
Pro Bono

Inspiring Pro Bono Action

Voco

ISSUE 2 |  DEC 2019

AUSTRALIAN
PRO BONO CENTRE

Nic Patrick: global perspective 
on legal need and sector trends
Innovative pro bono service delivery: 
RLC’s Financial Abuse Service
Talking human rights 
with Madeleine Bridgett

Pursuing social purpose: 
Hannah Rose, Sparke Helmore Lawyers
Spotlight on our Board: Leanne Collingburn
Youth Law Australia: Innovating access 
to justice for young people
Reflections of Davyd Wong, Hong Kong 
Centre for Pro Bono Service

ExpertsDirect: providing pro bono 
expert witness services
What makes them tick? 
Q&A with Centre staff
Brimbank Melton CLC: 
Supporting local communities



On behalf of the Australian Pro Bono Centre team I wish you 
a very warm welcome to the second edition of the Centre’s 
biannual publication, Pro Bono Voco.

Pro Bono Voco highlights, acknowledges and describes the 
stellar work of the Australian and international pro bono 
community in helping the most disadvantaged members 
of our society and furthering the public interest. 

Albert Einstein said, “Try not to become a person of success, 
but rather try to become a person of value”. 
A common thread through a number 
of stories in this edition is the ‘journey’ 
to work in pro bono, social justice 
and human rights. I’m delighted 
that we’ve had the opportunity to 
profile so many dynamic, dedicated 
individuals in this edition who are making 
such a valuable contribution to our global society.  

We hear from Madeleine Bridgett about the development 
of her career as a human rights barrister, including her 
journey from Australia to the UK, Nigeria and Strasbourg 
and her important pro bono work in the area of business 
and human rights (page 3). Hannah Rose of Sparke 
Helmore Lawyers discusses her passions, her journey to Pro 
Bono Partner, and her support for the youth mental health 
charity, ‘batyr’ (page 10). 

Davyd Wong, an Australian who recently founded the Hong 
Kong Centre for Pro Bono Service Limited, talks about his 
time as a student at UNSW, and how he now marries his 
commercial legal career with promoting social justice (page 
18). We also interview Australian Pro Bono Centre Board 
member and Special Counsel at Norton Rose Fulbright, 
Leanne Collingburn, about her career, passions and the 
formative experience she had growing up in Queensland 
with a strong connection to the local Yaegl Indigenous 
community (page 15). 

Three of our Centre team members, Jessica Hatherall, 
Sally Embelton and Natasha Rose, each describe their 
own inspirations and social justice career journeys 
leading to working at the Centre (page 20). 

We’re delighted to provide a summary of the podcast 
interview we conducted with Nic Patrick, Partner & Head of 
Responsible Business at DLA Piper, on 10 December 2019, 
about his thoughts - from a global perspective - on 

growing areas of legal need and sector trends (page 7). 

Throughout this edition we also profile a number of 
legal assistance projects and programs receiving 

critical pro bono support. Ahram Choi, Principal 
Solicitor at Youth Law Australia, describes the 
pro bono support YLA receives for its national 

Cyber Volunteer Project (page 12). Jasmine 
Opdam, a lawyer at Redfern Legal Centre, writes 

about RLC’s new Financial Abuse Service which 
receives pro bono partnership support from law firms 

and in-house corporate teams (page 5).

We hear from Brimbank Melton Community Legal Centre 
about its range of programs supporting local Victorian 
people experiencing socio-economic disadvantage, 
including the pro bono support it receives from the 
Victorian Government Solicitor’s Office and other teams 
(page 16). We also throw a spotlight on the ExpertsDirect 
Pro Bono Service, which started in 2018 in collaboration 
with the Australian Pro Bono Centre to provide pro bono 
and community lawyers with access to expert witnesses
(page 22).

The Centre is grateful to the contributors to this second 
edition of Pro Bono Voco. We hope you enjoy it and we 
wish you a wonderful holiday season! 

Gabriela Christian-Hare,
CEO

Each week the Centre distributes 
a Weekly Round-Up of the top news 
stories relating to pro bono legal 
work and access to justice through 
Pro Bono in the News. Subscribe 
at www.probonocentre.org.au

Don’t miss the Centre’s 
primary resources at 
www.probonocentre.org.au:
· The Australian Pro Bono 

Manual: a ‘how to’ and ‘best 
practice’ guide on establishing 
and operating a pro bono 
program

·  Pro Bono Partnerships and 
Models: A Practical Guide 
to What Works: practical 
information on how to 
effectively collaborate on 
pro bono projects

· Best Practice Guide: a guide 
to best practice in the provision 
of pro bono legal services

· Client Management & 
Self-Care Guide

· Pro Bono Legal Work: A Guide 
for Government Lawyers

· Pro Bono Legal Work: A Guide 
for In-House Corporate Lawyers

Pro BonoVoco
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Thank you to the Sparke Helmore team 
for use of the front cover photo.

 

https://www.probonocentre.org.au/australian-pro-bono-news/weekly-roundup/


In 2011, having been called to the Bar of England and Wales, 
I accepted a position working for the Bar Human Rights 
Committee of England and Wales (BHRC) in the Niger Delta of 
Nigeria, West Africa. I had just completed my bar exams and 
I recall feeling quite dissatisfied with the world, yearning for 
change. The idea of packing up my belongings and living in 
Nigeria, strangely for some, was appealing to me. I wanted to 
be free from materialism and get back to basics. 

When I saw the position advertised through our pro bono unit 
where I completed my barrister training in London, it felt as if 
the job description had been written for me. BHRC were 
looking for someone who would be part of a legal team 
responsible for prosecuting cases of child abuse where the 
child had been accused of witchcraft. They also wanted that 
person to build relationships and provide 
education and training to the police, 
judiciary, elders, the community, teachers 
and nurses regarding the child rights 
legislation in Nigeria, child protection 
policies and legal case management. 
Having been a social worker for over fifteen 
years before being called to the bar, the 
position would enable me to combine both 
my social skills and legal training. I hurriedly 
sent off my application as I was about 
to sit my bar exams, not thinking I would be successful.

I spent the next twelve months in the deep pockets of the 
Niger Delta advocating for the legal protection of the rights of 
children whilst actively promoting the rule of law. I lived in a 
compound with local people in Calabar, Cross River State, 
despite being offered hotel accommodation. I wanted to be 
part of the community and to live as local people lived. My 
compound was basic and comfortable. There was no hot 
water or shower, however given the weather was equatorial 
heat there was no need for hot water, so cold bucket baths was 
all I needed, and very refreshing! Electricity would come and 
go, and at night it would get extremely hot without the use of 
my fan. During the day I would charge up my iPod at work so 
that I could listen to BBC World Service in the evening to keep 
me company when the electricity cut out. 

Talking 
human rights 
with
Madeleine
Bridgett

Over the course of the twelve months in Nigeria, I found myself 
in many difficult and unusual situations. I recall that within a 
few weeks of arriving I was on the back of a motorbike riding 
through the jungle responding to a call to assist a child who 
had been accused of being a witch and was subsequently 
ostracised from her family and community, severely tortured 
and psychologically harmed. Due to the nature of my legal 
work in prosecuting cases, I also had to deal with issues of 
bribery, extortion and corruption. On one occasion the NGO 
where I was located was under siege by the Nigerian army and 
I was physically attacked. Despite these challenges, there were 
many gains in the twelve months. Our legal team secured the 
first prosecution of a child abuse case at a Family Court in Cross 
River State. We also filed the first application to the family court 
registry in the High Court, Calabar, Cross River State, and we 

were successful in prosecu-
ting that case which involved a 

child who had been labelled a 
witch. This was the beginning 

of my career as a human 
rights barrister, although 
I did not know this at 

the time.

I left Nigeria in 2012 and travelled 
to Strasbourg to work for the European Court of Human Rights 
as the recipient of the Peter Duffy Human Rights Scholarship 
awarded to me by The Honourable Society of Lincoln’s Inn. I 
found myself in the epicentre of human rights. Walking into 
the Court each day filled me with an immense and overwhel-
ming feeling of awe. I knew then that being a human rights 
barrister was to be my future career path in law.

It was not that unusual to find myself pursuing a career in 
human rights, given that I had left behind me a long-standing 
career as a social worker in Australia, where I had dedicated 
over fifteen years of my life working with and advocating for 
people who were vulnerable and marginalised in society. I saw 
then, and continue to see now, that becoming a human rights 
barrister has been borne out of my career as a social worker, 
except that my legal advocacy requires me to represent people 
in court, a step beyond my social work advocacy which 
required me to advocate for people in the community. 

Madeleine Bridgett, international 
human rights barrister, shares some 
of the highlights of her journey from 
social work to law. 

“For me, the Latin phrase pro bono 
publico means more than “for the 
greater good”. It means access to 
justice, equality for all, and importantly 
it means human rights in action.”
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Talking human rights with Madeleine Bridgett

My first memory of wanting to become a barrister was when I 
was around twelve years old. I recall reading about what 
barristers and solicitors do as part of their work, and given I was 
more interested in the oral advocacy, I decided I did not want to 
become a solicitor. Interestingly, that is exactly how my career 
turned out. I went straight to the bar after completing my legal 
studies, and during my reader’s year in 2016 I did anything and 
everything to make sure I was on my feet in court. It was 
through this decision, and through my continued commitment 
to social justice, that I found myself briefed in pro bono matters 
which have proved to be of great public significance, not that I 
knew that at the time I accepted the briefs.   

My first pro bono brief was in 2016 from the Legal Assistance 
Referral Scheme of the NSW Bar Association, representing a 
client in a Hague Convention International Child Abduction 
case. The matter was initially heard before the Family Court of 
Australia, then on appeal before the Full Court of the Family 
Court of Australia, and the matter concluded with a Special 
Leave Application to the High Court of Australia. 

In 2017 I was briefed by Legal Aid to represent persons of 
interest in three separate coronial inquests, two of them on a 
pro bono basis. The findings from one of the inquests resulted 
in important recommendations, in particular a recommenda-
tion to the Minister for Health to improve the safety of beds 
used by children with physical and/or neurological disabilities 
in NSW.

That same year I was briefed by a solicitor to represent a client 
who had been refused a protection visa on the basis that there 
were serious reasons for considering that he had committed 

war crimes in Sri Lanka. The client has been 
deemed a refugee, however it is alleged by 
the Minister for Home Affairs that he falls 
within the exclusion criteria pursuant to 
s5H(2)(a) of the Migration Act 1958. The 
matter was heard before the Administrative 
Appeals Tribunal in Melbourne where the 
client’s application was unsuccessful. 
However, on appeal to the Federal Court of 

Australia the application was successful with costs. 
Unfortunately, due to the current laws in Australia 

regarding indefinite detention, the client remains in detention 
as the matter has been remitted to the Tribunal for determina-
tion according to law. The client has been in detention in 
Australia for around ten years, one of the longest periods of 
indefinite detention in Australia’s history. 

In 2019 I was briefed by the Public Interest Advocacy Centre to 
represent a client living in social housing. The client filed an 
application to the NSW Civil and Administrative Tribunal 
alleging that her landlord, the NSW Land and Housing 
Corporation, had breached her right to quiet enjoyment due to 
noise caused by the CBD and South East Light Rail construc-
tion. The matter recently finalised and the Tribunal found that 
the landlord had breached the client’s right to quiet enjoy-
ment as a result of the noise caused by the Light Rail construc-
tion. The Tribunal made a work order in the client’s favour to 
remedy the breach and the client received compensation. The 
client was also successful in being awarded costs as the 
Tribunal found that there were special circumstances warran-
ting a costs order.  

In addition to my pro bono work as a barrister, I am the 
Co-Chair of the Business and Human Rights Subcommittee of 
Australian Lawyers for Human Rights, a member of the 
Human Rights Committee of the NSW Bar Association, a 
member of the Women Barristers Forum, a management 
committee member of the HIV/Aids Legal Centre, and a 
member of the International Coalition to End Transplant 
Abuse in China. My pro bono work in the area of business and 
human rights has largely been focused on modern slavery; in 
particular on the issue of forced organ harvesting in China 
where I have worked closely with lawyers, human rights 
advocates, ethicists, medical professionals and academics to 
address this heinous crime involving serious breaches of 
fundamental international human rights laws. 

