It
also  al lows  for  the
inclusion  of  "ibid"  (a
Latin term meaning "in
the  same  place")  and
"cross-references"  to
earlier footnotes, which
keeps  the  citations
concise once a source
has  been  fully  cited
once.

Pinpoint
Referenc
es
A critical feature of the
A G L C  i s  t h e
r e q u i r e m e n t  f o r
pinpoint  references.
Whenever you quote or
closely  paraphrase  a
specific passage from a
case,  article,  or  book,
you  must  direct  the
reader  to  the  exact
page  or  paragraph
where  the  material
appears. For cases, this
m e a n s  c i t i n g  t h e
specific  page  number
of  the law report.  For
journal  art ic les,  i t
means citing the page
on which the relevant
statement  is  made.
This  level  of  precision
i s  a  h a l l m a r k  o f
credible  legal  writing
and is strictly enforced
by the AGLC.
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HOW TO CITE
PRIMARY SOURCES
USING THE AGLC

Primary  sources  are
the  raw  materials  of
the law: legislation and
c a s e  l a w .  T h e
Australian  Guide  To
Legal Citation provides
very  specific  rules  for
these sources, as they
form the  backbone  of
most legal arguments.

Citing
Cases
Citing a case under the
A G L C  r e q u i r e s  a
specific  order  of
c o m p o n e n t s .  A
standard  case  citation
includes the case name
(in italics), the year of
t h e  d e c i s i o n  ( i n
brackets),  the  volume
number, the law report
abbreviation,  and  the
start ing  page.  For
example: Smith v Jones

(2020) 275 CLR 100. If
the  case  is  from  an
unreported  judgment,
the citation will include
the  cour t  and  the
judgment number. The
g u i d e  p r o v i d e s
extens ive  l i s ts  o f
a p p r o v e d
abbreviations  for  all
major  Australian  law
reports,  such  as  CLR
(Commonwealth  Law
Reports),  FCR (Federal
Court  Reports),  and
ALR  (Australian  Law
Reports).

Citing
Legislatio
n
Legislation is cited in a
more  straightforward
manner,  but  attention
to detail is still crucial.
A citation for an Act of
Parliament includes the
t i t le  of  the  Act  ( in
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italics), the year it was
p a s s e d ,  a n d  t h e
j u r i s d i c t i o n .  F o r
example:  Corporations
Act  2001  (Cth).  When
citing  a  specific
section,  you  use  the
abbreviation 's' (or 'ss'
for  multiple  sections),
followed by the section
number. The AGLC also
covers how to cite Bills,
delegated  legislation
(such  as  regulations),
a n d  r e p e a l e d
legislation.

HOW TO CITE
SECONDARY
SOURCES USING
THE AGLC

Secondary sources are
the commentary on the
law,  including  books,
journal  articles,  and
reports.  The  AGLC
p r o v i d e s  c l e a r
guidance  for  these
sources,  ensuring  that
credit is given where it
is due and that readers
can easily follow up on

the author's research.

Citing
Books
A book citation in the
AGLC typically includes
the author's name, the
title  of  the  book  (in
italics),  the  edition  (if
a p p l i c a b l e ) ,  t h e
publisher,  the  year  of
publication,  and  the
pinpoint  page.  For
example: Peter Hanks,
Constitutional  Law  in
Australia  (LexisNexis,
3rd  ed,  2016)  145.
N o t e  t h e  u s e  o f
parentheses  around
t h e  p u b l i s h e r
information  and  the
p lacement  o f  t he
pinpoint  reference  at
the  end.

Citing
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Journal
Articles
Journal  articles  are
cited with the author's
name,  the title  of  the
article (in roman type,
enclosed  in  s ingle
quotation  marks),  the
yea r ,  t he  vo lume
number,  the  journal
abbreviation,  and  the
start ing  page.  For
e x a m p l e :  J a m e s
S t e l l i o s ,  ' T h e
Federalism  Effect'
(2021)  47(2)  Monash
University Law Review
1. The AGLC provides a
comprehensive  list  of
a p p r o v e d
abbrev iat ions  for
A u s t r a l i a n  a n d
internat iona l  law
journals, which helps to
keep  footnotes  brief
and  uniform.

PRACTICAL TIPS

FOR MASTERING
THE AGLC

Memorizing  the  entire
AGLC is not a realistic
goal  for  most  writers.
However,  developing
efficient  strategies  for
u s i n g  i t  c a n
significantly  improve
your  workflow  and  the
q u a l i t y  o f  y o u r
citations.