I have been extremely fortunate in my career as a barrister to 
undertake such important pro bono work. I have been equally 
fortunate to work with committed and dedicated solicitors 
who have briefed me in these matters. For me, the Latin 
phrase pro bono publico means more than “for the greater 
good”. It means access to justice, equality for all, and impor-
tantly, it means human rights in action. ■ 

“I saw then, and continue to see now, that 
becoming a human rights barrister has been 
borne out of my career as a social worker, except 
that my legal advocacy requires me to represent 
people in court, a step beyond my social work 
advocacy which required me to advocate for 
people in the community.”

In 2014 I found myself back in Australia. I completed 
the required Legal Profession Admission Board law 
subjects studying at night and working full-time in 
the day, and was admitted as a lawyer of the 
Supreme Court of NSW in February 2016. I sat the 
NSW bar exams and completed the bar course in the same 
year and commenced my readership in September 2016.

human 
rights

in action

Advocacy visit with His Royal Highness Muri Joseph Bassey Anating-Edem, 
Clan Head of Efut Ekondo in Calabar South, and his Council of Chiefs and 
other community stakeholders including Compassionate Foundation and 
the PACT Coalition members, led by Madeleine Bridgett 
and Cross River State PACT Coordinator, Mrs Esse Ibor. 
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The pounding on the door was audible even through 
the phone and Emily* sounded panicked as she ran to 
answer  her front door. Someone was there to cut off 
the water, and Emily and her two beloved Labradors 
were minutes away from being forced to sleep on the 
streets. Emily was being kicked out because her abusive 
ex-partner hadn’t paid the rent like he’d promised. She 
had no money because he had left her with tens of 
thousands of dollars of debt. Emily’s court order stopped 
him from hitting her anymore, but it didn’t protect her 
from the overwhelming financial trouble he had 

Redfern Legal Centre’s Financial Abuse Service NSW: 
An innovative approach to pro bono service delivery

created for her. Luckily, Emily was on the phone to Redfern 
Legal Centre (RLC) that day. RLC lawyers stopped the water 
from being disconnected, delayed her eviction, got her debt 
waived and got her the help she needed to get safely home 
to her family overseas.

Emily had experienced financial abuse. Research by WIRE 
indicates that up to 90% of women seeking help from 
Australian domestic violence services have experienced 
financial abuse. Financial abuse is a form of domestic 
violence. It is a pattern of abusive behaviour where the 
abuser uses money to exert power and control over their 
partner. Incidents are rarely isolated, and usually escalate in 
frequency and severity over time. Financial dependence is 
one of the main barriers to a person leaving, or returning to, 
an abusive relationship. Anyone can experience financial 
abuse, regardless of age, race, gender, sexual orientation, 
religion or class – however, women are more than twice as 
likely as men to experience it.

On 5 December 2019, RLC officially launched the Financial 
Abuse Service NSW which aims to address this hidden form 
of domestic violence by providing free 
legal assistance to people across the state. 
Through this legal service, systemic issues 
are identified and used to drive policy, law 
reform and capacity building initiatives to 
improve outcomes for people who have 
experienced financial abuse.

This service is the most recent in a long 
line of services that have been established 
by RLC to address unmet legal need in 
NSW. Since 1977, RLC has been at the 
forefront of legal service delivery, innova-
ting and expanding to meet the needs of 
the community. RLC plays an important 

role in identifying gaps in the legal assistance sector, 
where people are not accessing justice, and developing 
models to address those gaps.

A key feature of these services is the harnessing of pro 
bono legal assistance. RLC has developed a series of 
partnerships with pro bono lawyers which allow them to 
reach ten times the number of clients they would otherwi-
se be able to assist each fortnight. This means more 
people get the vital legal assistance they need, and it also 

increases the pool of clients through which 
RLC identifies trends to inform their systemic 
change work.

To fund and resource the Financial Abuse 
Service NSW, RLC sought to build strategic 
relationships with corporate partners in the 
financial sector, to utilise their skills in resolving 
financial disputes and to develop trauma-in-
formed best practice within the sector. As a 
bridge between the not-for-profit world and 
the corporate sector, the Australian Pro Bono 
Centre was invaluable in assisting RLC to 
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“As an issuer of financial products and services, the 
lawyers at American Express understand the financial 
system inside and out. We bring our deep expertise with 
the financial system to not only help individual victims 
in the clinics, but to support Redfern Legal Centre’s 
efforts to bring about necessary changes to the law to 
better protect future victims of financial abuse. As a 
volunteer lawyer, the experience has been confronting, 
humbling and rewarding in equal measure.”  
 Julian Charters, Vice President and 
 Senior Counsel at American Express

Financial Abuse Service  Panel Discussion at APBC 
In-house Corporate Lawyers Forum, November 2019

RLC Building, Sydney

Jasmine Opdam, a lawyer in Redfern Legal Centre’s 
new statewide Financial Abuse Service, writes about 
the Service's free legal advice and casework to assist 
people who have experienced financial abuse in an 
intimate partner relationship. 

* Name has been changed.



identify and connect with like-minded corporates who were 
interested in pursuing pro bono opportunities where they 
could add value in a meaningful way and contribute to 
change in the financial sector.

American Express, PwC Australia, Ashurst and King & Wood 
Mallesons have joined forces with RLC as the foundation 
supporters of the legal service arm of the Financial Abuse 
Service NSW. At a time when community expectations of 
financial institutions are in the spotlight, investing in 
corporate social responsibility pays dividends in making 
organisations more attractive to employees and customers. 
This pro bono opportunity provides an intimate level of 
involvement in the legal service, and in return for investing 
financial and staff resources, the corporates gain insight into 

how to improve their practices (or their clients’ practices) 
and deliver a better customer experience. The policy and 
capacity building arm of the service is funded by the Ecstra 
Foundation.

Lawyers from American Express, PwC Australia, Ashurst and 
King & Wood Mallesons assist in staffing the legal service. 
The lawyers undertake specialised financial abuse training 
at the start of their six-month fortnightly commitment, and 
are provided ongoing mentoring, supervision and debrie-
fing with an RLC solicitor throughout their placement.

The work is varied and gives the pro bono lawyers a taste of 
client interviewing and grassroots lawyering that they may 
not experience in their day-to-day work, and a chance to 
hone their client service delivery skills. The lawyers build 
trusted relationships with clients by providing ongoing 
assistance and representation. Where necessary, an RLC 

“Supporting the Service is a special opportunity for 
PwC Legal’s growing pro bono practice, and 
creates incredible learning scope for our team 
volunteering at the clinic.  The growth opportuni-
ties for our lawyers are multi-faceted – they relate 
to their development as technicians, in dealing 
with clients, and a heightened appreciation of their 
duties as members of the legal profession.  Our 
team speaks so highly of their experience learning 
new areas of law, new client skills, as well as the 
powerful personal rewards from delivering tangible 
outcomes for people very much in need of commu-
nity support. This relationship also aligns directly 
with PwC Australia’s goals to address some of the 
systemic issues that can lead to homelessness. The 
Service has incredible power to deliver prevention 
as well as cure, and we are very fortunate 
to play a small part in supporting the Service 
to achieve its longer-term goals” 

   Lynda Reid, Director, Legal, PwC

L-R: Joanna Shulman (RLC), Lynda Reid (PwC) and Ali French (Ashurst) 
at the APBC In-house Corporate Lawyers Forum, November 2019

solicitor carries the caseload outside of the clinic to 
meet clients’ urgent needs.

There is significant benefit for both the individual 
lawyers and their organisations. They gain an intimate 
knowledge of the client experience and a greater 
perspective in their own work. They also have a 
first-hand understanding of why financial inclusion 
and domestic violence policies are critical, and the role 
corporations can play in addressing the systemic 
issues that arise for people who have experienced 
financial abuse. ■

RLC Financial Abuse Service event, 2019
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“Working at the Service has given me a huge 
insight into the disturbing impact of intimate 
partner violence and financial abuse in our com-
munity. But it has also allowed me to use my 
professional skills for good. I am in awe of 
the resilience of the clients we work with and 
inspired by the lawyers at Redfern Legal Centre 
who work every day to support some of the most 
vulnerable members of our community...
My time as a volunteer solicitor at the Financial 
Abuse Service has been without a doubt one of the 
most rewarding and enriching 
experiences of my career to date.”

              Ali French, Pro Bono Lawyer, Ashurst.
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Climate Change
There are many opportunities for law firms to have an 
impact:

Policy Work

At a policy level lawyers can help to give a voice to those 
who are most impacted by climate change. 

· Representation of governments - The countries most 
impacted by climate change don’t always have the 
strongest voice in global negotiations, including State 
Parties to the UN Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC). They may be under-resourced and 
lacking the capacity to participate. DLA Piper, for 
many years, has represented governments from 
developing countries at the UNFCCC. 

· Communities – Lawyers can help communities to 
have a voice in policy discussions. Pro bono lawyers 
can help to guarantee a just transition to a low carbon 
future, including anticipating resultant employment 
shifts and understanding what the spill-over effects 
for communities will be. 

Climate Litigation

· The London School of Economics has a database 
containing all the cases of climate litigation 
around the world, freely accessible, indicating an 
upward trend in climate litigation in almost every 
jurisdiction.

· Firms can help both their pro bono and 
commercial clients by identifying potential 
climate litigation risks and helping them to 
mitigate those risks through better systems and 
processes. This points to an expanded role for pro 
bono lawyers. Firms should also consider the 
extent to which their commercial practices are 
working in areas that don’t have a long-term 
future and whether those practices could be 
transitioned towards more sustainable practices. 
For example, lawyers in the energy teams are 
building the skills for a low carbon future.

Mass Migration
· UNHCR’s Annual Global Trends Report, released on 19 

June 2019, indicates that that there are currently 70.8 
million people displaced across the globe, including 
41.3 million people internally displaced and 25.9 million 
refugees.

· There has been a failure of the legal community to 
respond appropriately to the refugee crisis in Europe. In 
Australia, many firms have been involved in refugee 
work for some time. Unfortunately that didn’t happen 
in Europe – pro bono has been less well developed and 
less mature than in Australia. The sheer numbers of 
refugees and asylum seekers coming into Europe has 
made the challenge seem insurmountable to law 
firms. In the future, this crisis will be driven even more 
by climate change. Coastal populations will migrate. 
There will also be a scarcity of resources that will also 
lead to migration and may lead to conflict, which in 
turn will be a cause of migration. 

· As a pro bono community we need to get better 
at responding to humanitarian crises. Employing 
more people with specialist skills is something 
that should be considered. Over the last 5-6 years 
more and more pro bono lawyers have been 
recruited from within law firms and the commu-
nity of pro bono lawyers may be too insular now. 
There’s benefit in bringing into firms people from 
the outside – from civil society organisations and 
the NGO sector – who bring different perspectives 
and skillsets into pro bono practices, as well as 
more specialist lawyers to help firms to respond 
more effectively. For example, DLA Piper has just 
recruited into its Hong Kong office a specialist 
refugee lawyer. 

Extreme Poverty
The Gates Foundation indicates that there are 7.1 
billion people in the world in total, with just over 1 
billion people living in extreme poverty on less than $2 
per day. The top billion lives on $32 per day. Unfortu-
nately, when you look at where pro bono capacity 
around the world is being directed at the moment, it 
is to clients in the top $1 billion in terms of income – 
largely due to local work in offices which are often in 
big cities and big financial centres. The other 6.6 
billion are missing out.

The legal sector can do more to ensure that pro bono 
capacity is directed towards those most in need, and 
that there’s a global view of legal need. Firms should 
consider how they can be more active, particularly in 
the least developed countries. DLA Piper is working 
with law students, law schools and universities in the 
least developed countries, but is also trying to do 
more pro bono work in these countries. This doesn’t 

involve individual representation because the firm doesn’t 
have lawyers admitted to practice in these jurisdictions. 
Rather, the work undertaken is more structural – including 
working with governments. There’s huge unmet need for 
legal support and advice for governments, including the 
potential for capacity building, helping to create regula-
tory environments that support businesses and foreign 
direct investment, working with NGOs who are active in 
developing countries, and setting up legal aid systems. 
DLA Piper’s work includes:

I    Supporting the transitional justice program 
in The Gambia 

II   Helping to create special economic zones which 
encourage foreign direct investment in Timor-Leste. 
The firm also arbitrated a maritime boundary dispute 
which has delivered substantial economic benefits to 
the country

III  Helping to reform the juvenile justice system in 
Bangladesh, replacing criminal justice responses 
with welfare responses for children

IV Basing two lawyers in Vanuatu.

Having lawyers working on the ground in all of those 
countries means they become referrers of work back to 
the firm and generate pro bono work in the same way our 
commercial lawyers do.

If you have a budget for secondees and you’re currently 
sending a secondee to a community legal centre in Austra-
lia, it is not much more expensive to have the secondee 
based in a developing country. In some cases you can find 
funding for the additional costs, so it’s not always a cost to 
the firm. Putting lawyers on the ground is an important way 
to show commitment, to develop relationships and to 
develop trust. 

Sector Trends
The end of the law firm
The legal press indicates that many law firms are growing, 
not by merging with other law firms, but by taking on other 
business consultancies and other experts who are not 
lawyers. Law firms are providing a wider array of services to 
their commercial clients – from corporate comms, to crisis 
management and reputation management, governance, 
government relations, artificial intelligence (AI) solutions 
and other technology solutions. This is being done in part to 
compete with the accounting firms and other big consul-
tancies who are bringing in teams of lawyers. 

Over the next decade, possibly in the next 5 years, law firm 
CEOs will start saying that calling law firms by that name 
will be too limiting. They will want their organisations to be 
seen as business consultancies and advisors that can 
provide much more than legal advice. This raises the risk 
that pro bono practices will be impacted. The idea of a pro 
bono practice has been quite peculiar to the legal profes-
sion – and we need to consider how we protect the strong 
pro bono culture that we’ve built up as we transition to 
different types of businesses. 

Firms will be looking at responsible business across a 
number of different disciplines – considering skills-based 
volunteering programs and community engagement 
programs that leverage all of the skills and resources of the 
business. 

The role of technology
Engaging with technology for the benefit of clients

Pro bono lawyers need to engage more with develop-
ments and innovations in technology for the benefit of 
clients. Technology will do more to improve access to 
justice over the next decade than pro bono has over the 
past decade. Technology platforms are already being 
used to resolve disputes more successfully and more 
cheaply than the courts. For example, Resolver – a 
website in the UK – resolves thousands of disputes 
online without the involvement of lawyers in almost 
every case. Instead of building pro bono projects that 
require lawyers to find solutions, the challenge is how to 
build solutions that don't require lawyers and instead 
build technology platforms that will do this work. 

DLA Piper in Sydney is conducting a feasibility study for 
a non-profit law firm that will meet the legal needs of 
the missing middle - people who don’t qualify for legal 
aid or pro bono but also can’t pay for legal services. This 
service is looking at a few different areas of law – inclu-
ding family law and immigration. This is a pro bono 
project for DLA Piper, but the firm doesn’t expect it will 
generate a single case that it will hand to a lawyer. 
Rather, the firm is designing a low-bono law firm that 
will deliver advice and solutions to clients through 
technology. It will generate court documents, provide 
clients with access to YouTube videos that will provide 
instructions on what happens in a mention, provide 
unbundled services and self-help solutions and techno-
logy-generated documents. It’s about providing afforda-
ble advice at different steps to assist the client’s journey, 
unrepresented, through a court process. This project is 
still in its conceptual stage, but there’s technology 
already being used for this purpose. 

What will technology bring to pro bono practices?

· Utilisation - Technology is helping firms to manage
utilisation better - by allocating work to lawyers, doing 
headcount forecasting, identifying work that can be 
done more cheaply in low cost centres, and managing 
work flow fluctuations with contract lawyers. All of 
these will continue, and the management of capacity 
is only going to become more effective. Lawyers will 
be busier and more fully utilised than ever. 

· Business case for pro bono - Law firms are investing 
more than ever before in technology and so the 
business case for pro bono needs to be rewritten. Pro 
bono teams shouldn’t be apprehensive about 
demonstrating the value that it brings to the business 
– and that’s going to be the best way to get invest-
ment from the firm. 

· Data capture - In the future everything we do is going 
to be data driven. As DLA Piper designs new projects, 
data capture is front and centre. The legal sector 
needs to develop an agreed protocol so that data can 
be shared and analysed and consistent data sets are 
collected. Data capturing should go beyond the name 
of the client and description of the matter to capture 
data around the outcome of matters. This includes 
capturing data you don’t have – designing tools to 
crawl the web for data that can be layered over the 
data the firm has. Capturing data is very important 
because transparency is a trend across all sectors. The 
sector should expect increased requirements around 
transparency, not just in terms of reporting pro bono 
hours, but on the projects run, the number of clients, 
and the outcomes. ■

The Future of Pro Bono:
Global perspective on growing areas 
of legal need and sector trends
On 10 December 2019 the Centre’s CEO, Gabriela Christian-Hare, conducted a podcast interview with 
Nicolas Patrick, Partner & Head of Responsible Business, DLA Piper on his predictions, from a global 
perspective, on growing areas of legal need as well as his main trend predictions for the legal sector 
and how they will impact on pro bono. This article contains a summary of highlights of the interview.

The full podcast interview and accompanying slides are available on the Centre’s website here

In 2020 the Australian Pro Bono 
Centre will be producing a guide 
on how pro bono lawyers can have 
an impact on climate change

Growing areas of legal need identified by Nic:

https://www.probonocentre.org.au/media/podcast-nic-patrick/


Climate Change
There are many opportunities for law firms to have an 
impact:

Policy Work

At a policy level lawyers can help to give a voice to those 
who are most impacted by climate change. 

·  Representation of governments - The countries most 
impacted by climate change don’t always have the 
strongest voice in global negotiations, including State 
Parties to the UN Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC). They may be under-resourced and 
lacking the capacity to participate. DLA Piper, for 
many years, has represented governments from 
developing countries at the UNFCCC. 

·  Communities – Lawyers can help communities to 
have a voice in policy discussions. Pro bono lawyers 
can help to guarantee a just transition to a low carbon 
future, including anticipating resultant employment 
shifts and understanding what the spill-over effects 
for communities will be. 

Climate Litigation

· The London School of Economics has a database 
containing all the cases of climate litigation 
around the world, freely accessible, indicating an 
upward trend in climate litigation in almost every 
jurisdiction.

· Firms can help both their pro bono and 
commercial clients by identifying potential 
climate litigation risks and helping them to 
mitigate those risks through better systems and 
processes. This points to an expanded role for pro 
bono lawyers. Firms should also consider the 
extent to which their commercial practices are 
working in areas that don’t have a long-term 
future and whether those practices could be 
transitioned towards more sustainable practices. 
For example, lawyers in the energy teams are 
building the skills for a low carbon future.

Mass Migration
· UNHCR’s Annual Global Trends Report, released on 19 

June 2019, indicates that that there are currently 70.8 
million people displaced across the globe, including 
41.3 million people internally displaced and 25.9 million 
refugees. 

· There has been a failure of the legal community to 
respond appropriately to the refugee crisis in Europe. In 
Australia, many firms have been involved in refugee 
work for some time. Unfortunately that didn’t happen 
in Europe – pro bono has been less well developed and 
less mature than in Australia. The sheer numbers of 
refugees and asylum seekers coming into Europe has 
made the challenge seem insurmountable to law 
firms. In the future, this crisis will be driven even more 
by climate change. Coastal populations will migrate. 
There will also be a scarcity of resources that will also 
lead to migration and may lead to conflict, which in 
turn will be a cause of migration. 

· As a pro bono community we need to get better 
at responding to humanitarian crises. Employing 
more people with specialist skills is something 
that should be considered. Over the last 5-6 years 
more and more pro bono lawyers have been 
recruited from within law firms and the commu-
nity of pro bono lawyers may be too insular now. 
There’s benefit in bringing into firms people from 
the outside – from civil society organisations and 
the NGO sector – who bring different perspectives 
and skillsets into pro bono practices, as well as 
more specialist lawyers to help firms to respond 
more effectively. For example, DLA Piper has just 
recruited into its Hong Kong office a specialist 
refugee lawyer. 

Extreme Poverty
The Gates Foundation indicates that there are 7.1 
billion people in the world in total, with just over 1 
billion people living in extreme poverty on less than $2 
per day. The top billion lives on $32 per day. Unfortu-
nately, when you look at where pro bono capacity 
around the world is being directed at the moment, it 
is to clients in the top $1 billion in terms of income – 
largely due to local work in offices which are often in 
big cities and big financial centres. The other 6.6 
billion are missing out.

The legal sector can do more to ensure that pro bono 
capacity is directed towards those most in need, and 
that there’s a global view of legal need. Firms should 
consider how they can be more active, particularly in 
the least developed countries. DLA Piper is working 
with law students, law schools and universities in the 
least developed countries, but is also trying to do 
more pro bono work in these countries. This doesn’t 

involve individual representation because the firm doesn’t 
have lawyers admitted to practice in these jurisdictions. 
Rather, the work undertaken is more structural – including 
working with governments. There’s huge unmet need for 
legal support and advice for governments, including the 
potential for capacity building, helping to create regula-
tory environments that support businesses and foreign 
direct investment, working with NGOs who are active in 
developing countries, and setting up legal aid systems. 
DLA Piper’s work includes:

I    Supporting the transitional justice program 
in The Gambia 

II   Helping to create special economic zones which 
encourage foreign direct investment in Timor-Leste. 
The firm also arbitrated a maritime boundary dispute 
which has delivered substantial economic benefits to 
the country

III  Helping to reform the juvenile justice system in 
Bangladesh, replacing criminal justice responses 
with welfare responses for children

IV Basing two lawyers in Vanuatu.

Having lawyers working on the ground in all of those 
countries means they become referrers of work back to 
the firm and generate pro bono work in the same way our 
commercial lawyers do.

If you have a budget for secondees and you’re currently 
sending a secondee to a community legal centre in Austra-
lia, it is not much more expensive to have the secondee 
based in a developing country. In some cases you can find 
funding for the additional costs, so it’s not always a cost to 
the firm. Putting lawyers on the ground is an important way 
to show commitment, to develop relationships and to 
develop trust. 

Sector Trends
The end of the law firm
The legal press indicates that many law firms are growing, 
not by merging with other law firms, but by taking on other 
business consultancies and other experts who are not 
lawyers. Law firms are providing a wider array of services to 
their commercial clients – from corporate comms, to crisis 
management and reputation management, governance, 
government relations, artificial intelligence (AI) solutions 
and other technology solutions. This is being done in part to 
compete with the accounting firms and other big consul-
tancies who are bringing in teams of lawyers. 

Over the next decade, possibly in the next 5 years, law firm 
CEOs will start saying that calling law firms by that name 
will be too limiting. They will want their organisations to be 
seen as business consultancies and advisors that can 
provide much more than legal advice. This raises the risk 
that pro bono practices will be impacted. The idea of a pro 
bono practice has been quite peculiar to the legal profes-
sion – and we need to consider how we protect the strong 
pro bono culture that we’ve built up as we transition to 
different types of businesses. 

Firms will be looking at responsible business across a 
number of different disciplines – considering skills-based 
volunteering programs and community engagement 
programs that leverage all of the skills and resources of the 
business. 

The role of technology
Engaging with technology for the benefit of clients

Pro bono lawyers need to engage more with develop-
ments and innovations in technology for the benefit of 
clients. Technology will do more to improve access to 
justice over the next decade than pro bono has over the 
past decade. Technology platforms are already being 
used to resolve disputes more successfully and more 
cheaply than the courts. For example, Resolver – a 
website in the UK – resolves thousands of disputes 
online without the involvement of lawyers in almost 
every case. Instead of building pro bono projects that 
require lawyers to find solutions, the challenge is how to 
build solutions that don't require lawyers and instead 
build technology platforms that will do this work. 