Use a Style
Guide Cheat
Sheet: Keep a
quick-reference
guide for the
most common
sources you cite.
Many universities
provide these for
their students.
Invest in
Reference
Management
Software: Tools
like EndNote,
Zotero, or
RefWorks often
have AGLC
output styles.
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While not always
100% accurate,
they can
automate the
formatting of
your footnotes
and bibliography,
saving you hours
of manual work.
Pay Attention
to Punctuation:
The AGLC is very
specific about
the use of
commas,
brackets, and
italics. A
misplaced
comma can
change the
meaning of a
citation. Closely
follow the
examples
provided in the
guide.
Always Check
the Official
Guide: If you are
unsure about a
rule, refer
directly to the

AGLC4 manual.
Relying on
memory or
second-hand
advice can lead
to errors.

COMMON
MISTAKES TO
AVOID

Even experienced legal
writers  sometimes
stumble  when  using
The  Australian  Guide
To  Legal  C i tat ion.
Being  aware  of  the
most  common  pitfalls
can  help  you  avoid
them.

Incorrect use1.
of 'ibid': 'Ibid'
can only be used
when referring to
the same source
as the
immediately
preceding
footnote, and it
must refer to the
*same page*
unless a new
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pinpoint is
provided. Writers
often incorrectly
use 'ibid' when a
different source
has been cited in
between.
Failure to2.
provide
pinpoint
references: As
noted earlier, a
citation that
refers to a book
or article
generally without
a specific page
number is
considered
incomplete when
used to support a
specific
proposition.
Mixing styles:3.
Do not combine
AGLC rules with
rules from other
citation systems,
such as APA or
Chicago. The
footnotes must
be consistently

formatted
according to
AGLC standards.
Incorrect order4.
of case name
components:
The year in
brackets, the
volume number,
the report
abbreviation, and
the page number
must appear in
the precise order
required by the
AGLC. Any
deviation is
considered an
error.

WHY THE AGLC
MATTERS FOR
YOUR LEGAL
CAREER

M a s t e r i n g  T h e
Australian  Guide  To
Legal Citation is about
more than just getting
a  good  grade  on  a
paper .  I t  i s  about
participating  in  the
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c u l t u r e  o f  l e g a l
professionalism.  When
you submit a document
with  flawless  citations,
you  s ignal  to  your
reader—whether  that
is a judge, a partner at
a law firm, or a journal
editor—that  you  are
meticulous,  credible,
and  respectful  of  the
sources  that  underpin
your work.
Incorrect  citation  can
h a v e  r e a l - w o r l d
consequences .  A
citation that cannot be
easily  verified  wastes
the  reader's  time and
raises doubts about the
accuracy of your entire
a r g u m e n t .  I n  a
litigation  context,  a
poorly cited case could
e v e n  b e  s e e n  a s
misleading  the  court.
By taking the time to
l e a r n  t h e  A G L C
proper ly ,  you  are
building trust with your
a u d i e n c e  a n d
demonstrating that you

take  your  professional
r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s
seriously.
Fur thermore ,  the
discipline  required  to
master a citation style
translates  into  better
overall  legal  writing.
The need to be precise,
concise, and consistent
in  your  foo tnotes
forces  you  to  be  the
same  in  your  prose.
The AGLC is not just a
set of arbitrary rules; it
is  a  f ramework  for
clear communication.

CONCLUSION

The  Australian  Guide
To Legal Citation is far
more than a dry list of
formatting  rules.  It  is
an  essential  tool  that
fac i l i t a tes  c lea r ,
c r e d i b l e ,  a n d
professional  legal
communication  across
Australia.  From  the
H igh  Cour t  to  the
classroom,  the  AGLC
provides  a  common
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l a n g u a g e  f o r
r e f e r e n c i n g  t h e
sources  that  form the
bedrock  of  our  legal
system.  While  it  may
seem daunting  at  first,
with  practice  and  the
r i g h t  r e s o u r c e s ,
anyone can master its
core  principles.  By

investing  the  time  to
learn  the  AGLC,  you
are  not  just  learning
how  to  cite—you  are
learning  how  to  think
and write like a lawyer.
In the rigorous world of
Australian law, that is a
skill that will serve you
for your entire career.