DLA Piper in Sydney is conducting a feasibility study for 
a non-profit law firm that will meet the legal needs of 
the missing middle - people who don’t qualify for legal 
aid or pro bono but also can’t pay for legal services. This 
service is looking at a few different areas of law – inclu-
ding family law and immigration. This is a pro bono 
project for DLA Piper, but the firm doesn’t expect it will 
generate a single case that it will hand to a lawyer. 
Rather, the firm is designing a low-bono law firm that 
will deliver advice and solutions to clients through 
technology. It will generate court documents, provide 
clients with access to YouTube videos that will provide 
instructions on what happens in a mention, provide 
unbundled services and self-help solutions and techno-
logy-generated documents. It’s about providing afforda-
ble advice at different steps to assist the client’s journey, 
unrepresented, through a court process. This project is 
still in its conceptual stage, but there’s technology 
already being used for this purpose. 

What will technology bring to pro bono practices?

· Utilisation - Technology is helping firms to manage
utilisation better - by allocating work to lawyers, doing 
headcount forecasting, identifying work that can be 
done more cheaply in low cost centres, and managing 
work flow fluctuations with contract lawyers. All of 
these will continue, and the management of capacity 
is only going to become more effective. Lawyers will 
be busier and more fully utilised than ever. 

· Business case for pro bono - Law firms are investing 
more than ever before in technology and so the 
business case for pro bono needs to be rewritten. Pro 
bono teams shouldn’t be apprehensive about 
demonstrating the value that it brings to the business 
– and that’s going to be the best way to get invest-
ment from the firm. 

· Data capture - In the future everything we do is going 
to be data driven. As DLA Piper designs new projects, 
data capture is front and centre. The legal sector 
needs to develop an agreed protocol so that data can 
be shared and analysed and consistent data sets are 
collected. Data capturing should go beyond the name 
of the client and description of the matter to capture 
data around the outcome of matters. This includes 
capturing data you don’t have – designing tools to 
crawl the web for data that can be layered over the 
data the firm has. Capturing data is very important 
because transparency is a trend across all sectors. The 
sector should expect increased requirements around 
transparency, not just in terms of reporting pro bono 
hours, but on the projects run, the number of clients, 
and the outcomes. ■
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“Putting lawyers on the 
ground is an important
way to show commitment, 
to develop relationships 
and to develop trust.” 

The Future of Pro Bono, Global Perspective on Growing Areas of Legal Need and Sector Trends



Climate Change
There are many opportunities for law firms to have an 
impact:

Policy Work

At a policy level lawyers can help to give a voice to those 
who are most impacted by climate change. 

·  Representation of governments - The countries most 
impacted by climate change don’t always have the 
strongest voice in global negotiations, including State 
Parties to the UN Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC). They may be under-resourced and 
lacking the capacity to participate. DLA Piper, for 
many years, has represented governments from 
developing countries at the UNFCCC. 

·  Communities – Lawyers can help communities to 
have a voice in policy discussions. Pro bono lawyers 
can help to guarantee a just transition to a low carbon 
future, including anticipating resultant employment 
shifts and understanding what the spill-over effects 
for communities will be. 

Climate Litigation

· The London School of Economics has a database 
containing all the cases of climate litigation 
around the world, freely accessible, indicating an 
upward trend in climate litigation in almost every 
jurisdiction.

· Firms can help both their pro bono and 
commercial clients by identifying potential 
climate litigation risks and helping them to 
mitigate those risks through better systems and 
processes. This points to an expanded role for pro 
bono lawyers. Firms should also consider the 
extent to which their commercial practices are 
working in areas that don’t have a long-term 
future and whether those practices could be 
transitioned towards more sustainable practices. 
For example, lawyers in the energy teams are 
building the skills for a low carbon future.

Mass Migration
· UNHCR’s Annual Global Trends Report, released on 19 

June 2019, indicates that that there are currently 70.8 
million people displaced across the globe, including 
41.3 million people internally displaced and 25.9 million 
refugees. 

· There has been a failure of the legal community to 
respond appropriately to the refugee crisis in Europe. In 
Australia, many firms have been involved in refugee 
work for some time. Unfortunately that didn’t happen 
in Europe – pro bono has been less well developed and 
less mature than in Australia. The sheer numbers of 
refugees and asylum seekers coming into Europe has 
made the challenge seem insurmountable to law 
firms. In the future, this crisis will be driven even more 
by climate change. Coastal populations will migrate. 
There will also be a scarcity of resources that will also 
lead to migration and may lead to conflict, which in 
turn will be a cause of migration. 

· As a pro bono community we need to get better 
at responding to humanitarian crises. Employing 
more people with specialist skills is something 
that should be considered. Over the last 5-6 years 
more and more pro bono lawyers have been 
recruited from within law firms and the commu-
nity of pro bono lawyers may be too insular now. 
There’s benefit in bringing into firms people from 
the outside – from civil society organisations and 
the NGO sector – who bring different perspectives 
and skillsets into pro bono practices, as well as 
more specialist lawyers to help firms to respond 
more effectively. For example, DLA Piper has just 
recruited into its Hong Kong office a specialist 
refugee lawyer. 

Extreme Poverty
The Gates Foundation indicates that there are 7.1 
billion people in the world in total, with just over 1 
billion people living in extreme poverty on less than $2 
per day. The top billion lives on $32 per day. Unfortu-
nately, when you look at where pro bono capacity 
around the world is being directed at the moment, it 
is to clients in the top $1 billion in terms of income – 
largely due to local work in offices which are often in 
big cities and big financial centres. The other 6.6 
billion are missing out.

The legal sector can do more to ensure that pro bono 
capacity is directed towards those most in need, and 
that there’s a global view of legal need. Firms should 
consider how they can be more active, particularly in 
the least developed countries. DLA Piper is working 
with law students, law schools and universities in the 
least developed countries, but is also trying to do 
more pro bono work in these countries. This doesn’t 

involve individual representation because the firm doesn’t 
have lawyers admitted to practice in these jurisdictions. 
Rather, the work undertaken is more structural – including 
working with governments. There’s huge unmet need for 
legal support and advice for governments, including the 
potential for capacity building, helping to create regula-
tory environments that support businesses and foreign 
direct investment, working with NGOs who are active in 
developing countries, and setting up legal aid systems. 
DLA Piper’s work includes:

I    Supporting the transitional justice program 
in The Gambia 

II   Helping to create special economic zones which 
encourage foreign direct investment in Timor-Leste. 
The firm also arbitrated a maritime boundary dispute 
which has delivered substantial economic benefits to 
the country

III  Helping to reform the juvenile justice system in 
Bangladesh, replacing criminal justice responses 
with welfare responses for children

IV Basing two lawyers in Vanuatu.

Having lawyers working on the ground in all of those 
countries means they become referrers of work back to 
the firm and generate pro bono work in the same way our 
commercial lawyers do.

If you have a budget for secondees and you’re currently 
sending a secondee to a community legal centre in Austra-
lia, it is not much more expensive to have the secondee 
based in a developing country. In some cases you can find 
funding for the additional costs, so it’s not always a cost to 
the firm. Putting lawyers on the ground is an important way 
to show commitment, to develop relationships and to 
develop trust. 

Sector Trends
The end of the law firm
The legal press indicates that many law firms are growing, 
not by merging with other law firms, but by taking on other 
business consultancies and other experts who are not 
lawyers. Law firms are providing a wider array of services to 
their commercial clients – from corporate comms, to crisis 
management and reputation management, governance, 
government relations, artificial intelligence (AI) solutions 
and other technology solutions. This is being done in part to 
compete with the accounting firms and other big consul-
tancies who are bringing in teams of lawyers. 

Over the next decade, possibly in the next 5 years, law firm 
CEOs will start saying that calling law firms by that name 
will be too limiting. They will want their organisations to be 
seen as business consultancies and advisors that can 
provide much more than legal advice. This raises the risk 
that pro bono practices will be impacted. The idea of a pro 
bono practice has been quite peculiar to the legal profes-
sion – and we need to consider how we protect the strong 
pro bono culture that we’ve built up as we transition to 
different types of businesses. 

Firms will be looking at responsible business across a 
number of different disciplines – considering skills-based 
volunteering programs and community engagement 
programs that leverage all of the skills and resources of the 
business. 

The role of technology
Engaging with technology for the benefit of clients

Pro bono lawyers need to engage more with develop-
ments and innovations in technology for the benefit of 
clients. Technology will do more to improve access to 
justice over the next decade than pro bono has over the 
past decade. Technology platforms are already being 
used to resolve disputes more successfully and more 
cheaply than the courts. For example, Resolver – a 
website in the UK – resolves thousands of disputes 
online without the involvement of lawyers in almost 
every case. Instead of building pro bono projects that 
require lawyers to find solutions, the challenge is how to 
build solutions that don't require lawyers and instead 
build technology platforms that will do this work. 

DLA Piper in Sydney is conducting a feasibility study for 
a non-profit law firm that will meet the legal needs of 
the missing middle - people who don’t qualify for legal 
aid or pro bono but also can’t pay for legal services. This 
service is looking at a few different areas of law – inclu-
ding family law and immigration. This is a pro bono 
project for DLA Piper, but the firm doesn’t expect it will 
generate a single case that it will hand to a lawyer. 
Rather, the firm is designing a low-bono law firm that 
will deliver advice and solutions to clients through 
technology. It will generate court documents, provide 
clients with access to YouTube videos that will provide 
instructions on what happens in a mention, provide 
unbundled services and self-help solutions and techno-
logy-generated documents. It’s about providing afforda-
ble advice at different steps to assist the client’s journey, 
unrepresented, through a court process. This project is 
still in its conceptual stage, but there’s technology 
already being used for this purpose. 

What will technology bring to pro bono practices?

· Utilisation - Technology is helping firms to manage 
utilisation better - by allocating work to lawyers, doing 
headcount forecasting, identifying work that can be 
done more cheaply in low cost centres, and managing 
work flow fluctuations with contract lawyers. All of 
these will continue, and the management of capacity 
is only going to become more effective. Lawyers will 
be busier and more fully utilised than ever. 

· Business case for pro bono - Law firms are investing 
more than ever before in technology and so the 
business case for pro bono needs to be rewritten. Pro 
bono teams shouldn’t be apprehensive about 
demonstrating the value that it brings to the business 
– and that’s going to be the best way to get invest-
ment from the firm. 

· Data capture - In the future everything we do is going 
to be data driven. As DLA Piper designs new projects, 
data capture is front and centre. The legal sector 
needs to develop an agreed protocol so that data can 
be shared and analysed and consistent data sets are 
collected. Data capturing should go beyond the name 
of the client and description of the matter to capture 
data around the outcome of matters. This includes 
capturing data you don’t have – designing tools to 
crawl the web for data that can be layered over the 
data the firm has. Capturing data is very important 
because transparency is a trend across all sectors. The 
sector should expect increased requirements around 
transparency, not just in terms of reporting pro bono 
hours, but on the projects run, the number of clients, 
and the outcomes. ■

Nicolas Patrick is a 
partner at DLA Piper in 
London where he leads 
the responsible business 
team. The team 
comprises more than 20 
dedicated pro bono 
lawyers working in the 
areas of:

• Child Rights

• Refugee Rights

• Statelessness

• Access to Justice 

• Innovation and Technology

• Climate Justice.

Nicolas oversees the DLA Piper Foundation which 
among other things provides two-year scholarships 
to 50 students studying law in the world’s least 
developed countries. 

The DLA Piper responsible business team also 
employs specialist lawyers and consultants who 
support the �rm’s corporate clients to be more 
responsible, sustainable businesses. The team 
includes lawyers with expertise in: 

• ESG risks 

• Business and human rights 

• Climate change

• Governance, transparency and reporting 

• Bribery and corruption.

Nicolas also heads the London Boardroom Advisory 
Service, providing strategic advice to the boards of 
multi-national corporations and global NGOs. 
Nicolas regularly provides advice to senior 
executives on business and human rights and 
reputation issues.
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We sat down with Hannah Rose in the Sydney 
Sparke Helmore office, and discussed her path 
to Pro Bono Partner, her passions, and Sparke 
Helmore's important pro bono work.

Since you’ve been with Sparke Helmore, what kind of 
transformation have you seen in the firm’s pro bono 
practice?

I joined the firm in December 2013, three months after it 
became a signatory to the National Pro Bono Target. At 
that time, the firm was recording 6.78 pro bono hours 
per lawyer on average and there was a lack of clarity 
around what qualified as pro bono legal assistance. We 
did not have national staff engagement in the pro bono 
practice or many well-established referral relationships.

We prepared an initial strategy that included a step-by- 
step investigation, analysis and implementation plan 
with the primary aims of developing a well-structured 
and adequately resourced pro bono practice, 
increasing national engagement, and 
ultimately achieving the Target.

At the time, the firm committed to achieving 
the Target by 30 June 2016 and set some short-
term goals to monitor progress along the way. 
Importantly, the strategy was supported by our Pro 
Bono Committee (comprised of key internal stakehol-
ders), the management of the firm and the Board.

Almost 6 years on, we now have a well-established pro 
bono practice that has exceeded the Target for four years 

(our Sydney Pro Bono Coordinator), Jane Parry (our 
Communications Coordinator) and currently Harry 
Rutner and Trent Morfis (our Pro Bono Graduates). We 
are also heavily supported by a team of Local Coordina-
tors and project Team Leaders in each office that 
volunteer their time to manage referrals, clinics and 
promote the pro bono practice in their offices. They have 
made a significant difference to the success of our pro 
bono practice and the engagement of staff. We are also 
lucky to have two graduates from our Government team 
on secondment with us currently, Luke Joseph, who has 
been assisting PIAC on a part-time secondment, and 
Hannah Jover, who is helping Marrickville Legal Centre. 
Our Corporate Advisory (Not-for-profit) team, which 
includes Alicia Snijders and Isabelle Hazell, also provide 
significant support to our pro bono clients that are 
charitable organisations.

Pursuing Social Purpose
Hannah Rose, Sparke Helmore Lawyers

in a row and has achieved national engagement. For 
example, in June we held our first ever Wills Clinic for 
Aboriginal clients in the Northern Territory and in August 
our Canberra Local Coordinator, Vanessa Parkins, was 
awarded the ACT Pro Bono Service Award, recognising 
her incredible contribution to the growth of the pro bono 
practice in our Canberra office.

We are about to launch our second strategic plan which 
sets more specific objectives around the provision of 
access to justice, internal participation and engagement, 
and our approach to external stakeholders.

What are the current focus areas of your pro bono 
practice?

In our second strategic plan we have incorporated new 
focus areas which have been developed to align with 
broad social issues that are material to our business, 
being health & wellbeing, safety, and workplace & 
employment. We will not exclusively focus on these areas, 

because the approach 
each office takes is unique, 
but we will start looking at 
how our existing programs 
fit within these areas and 
will undertake an analysis 
of these programs so we 

can better understand our social impact.

What is the structure of your pro bono team?

Our pro bono team comprises Morgan Long (our 
National Pro Bono Coordinator), Georgia Murphy-Haste 

Bodalla Wills Clinic. L-R: Sparke Helmore's Jennifer Williams, Georgina Dodd, 
Theo Casimatis, Aimee Clegg (no longer at the firm), Georgia Murphy-Haste
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“…I was fortunate enough to be 
supported to transition full-time to 
focusing on what I am passionate

about – supporting individuals 
in need and organisations 

pursuing a social purpose.”



Please describe your journey to Pro Bono Partner. What was 
your position when you started at the firm? How did your 
dedication to pro bono work develop to culminate in your 
promotion to Pro Bono Partner?

I joined the firm as a Senior Associate and the National 
Corporate Social Responsibility Manager, having achieved 
Senior Associate in a previous firm. I initially split my time 
between my litigated matters and my responsibilities develo-
ping the pro bono practice. Before joining the firm, 
I had studied a Master of International Law (specialising in 
corporate social responsibility and human rights law) and had 
a long history of involvement in pro bono legal and communi-
ty activities, including spending some time working at an 
orphanage for children with HIV/AIDS in South Africa. 
I also spent some time in-house where I was fortunate to have 
the opportunity to roll out the activities of a new foundation in 
NSW and the ACT. For the past 6.5 years, I have also worked 
closely with a youth mental health charity, 
batyr, starting as their company secretary and ending the role 
in September this year following a couple of years as 
the Deputy Chair. I will continue to support batyr in a different 
capacity and am exploring new opportunities.

“We prepared an initial strategy that included a step-by-step investigation, 
analysis and implementation plan with the primary aims of developing a 

well-structured and adequately resourced pro bono practice, increasing 
national engagement, and ultimately achieving the Target.”

After joining Sparke Helmore we quickly realised that 
more time and resources were needed to achieve our 
first strategic plan for the pro bono practice and I was 
fortunate enough to be supported to transition full-time 
to focusing on what I am passionate about – supporting 
individuals in need and organisations pursuing a social 
purpose.

Appointing a Pro Bono Partner from the ranks was a 
milestone for the firm as we’d previously had Partners 
with other commercial practices having oversight of the 
pro bono practice. Pro bono is at the heart of our firm’s 
ability to make a positive contribution to the community. 
Over the years, it has emerged as a key strategic issue, as 
evidenced by a 2018 Deloitte report that highlights the 

growing importance of social 
capital in shaping an organisa-
tion’s purpose, guiding its 
relationship with stakeholders, 
and influencing its ultimate 
success or failure. The decision to 
promote me to Partner was also 
due to the corporate advisory 
practice I had built supporting 
non-profit organisations and 
charities. I certainly wouldn’t be 
in this position without the 
support of key Partners in the 
firm and an amazingly talented 
team that have thrived through 
what has been a constantly 
evolving journey.

Outside of work, what other causes are you passionate 
about? Earlier you mentioned batyr - tell us about the 
organisation and how you became involved?

batyr’s vision is for all young people to be engaged in 
positive conversations about mental health and 
empowered to reach out for support when needed. batyr 
engages young people by arranging for their peers to 
talk to them about mental health and wellbeing, as well 
as educating and empowering them through the 
sharing of lived experience and the provision of knowled-
ge and skills to lead mentally healthy lives. I have been 
invested in giving back to the community since I was a 
young kid, but after surviving an armed robbery a week 
before my Higher School Certificate exams, I suffered 
from PTSD and experienced first-hand how mental 
ill-health can significantly affect a person’s life and the 
lives of the people around them. The fact that suicide 
remains the leading cause of death for Australians aged 
between 15 and 44 is absolutely devastating – I hope 
everyone will take the steps they can to change this 
statistic.

In addition to advancing health, in particular mental 
health, I am also passionate about supporting the 
development of the charity sector generally and am 
fortunate to have the opportunity to work with many 
charity boards and CEOs to help them build capacity 
within their organisation, and more effectively and 
efficiently deliver their valuable services. I enjoy working 
with a diverse range of organisations full of passionate 
people working hard to create positive change in our 
society. ■
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Rui Chen, 

Georgia 

Murphy-Haste, 

Morgan Long, 

James Stallan



Since YLA was founded in 1993, we have always been about 
the all. All problems solved. All children and young people 
helped. All services collaborating to provide the best possible 
service to help a young person through their legal problem. 
We see first-hand the impact that solving a legal problem can 
have for a young person; they tell us that it reduces mental 
distress, it empowers them and gives them hope to know we 
can help and that they have options. Our ambition to help all 
children and young people with legal problems was, and 
continues to be, grand – but thanks to the significant pro 
bono partnerships that we have established and grown along 
the way, we have been able to use technology to develop a 
flexible and effective pro bono program to help ever greater 

numbers of young people.

Despite our grand vision and national coverage, 
YLA is a very small community legal centre with 
only 3 to 5 very dedicated staff members at any 
given time. We are fortunate, therefore, to have 
a significant volunteer base of skilled and 
enthusiastic lawyers through our Cyber Volun-
teer Project (CVP) to help us to deliver quality 
legal advice, assistance, information and 
referrals to thousands of children and young 
people who contact us every year via our Get 
Help Now form, email and phone.

The CVP, which was developed and piloted in 
2007 through our partnership with King & 
Wood Mallesons (KWM), provides YLA with 
volunteer solicitors (‘cyber volunteers’) and a 
full-time secondee solicitor to assist in prepa-
ring legal advices to children and young people.

The partnership, which developed as a result of our shared 
passion for children’s rights and our deep concern for the 
enforcement and enjoyment of those rights, especially as it 
pertains to the safety and welfare of children, created a solid 
basis for the establishment of a significant pro bono program.

Since that time, with the support of KWM, the CVP has 
developed and grown into a collaborative volunteering 
program, adding Telstra, ASIC, Microsoft and ANZ lawyers. We 
are now very excited to also welcome Australian Government 
Solicitor lawyers to the CVP to help us advise even more 
children and young people.

Youth Law Australia’s Cyber Volunteer Project: 
Innovating access to justice for children

Ahram Choi, 
Principal Solicitor at 
Youth Law Australia.
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“King & Wood Mallesons is deeply proud 
of, and passionate about, our now 12 year 
partnership with Youth Law Australia in 
delivering the Cyber Volunteer Project. With 
over 200 current volunteers from KWM, ASIC, 
Telstra, Microsoft, ANZ and now AGS, we toge-
ther provide a unique opportunity for Australian 
children and young people to ask legal ques-
tions through a confidential free online plat-
form. The growth of the Project demonstrates 
both the significant need in the community and 
the relevance of the platform to improving 
access to justice for children and young people.”

Chloe Johnco, National Manager, 
Pro Bono at King & Wood Mallesons

L-R: Matthew Keeley, Maree Selvaraj, Ahram Choi (all YLA), Katrina Rathie, Evie 
Bruce (both KWM) and the Attorney General of NSW, the Hon. Mark Speakman 
SC MP at the recent launch of the Youth Law Australia and TeachLaw brands.

Youth Law Australia (YLA), previously 
known as the National Children’s 
and Youth Law Centre, provides 
essential legal services to children and 
young people. Based at the University 
of New South Wales’ Faculty of Law, 
YLA is Australia’s only national, 
technology-based community 
legal service for young people.
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The CVP now consists of over 200 cyber volunteers 
who assist us to provide written legal advices to 
children, young people and their advocates remotely 
from their offices across Australia.

How the CVP works

Each of the KWM offices has an experienced cyber 
volunteer coordinator to coordinate a roster and 
ensure each CVP session runs smoothly. There are five 
CVP sessions held each week, which consist of a 
session from each of the KWM offices in Canberra, 
Perth, Melbourne, Brisbane and Sydney. The sessions 
are spread out throughout the week to ensure we can 
manage the allocation of matters effectively.

Each cyber volunteer is provided with training, 
resources and a coordinator to assist them, and is 
rostered on for a 2-3 hour session once a month to 
assist with drafting legal advices to our clients.

Features that make the CVP effective

• The time commitment of around two hours a month 
is relatively small and manageable for all lawyers — 
particularly those working part-time.

• The work can be done online and remotely. Many of 
the corporate cyber volunteers however go to KWM 
offices for their volunteer sessions so that they have 
face-to-face support while they are becoming 
familiar with the work and our bespoke online legal 
practice management system.

• The work is interesting and important. YLA provides 
legal advice to children and young people experien-
cing problems like child abuse and neglect, exposure 
to domestic or family violence, exclusion from school 
and education, exploitation or harassment at work 
and online bullying, sexual harassment and 
image-based abuse. The volunteers are exposed to 
new areas of law, which expands their skills and 
experience, and keeps them coming back!

• Conflicts of interest are addressed upfront with a 
policy explicitly agreed on before commencing work.

• YLA provides guidance, pro forma advice, and 
resources that assist the volunteers when they 
are drafting responses. YLA also provides feedback, 
including the results from a client’s survey with 
positive feedback on the impact the advice has 
had on them.

• The project is national, so cyber volunteers in every 
jurisdiction can become involved.

• The partner firms support the CVP and support 
employees volunteering during work hours.

Over the past 12 months, the cyber volunteers helped 
draft over 870 child-friendly and high quality written 
legal advices to our clients. Importantly, in addition to 
providing legal advice, we make sure to provide practical 
steps and solutions to help the young person with their 
problem and make the appropriate warm referrals to 
non-legal organisations to ensure that their mental 
health, safety and wellbeing is also looked after. 
After all, we want to make sure that our assistance 
provides meaningful individual benefits to our clients. 
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“AGS is delighted to join the long-
established partnership between 
YLA and King & Wood Mallesons 
and be part of the network of 
dedicated lawyers from a range of 
organisations across many states 
working on the Cyber Volunteer 
Project. This is such an exciting 
opportunity to provide much needed 
free legal assistance to Australian 
children and young people (and their 
advocates) and our lawyers are very 
much looking forward to making a 
significant pro bono contribution 
to this part of the community.”

Geetha Nair, National Manager, 
Pro Bono Services at Australian Government Solicitor

The Cyber Volunteer Project in action: YLA and KWM demonstrating the 
CVP to the Attorney General of NSW, the Hon. Mark Speakman SC MP.
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The following are just a few examples of the 
positive feedback that we have received this 
past year:

Innovating access to justice for children 15AUSTRALIAN PRO BONO  CENTRE

Youth Law Australia's areas of assistance
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As the only national provider of legal services to children 
and young people, we are incredibly fortunate to have 
the support of like-minded pro bono partners at a 
national level. With approximately half of all young 
people aged 15 to 24 years experiencing at least one 
legal problem, we have a long way to go to addressing 
all the legal problems and helping all children and 
young people across Australia. However, through the 
CVP and other pro bono initiatives, such as KWM’s 
donations and workplace giving programs and the 
ongoing support of both the Commonwealth Attor-
ney-General’s Department and the UNSW Faculty of 
Law, we are certainly closer to closing that gap in 
providing access to justice for all young people. ■

> “The provided information was very 
carefully and thoroughly put together 
and very beneficial to assist direction 
and sources of assistance. Thank you 
for your help and your service is an 
extremely needed resource for entire 
communities.”

– Parent on behalf of 12 year old 
asking about school bullying

> “Cheers for the help and advice, 
appreciate not being charged 
thousands for some good advice”

– 14 year old asking about 
employment law

> “The given information was extremely 
useful because I could give the link on 
the [state’s] transgender policies in public 
schools to my school (before they didn’t 
know about this mandatory policy).” 

– 15 year old asking about school policies 

> “Hello to the wonderful team of people  that 
work at [YLA]. I have written here twice before and 
I can wholeheartedly say, you guys are legends”

– 17 year old experiencing family violence, 
asking about leaving home 

> “The information provided was invaluable. I am glad that all is confidential and 
the reply was so comforting. I particularly like that you have a short answer and a 
long answer so if I didn’t understand one I could read the other. I also liked that the 
long answer was broken down into different sections. It was invaluable. I can’t 
praise you all enough. Thank you.” 

– 19 year old asking about drug laws



I’m greeted by Leanne at the 
Norton Rose Fulbright Sydney 
office. Based in Brisbane, Leanne 
has been up since 3:30 am to 
commute to Sydney for 
back-to-back meetings. I’m the 
last meeting of the day, but her 
energy feels limitless. I had 
contacted her earlier in the day 
regarding an issue of high priority 
– in between her chaotic schedu-
le, she rectified the issue with a 
swift execution that made a chef 
on a chopping block look slow. I 
suspect we get a grand meeting 
room as she’s a regular visitor to 
the Sydney office – our room 
overlooks Sydney Harbour Bridge 
and the Opera House. I order my 
usual iced mocha, a trend I star- 
ted with Phillip Cornwell at Allens.

Growing up in Angourie/Yamba, 
Leanne has always had a strong 
connection to the Indigenous 
community. Her mother was 
heavily involved in netball, and 
noticed the passion and affection 
the young Yaegl girls had for the 
sport. In fact, to get the girls to 

and from games, Leanne’s mother invested in a “trusty 
Nimbus” people mover, Leanne laughs at the memory of it. 
Her family still reside in her childhood home, which she 
shared with her two sisters. During netball season the house 
was bustling and buzzing with a few extra girls and along 
with laughing at the latest 90s movie taped from commer-
cial TV and listening to loud music, Leanne would learn the 
Dreaming stories from the area. Leanne notes the privilege 
was all hers and she holds the friendships and memories of 
this time close to her heart. Leanne’s family still live in the 
house she grew up in, on the beach and overlooking the 

Yuraygir National Park. In fact, her father recently battled 
severe bushfires right to the back yard because he was “too 
stubborn to leave” the house he has built over the last 37 years. 
It is evident that the strength of her parents is why Leanne is 
the way she is and has succeeded in her personal and 
professional life. There is no white saviour 
complex with Leanne and her family. 
Instead, a humble desire for equality.

Leanne is a fierce advocate for Indigenous 
rights, but she applies a “know your place” 
mentality – she refuses to stand in front of 
Indigenous people in the space, and 
instead, will choose to stand beside or 
behind us. This is a true ally; Leanne is not 
gammon! Recalling her time as a junior 
solicitor, she notes the importance of 
having strong mentors and leaders. Leanne 
reveals that a former partner made the habit of using the 
terms “we” and “us” instead of “I” when discussing strategy 
with clients and sharing success. Leanne reflects on the 
positive impact this approach had on her as a young lawyer 
and tries to emulate it both in her work and private life. 
Discussing personalities, I mention my personality type, INFJ. 
“Me too!” exclaims Leanne, “it’s why we get along so well” she 
smiles. It’s true, in working with Leanne over the phone/emai-
l/in person, she has been an informal mentor.

In terms of strong leaders, Leanne refers to Nelson Mandela, 
noting he is an INFJ and someone she deeply admires. She 
received his “Long Walk to Freedom” for her 
21st birthday and read it cover to cover lying on the sands of 
Spooky Beach in Angourie. Less than two years later she was 
fortunate enough to attend a humanitarian conference in 
London to hear him speak first-hand and to exchange a nod 
and a smile. A moment she will cherish forever.

In her work and personal life, Leanne highlights the importan-
ce of chipping away at negative perceptions and says that the 
win is in the persuasion. Although, law was not the first career 
she had in mind for herself. Leanne thought she would be a 
historian and first studied a Bachelor of Arts, majoring in 
history. But she realised as much as she loved history, an 

impact could be made with a career in law. Leanne has also 
embraced travelling and has even met the Queen – a story 

you must ask her about. In her explorations 
of the world, Leanne also lived in Calgary, 
Canada and through an interes- ting series 
of events (where morality won out) she was 
privile- ged to work closely with some of the 
local First Nations groups.

How did she come to be on the Australian Pro 
Bono Centre Board? Robert Reed of Minter 
Ellison invited her to join on his retirement 
from the board. She tells me she took a while 
to decide whether or not to join the board, 
noting her concerns that, on top of a busy 

workload, it would take more time away from her family 
(her husband Alastair and now three children). With her 
husband’s support though, Leanne decided that joining 
the board was a really good opportunity, and she refers to 
the incredible people that sit on the board alongside her 
and the learnings she takes from them.

An avid fan and participant of sustainable living, Leanne 
relaxes with her family on weekends by tending to what 
sounds like her own fruit and vegetable store in her backyard, 
complete with chickens and her 13 year old Labrador.

Reflecting on a life-changing event late last year, Leanne 
spoke about the importance of kindness.

“You never really know what someone is going through” she 
laments, and refers to the story of a school mum saying how 
lovely Leanne looked on a particularly difficult day and how 
this small kind gesture helped her through that day. Our 
meeting goes overtime and Leanne has to board her flight. 
I give the typical top tier firm view one last glimpse, give 
Leanne a hug and reflect on the story of kindness. To me, 
that's what Leanne embodies - kindness - and the Centre is 
all the richer in having her on our board. ■
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Spotlight on Australian Pro Bono Centre Board: Leanne Collingburn, Director

Leanne was appointed to the 
Australian Pro Bono Centre 
Board on 8 February 2017. She 
is Special Counsel, National Pro 
Bono Executive, & Co-Chair of 
the Reconciliation Action Plan 
Working Group at Norton Rose 
Fulbright Australia and a key 
driver of the �rm’s broader 
Corporate Social Responsibility 
program. Leanne has practised 
as a lawyer in commercial legal 
practice since 2007, and from 
2014 her practice has focused 
on creating and encouraging 
positive social change and 
impact for vulnerable peoples 
through access to justice, 
education and employment 
opportunities.

By Trent Wallace, Former Policy and Project Officer, Australian 
Pro Bono Centre (Australian Government Solicitor Secondee)

Leanne enjoying time with her family



The community legal sector provides vital legal support to 
members of the community, including people experien-
cing socio-economic disadvantage and marginalisation. 
Generally under-resourced, and often under-appreciated, 
CLCs are frequently the first point of contact for people 
struggling with complex legal need, including referral, 
advice and casework, duty lawyer services, legal and 
non-legal support, and interventions. 

For many people living in the west of Melbourne in the 
catchment areas of Brimbank and Melton, this includes 
assistance around family law and family violence, fines and 
infringements, car accidents and insurance and debt-reco-
very matters, criminal law, tenancy and some civil matters.

The Brimbank Melton Community Legal Centre (BMCLC) is 
a program of CommUnity Plus, and is the primary Victorian 
Legal Aid funded agency for the Brimbank and Melton 
areas providing free legal services to vulnerable and 
disadvantaged people who live, work or study in the 
Brimbank, Melton and Bacchus Marsh communities. 

Our overarching objective is to advocate for and 
achieve social justice for our communities 

through innovation, collaboration and 
early intervention. 

Offering far more than basic legal advice and case 
support, our service is uniquely situated to support holistic, 
integrated and wrap-around service supports, particularly 
for those experiencing or at risk of family violence. 

One such example is our highly effective Health Justice 
Partnership, which is a collaboration between Western 
Health at Sunshine Hospital and BMCLC. Funded by the 
Department of Justice and Regulation since 2017, this 
project enables a specialist family violence lawyer to be 
based at an outreach clinic at Sunshine Hospital, providing 
critical legal assistance to victim survivors of family 
violence, and inter-referral through the neo-natal 
clinics. In addition to offering advice and case 
support, this partnership also facilitates fundamen-
tal legal education to allied health staff to empower 
practitioners to identify and assess legal need 
through legal health checks and assessments, 
offering discrete referral pathways for patients who 
may be experiencing family violence or vulnerability 
to other aspects of family law.

Organisations that provide pro bono 
assistance to our initiatives: 

- Bacchus Marsh Magistrates’ Court Duty Lawyer

- Sunshine Magistrates’ Court Duty Lawyer

- Sunshine Family Relationship Centre

- Sunshine Hospital Family Violence Outreach Clinic

- Darley Maternal Care Outreach 

- Australian Vietnamese Women’s Association

Brimbank Melton Community Legal Centre:
Supporting local communities

CommUnity Plus head office
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CASE STUDY – MRS J*

Mrs J has been in an abusive relationship with her partner for 
over 20 years. During a particularly violent altercation with her 
partner in which she was physically abused, she was defending 
herself as the police arrived. She was taken to hospital due to the 
severity of her injuries and was subsequently charged with 
unlawful assault against her husband. While admitted, a social 
worker referred Mrs J to the family violence lawyer at BMCLC, 
who attended the Magistrates’ Court to appeal the charges. 
With the advocacy and support of the lawyer, Mrs J’s charges 
were withdrawn by police and she was rendered additional 
support to apply for a family violence intervention order against 
her partner.



While some cases of family violence are straightforward, we 
know that in many cases where violence occurs, lawyers are 
rarely the first port of call for victims in disclosing or seeking 
support. For women in particular, it is not always a physical 
manifestation of violence that is indicative of familial abuse.  
There are often other signs such as financial vulnerability, lack 
of access to food or resources, mental health or other physical 
health issues which are prevalent, and thus it is through 
contact with social workers or allied health professionals that 
disclosures are made, or assistance is sought. 

A well-coordinated Health Justice Partnership that provides 
education to health professionals, pathways for referral, and 
on-site legal support is an extremely valuable tool for 
providing holistic, wrap-around service supports to some of 
the most vulnerable members of the community. This is 
seen in the case of Stephanie.

CASE STUDY – STEPHANIE*

Stephanie was a victim of family violence for many years with 
an intimate partner with whom she had a young child. 
During a check-up at the child and maternal health centre, 
she disclosed that she was experiencing financial abuse and 
social isolation as a result of the relationship, with a debt of up 
to $15 000. The nurse at the clinic discreetly referred Stepha-
nie to the BMCLC family violence lawyer who was able to 
provide her with advice and ongoing assistance in relation to 
her legal matters, particularly regarding applications to 
relieve her debt and obtain additional supports. Utilising 
inter-sectoral partnerships with other community services in 
the area, BMCLC lawyers were able to obtain food vouchers 
for Stephanie and her child and link her in with a social 
worker. The lawyers at BMCLC also referred Stephanie to a 
financial counsellor where she receives ongoing support to 
help her regain financial independence. With the help of 
BMCLC and this integrated service delivery, Stephanie has 
been able to finally leave her abusive relationship and nearly 
all of Stephanie's debts were waived. Stephanie continues to 
receive ongoing support from her social worker and family 
violence counsellor and reports that she and her child are 
doing well.

It is through advocacy, collaboration and innovative partners-
hips that BMCLC continues to offer meaningful, tangible 
support to the local community who are experiencing legal 
need. Our two offices in Melton and St Albans and the 
outreach clinics (through collaborations with key community 
organisations) enable us to ensure that we spread our resour-
ces as effectively as possible to reach as many people as 
possible in some of the fastest growing regions of Melbourne ■ 

Our long-standing relationship 
with the Victorian Government Solicitor’s 
Office (VGSO) also provides opportunities for 
their legal staff to undertake 6 week pro bono 
rotations at our Centre.  The contributions 
made by the VGSO staff have been mutually 
valuable as they have helped inform and 
improve our own practice, while simultaneous-
ly offering benefit to their staff, and increasing 
experience and knowledge development in 
the areas of law we undertake in the commu-
nity legal centre space.

We recently hosted a secondee from the 
VGSO on a full time basis for 3 months. This 
allowed the secondee to gain comprehensive 
experience in working as a community lawyer 
at our Centre, and for us to expand our 
services by way of legal advice and casework 

for that period of time. During that 
time, the secondee ran a student-run 
infringements clinic and also 
undertook a number of court 
representations in the criminal law 
space. They also assisted in a number 
of other legal clinics. The secondee 
reported that they felt they learnt a 
great deal about working in this 
sector and had thoroughly enjoyed 
their experience with us.

Community lawyer Talia delivering a community legal education session
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*Names have been changed

The legal team at Brimbank Melton Community Legal Centre



Truth be told, I only went to The University of New 
South Wales by chance. My older brother went to 
UNSW and lived at Warren College. So, I had been 
there a few times while I was still in high school. Then 
when it came time for me to decide where to go, 
UNSW was the easy option as opposed to the Univer-
sity of Sydney. Probably, because I was too lazy to work 
out how to get to Camperdown. 

I do sometimes wonder how life might have been 
different if I went to that other school. I say this 
because - of all the good things that can be said about 
the UNSW Law School - the most important is that it 
instils a sense of social justice and professional respon-
sibility in its students. That thinking was evident 
throughout my time at law school and it has permea-
ted my professional career every day since then.

I am still very proud of UNSW and I believe it does 
live up to its motto of “Where Law Meets Justice”. The 
most obvious way it does this is through the Kingsford 
Legal Centre, which it offered as an elective subject. 
I enjoyed that time immensely, as it gave me my first 
real opportunity to see how the law interacts with real 
people, in real life, and their livelihoods. 

The smallest of regulations could create enormous 
suffering in people’s lives, such as by unfairly denying 
them welfare payments for food, or it could open vast 
new opportunities, by giving their kids access to a 
local school.

HSF Pro Bono Secondment to Indigenous Law Centre 

You can take 
the boy out 
of Sydney...
Reflections of Davyd Wong

I believe that the practice of 
commercial law and helping the 
poor access justice are not 
mutually
exclusive.

Despite this positive experience in community law, I, 
like many young graduates, went on to practice as a 
commercial lawyer. But pro bono was never far away. 
After work, I continued to volunteer at the Inner City 
Legal Centre, as it was located on the way home 
between the City and where I lived in the Eastern 
Suburbs. It became a bit of a pit stop on the way home, 
I felt it was a wonderful way to use my legal skills to 
continue contributing to the community. 
I was also given the opportunity to go on secondment 
to the Public Interest Advocacy Centre with my firm 
at the time, which had a very strong social justice ethic 
and was one of the reasons I loved my time there so 
much. I was also my firm’s first secondee to a non-
profit organisation, but was not the last (and this is a 
small example of how commercial firms can use their 
resources to align with the broader interests of its 
lawyers and in a way that helps the community).

Then, in 2008, I moved to Hong Kong to get an “inter-
national experience” for a year or two and joined a 
Magic Circle firm in its banking practice. At the time, 
there were very few pro bono opportunities at the large 
firms in Hong Kong, but I am very happy to report 
that that has all changed. The scene has flourished 
exponentially since those days. Inspired by organisa-
tions like the Australian Pro Bono Centre, The Hong 
Kong  Centre for Pro Bono Service Ltd is a charity 
that I helped set up to be part of a cultural shift, to 

We asked Australian expat Davyd Wong, 
Founder and Director of the Hong Kong 
Centre for Pro Bono Service Ltd and Group 
General Counsel at Star Anise, to reflect on 
his time in the social justice sector. 
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https://www.probono.org.hk


encourage and empower commercial lawyers and their firms to 
create a fairer, more equal, and more just community through 
skills-based volunteering for the poor, marginalised and disadvan-
taged (ie pro bono work). I believe that the practice of commercial 
law and helping the poor access justice are not mutually exclusive. 
Rather, they are mutually reinforcing because by improving the 
latter we strengthen the rule of law which is good for both the 
community and for business. If you have watched the news lately, 
you will see that it has never been a more important time to be a 
community-minded lawyer and my mission is to show lawyers 
that you can do this, while still practicing commercial law.

This career path has been pioneered and well-trodden by many 
Australians before me. But it is now being exported to the world by 
those of us who are living and working abroad. As Hong Kong has 
the largest Australian community after London, it’s no surprise that 
we have brought our experiences and desire to do good to our 
new homes.

If I have learnt anything in the practice of law, 
it is that the law itself has no intrinsic moral compass, 
it is but a tool. It is a tool of power and wielded by 
people, sometimes flawed people, and the role of 
lawyers in society is to ensure that the follies and the 
flaws of one person do not inflict us all. That is what 
we mean when we talk about the rule of law, and 
access to justice. It is why the task of bringing toge-
ther law and justice is one that starts from law school 
but never ends. ■

Annie Tang and Davyd Wong of the Hong Kong Centre for 
Pro Bono Service with Gabriela Christian-Hare and Jessica 
Hatherall of the Centre exchanging ideas in Singapore 

“I believe that 
the practice of 

commercial law 
and helping the 

poor access justice 
are not mutually 

exclusive.”

Davyd Wong and team at the Hong Kong Centre for Pro Bono Service
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Q&A with the Centre’s staff: 
Jessica Hatherall, Sally Embelton and Natasha Rose

Tash at the 
Barrancas 
del Cobre in 
Chihuahua, 
México

Sally visiting  London in 2018

Jess at 
Glacier Grey

on the W Trek in
Patagonia

Trent Wallace sat down with the Australian 
Pro Bono Centre’s Jessica Hatherall, 
Sally Embelton and Natasha Rose to learn 
more about what brought them to the Centre 
and what makes them tick.

Where were you before the Australian Pro Bono Centre, 
and what led you here?

Sally: Throughout my time at law school, I volunteered at 
two incredible community legal centres. Working at 
those CLCs led me to appreciate the life-changing work 
that people do in the legal assistance sector, and made 
me hopeful that one day I could work in the social justice 
space. When I graduated, I was lucky enough to secure a 
job as a litigation lawyer. I worked in that role for more 
than 3 years. During that time, I was provided with 
excellent training by brilliant lawyers, and I learned a lot 
of technical skills. But I didn’t see myself practising law 
long term, so when I saw the ad for my position at the 
Centre, I thought – this is it, this is what I want to do with 
my career. So I applied, and I was lucky enough to get it.

Tash: My previous career was in experiential marketing, 
where I worked at an agency for 5 years before I realised 
that it no longer aligned with my values. So, I decided to 
leave and return to studying, and completed a Bachelor 
of International Studies with a major in Development at 
the University of New South Wales. Throughout my 
degree I did some volunteer work and humanitarian 
workshops to try and figure out my direction. I worked at 
the Red Cross in youth engagement and in the migra-
tion support department, which provides services for 
refugees, asylum seekers and other migrants. After I 
graduated, I realised that I wanted to go further in the 
direction of human rights protection – so I started a 

Master of Human Rights Law and Policy. My focus was the 
international space, so I was interested in gaining more 
understanding and experience in the domestic legal 
space. When I came across the Centre I realised that it has 
such a strong social justice focus, so I knew that it would 
align really well with what I’m passionate about.

Jess: Common threads are emerging! Like Sally, I became 
inspired to work in the social justice space during law 
school, where I volunteered in a legal clinic representing 
low-income clients. After graduating law school, I was 
privileged to have the opportunity to train as a corporate 
lawyer at international law firms in London and Sydney 
but realised I wanted to return to the social justice sector 
again at some point. Throughout my career, I have always 
managed to keep my hand in this sector by doing pro 
bono legal work at community legal centres, engaging in 
other skilled volunteering and serving on the leadership 
teams of NGOs. Like Tash, I decided to embark on further 
studies and completed a Master of Laws in Human Rights 
at the University of Hong Kong. While I was doing my LLM, 
I also directly learned best practice pro bono when I 
managed Justice Centre Hong Kong’s pro bono partners-
hip program with 10 law firms. I initially came across the 
Centre while I was in this position and was able to see 
first-hand the leadership role of the Centre in global pro 
bono. And I had the chance to present on a panel with 
John Corker (former Centre CEO) at the 6th Asia Pro Bono 
Conference on pro bono models. So, when we relocated 
back to Sydney it felt like a natural place to approach for 
opportunities.

What is it about working at the Centre that makes it 
stand out for you?

Sally: I’ve been really impressed by how many clever policy 

ideas the Centre has developed to increase pro bono 
within the legal profession, and how effective those 
policies have been. I feel very lucky to work here, because 
I get to do important work with wonderful people. I’ve 
also never worked at a place before where I feel like I can 
bring my whole self to work so effortlessly.

Jess: Following on from what Sally has said - it is a real 
credit to the Centre that it is adopting a new way of 
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working. The whole legal industry is starting to, and 
hopefully will continue to move in that direction. Gabi 
(current Centre CEO) has a real vision around work-life 
harmony; still ensuring that the Centre produces high 
quality work with measurable impact, but also running 
the organisation in a sustainable way.

Tash: As Gabi tells us, we need to move beyond the idea 
of a ‘work-life balance’ – as this gives the sense of 
somehow separating the two; that only once you leave 
work for the day can you then start the ‘life’ part. The 
Centre finds a way for you to integrate work 
into your life, for you to enjoy the work you 
are doing – and for me this was such a 
positive workplace mentality.

Outside the Centre, what do you enjoy 
spending your time doing?

Tash: I always struggle with this question! In 
addition to my work at the Centre and my 
Masters, I’m also the Senior Editor at Politik, 
an international affairs magazine that the 
University publishes, and I tutor Indigenous 
University students through Nura Gili and 
the Commonwealth’s Indigenous Tuition Program. So I 
have to admit that my spare time is limited! I spend as 
much time as possible with Walter, my French Bulldog, 
who is also the Centre’s unofficial mascot. I also love to 
travel. I’ve been to every continent except for Antarctica, 
so I’d love to tick that off the list. Although as a Queens-
lander I’m not sure how I will go with the cold! I’d also 
love to return to México soon, where I lived for 13 months, 
because it feels like my second home. And that way I can 
make sure that I don’t lose any of my Spanish-speaking 
skills!

Sally: I volunteer at the Women’s Library in Newtown – 
it’s filled with books written by women, about women. 
It’s a wonderful space because it allows me to meet lots 
of people and feel connected to my local community. 

And I love being surrounded by books! I’ve also been 
spending some time over the past couple of years 
learning Auslan (Australian Sign Language). It’s an 
amazing, expressive language and it’s given me the 
chance to learn more about the Deaf community. I love 
to travel with my fiancé, Keaton, too – and like Tash I’ve 
also actually been to every continent except for Antarcti-
ca! My favourite country would have to be Scotland. I 
went on exchange to Glasgow while I was at uni. I love it 
there; the scenery is incredibly beautiful, and the people 
are so warm-hearted and have a wonderful sense of 
humour.

Jess: Outside of the Centre, I love spending time with my 
family, walking our labrador and reading books. As a 
family, our favourite activity is travelling, often with a 
hiking element, and we have been able to go on many 
adventures. Highlights include the Annapurna Base 
Camp trek in Nepal, the W Trek in Patagonia, and taking 
a few months with the kids to explore parts of Europe 
and Africa. I also like to do volunteering including as the 
Co-Chair of the Business and Human Rights subcommit-
tee for the Australian Lawyers for Human Rights. And I 
have a passion for film-making (like Gabi and John) and 
hope to make films again someday. Another important 
part of my life is the practice of yoga and more recently I 
have delved into mindfulness meditation.

What books are currently on your bedside table?

Jess: Fiction or non-fiction? I am always half-way 
through lots of books. Currently, I am finishing Margaret 
Atwood’s The Testaments and Rebecca Makkai’s Great 
Believers. And I also have 21 Lessons for the 21st Century 
by Yuval Noah Harari next to my bed.

Sally: I just finished The Secret Commonwealth, the 
second in the Book of Dust series by Philip Pullman, 
which brings back so much nostalgia from my child-
hood. I’m currently devouring the fabulous Neapolitan 
Novels by Elena Ferrante. I also never have a Chimaman-

da Ngozi Adichie book far from my bedside table – 
Americanah is one of my favourites.

Tash: As I just finished my Master’s last week, I will 
finally have more time to read for pleasure again! I 
have a pile of unread books that I cannot wait to 
start on, including Malala Yousafzai’s second book, 
with stories about young girls who have been 
displaced by conflict.

Who are you inspired by?

Sally: I’m inspired by a huge range of women in my 
life – my mum, sister, grandma, friends… I am 

surrounded by strong and wonderful women, many of 
whom have overcome huge obstacles to lead pretty 
extraordinary lives.

Jess: I have always been very inspired by my parents as 
well as my grandmother, who was one of the first 
graduating female lawyers in the United States. And of 
course Ruth Bader Ginsburg.

Tash: I have so many – it is impossible to choose! Malala 
Yousafzai, Frida Kahlo, Nelson Mandela, Martin Luther 
King, Jr., Gillian Anderson. I’ve also been utterly inspired 
by Andrea Durbach, who I am fortunate enough to work 
just down the hall from, ever since I heard her giving a 
lecture on her time as a lawyer and human rights 
advocate in South Africa. ■ 

Sally at Coogee Beach

Jess with Mabel Tash and Walter
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The provision of an admissible and reliable expert witness 
report can often decide the success of a contested matter. 
In many cases, the credibility and accuracy of an argument 
depends on the strength of supporting expert opinions.

ExpertsDirect was established in 2013 with the purpose of 
connecting lawyers with top expert witnesses from around 
Australia and the globe. Our founder, Richard Skurnik, a 
former solicitor, set out to create a service which could 
remove the challenges faced by many legal professionals in 
hiring expert witnesses for litigation—a process often 
fraught with last-minute contracting and the placement of 
trust in potentially unreliable sources. 

Today, ExpertsDirect hosts a stable of over 5,000 experts 
with specialisations across a multitude of industries, 
including medicine, engineering, finance, property, design, 
construction, I.T., and employment. 

ExpertsDirect Pro Bono 

After establishing a partnership with the Australian Pro 
Bono Centre, we reached out to experts across Australia 
who were willing to provide low cost or free reporting and 
expert witness services. After sourcing more than 100 pro 
bono experts in diverse professional fields, we launched 
the ExpertsDirect Pro Bono Service in November 2018.

The service aims to provide pro bono and community 
lawyers who are representing clients experiencing signifi-

cant disadvantage with greater access to expert witnesses. 
Our goals include not only providing our pro bono clients 
with free (or low-cost) and highly qualified experts for their 
matters, but also emboldening pro bono and community 
lawyers to take on litigation that may require expensive 
and specialised expert witness assistance. We hope that 
this will contribute effectively to the wider effort in the 
Australian legal sector to bridge inequalities in access to 
justice. 

Successfully supporting Community Legal 
Centres and pro bono initiatives 
In 2019, ExpertsDirect Pro Bono provided experts for over 
30 pro bono matters. Approximately 95% of these matters 
came from community legal centres and not-for-profit 
organisations across Australia. ExpertsDirect Pro Bono’s 
range of expert witness specialties this year has been 
broad. Our team of 20 staff provided witnesses with 
expertise in areas including psychiatry, oncology, nursing, 
obstetrics, and otolaryngology, amongst others. 

We have found that an overwhelming percentage (90%) of 
enquiries have sought medico-legal expert reports, 
particularly in the form of psychiatric or mental health 
assessments. This influx of enquiries for expertise in these 
areas has highlighted to us the need for further support to 
clients in the form of pro bono expert reporting; our pro 
bono matters have reflected high demand from clients 

from low socio-economic backgrounds with serious mental 
health conditions.

This year, approximately 60% of our pro bono matters sought 
an expert to support an allegation against a state or territory 
body with respect to their treatment of clients. Of the total 
number of enquiries to ExpertsDirect Pro Bono, approxima-
tely 23% requested experts to support claims of mistreat-
ment of Indigenous Australians by state institutions. 

Feedback from experts
ExpertsDirect have noticed the marked success of this 
project amongst legal practitioners as well as industry 
experts.

Notably, feedback from our pro bono experts has highligh-
ted the ways in which their experiences with the service have 
broadened their understanding of the limitations and 
systemic under-servicing of facilities in various state institu-
tions and correctional facilities. 

Our experts have overwhelmingly expressed an eagerness to 
share this knowledge with their colleagues and continue to 
assist the efforts of pro bono projects as a means of helping 
to rectify what they perceive to be serious systemic social 
injustices. Our experts have found their witness reporting 
work meaningful, and an effective method of contributing to 
access to justice. 
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The National Justice Project is a not-for-profit law firm 
that acts for clients on a pro bono or no-win-no-fee basis 
in order to use the law to effect positive change in our 
society. The majority of our clients are impecunious, 
vulnerable and marginalised. If we didn’t appear for them 
they would unlikely be able to seek justice through the 
court systems at all. Access to justice comes at a price, 
expert reports are often required to provide critical 
evidence to the court about the circumstances of our 
clients’ injuries and how they have been adversely 
affected. However, neither the NJP nor its clients can 
afford to fund the necessary expert reports. ExpertsDi-
rect’s partnership with the Australian Pro Bono Centre has 
meant our vulnerable clients get access to high quality 
experts and reports for their proceedings. 

Recently, ExpertsDirect facilitated two reports by an 
experienced psychiatrist for two of our Indigenous clients. 
The Aboriginal mother was violently assaulted by her 
partner, however she was arrested by police who left her 
10 month old son in a location where he was abducted. It 
took the police over 10 hours before they took her and her 
dad’s (the baby’s grandfather’s) concerns seriously, by 
which time, unfortunately the baby had been assaulted 
and murdered. Experts Direct found us an expert to assist 
this family. Their assistance in arranging and obtaining 
the reports was invaluable. The process ran smoothly 
from start to finish and they always communicated 
effectively. Without ExpertsDirect, and their experts’ 
willingness to provide reports at reduced rates, our clients 
would be unable to pursue justice and, in this case, 
demand changes to the way that the police treat victims 
of domestic violence and their children.

 Emma Hearne, Senior Solicitor    
 at the National Justice Project

The future of ExpertsDirect Pro Bono 
We expect our capacity to assist with pro bono matters 
to grow next year. As our service continues to gain traction 
amongst community legal centres and pro bono lawyers, 
we look forward to the challenge of assisting more pro bono 
matters. 

Finally, we would like to acknowledge the generosity of all 
legal practitioners, pro bono expert witnesses, and pro bono 
services, including the Australian Pro Bono Centre. We 
believe our work together on these matters has contributed 
effectively and meaningfully to efforts to reduce social 
inequality and thank you greatly for all your help. ■ 

Jessica Sheridan is a Senior Legal Project Manager and Pro 
Bono Service Coordinator at ExpertsDirect. She has overseen 
the administration and expansion of the firm’s pro bono 
service since December 2018. Jessica possesses previous 
experience in the Community Legal sector and is 
passionate about the potential of pro bono work 
to resolve social injustices. Over the past year, 
Jessica has witnessed the capability of the 
pro bono service to assist its most 
disadvantaged clients, as well as the 
willingness of experts to give back to the 
community through their generous 
work. She looks forward to continuing 
ExpertsDirect’s good work in 
pro bono matters.

This article was 
co-authored by 
Shelley Jiang, 
Marketing Assistant 
at ExpertsDirect.

One of our pro bono experts provided the following reflection: 

Earlier in the year, I was approached by ExpertsDirect to be 
an expert witness for an Aboriginal prisoner with cancer. 
Being a medical oncologist for more than a decade, this is 
my first project of this kind and the project gave me a glimpse 
into medical services for the underprivileged in an Australian 
prison facility. I was asked to review the chronological events 
of the presentation of the symptoms reported by the elderly 
Aboriginal man who is a prisoner at a NSW prison, and the 
diagnosis of the incurable cancer. I discovered the limited 
services, resources and time allocated to the prisoners, 
contributing to the potential delayed diagnosis…I have had 
multiple conversations with the lawyers from the National 
Justice Project. They are dedicated to advocating for a fair 
medical care system in prison for the underprivileged. I was 
inspired by their persistence, dedication and genuine concern 
for these minorities in our society…Overall the experience was 
very rewarding to me. I am inspired by the positive supportive 
attitude of ExpertsDirect and the generosity of Australian 
Pro Bono Centre. Definitely one of the highlights in my 
oncological career.

Feedback from lawyers
The lawyers we worked with on pro bono matters this year 
similarly emphasised the utility and ease of using of our pro 
bono expert witness service:  

In our Asylum Seeker Health Rights Project at the Public 
Interest Advocacy Centre, we regularly require opinions from 
medical experts to assist us in our casework for our clients. 
The ExpertsDirect Pro Bono Service provides us with timely 
access to crucial medical experts who are willing to assist us 
on a pro bono basis or at a reduced cost. The service is fast 
and professional. We are able to access experts for complex 
medical issues in cities all around Australia. The service is 
essential in the community sector where the cost of expert 
evidence is often a barrier to delivering legal services.

  Mary Flanagan, Senior Solicitor 
  at Public  Interest Advocacy Centre
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ExpertsDirect Pro Bono Service   
A service provided in collaboration with ExpertsDirect, 
connecting pro bono and community lawyers with 
expert witnesses willing to provide their services for 
free or at low cost.
See our website for more information.

Professional Indemnity Insurance Scheme
This Scheme provides free PI insurance to lawyers 
and paralegals working on pro bono projects 
approved by the Centre.
See our website to find out more.

Social Justice Opportunities  
For the latest career and volunteering opportunities:

• Check out the Social Justice Opportunities website

• Follow us on Twitter @SJOpps

• Like us on Facebook

Acknowledgement 
of Country
The Australian Pro Bono Centre acknowledges 
the traditional custodians of the land on which 
it works, the Bedegal people of the Eora Nation. 
We pay our respects to the Elders – past, present 
and emerging – and the youth who are working 
towards a brighter tomorrow.

Don’t miss the following 
Australian Pro Bono Centre
services:

www.probonocentre.org.au

Australian Pro Bono Centre Team L–R: Jessica Hatherall (Head of Policy & Strategy), Sally Embelton (Policy & Project Officer), 

Trent Wallace (Former AGS Secondee Policy & Project Officer), Natasha Rose (Project Officer), Gabriela Christian-Hare (CEO)
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The Centre sincerely thanks Adrian Medel for 
his excellent work designing this publication.
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The Australian Pro Bono Centre is grateful for the support it 
receives from the Faculty of Law at UNSW Sydney, which 
includes the use of the Faculty’s premises and facilities. 

https://www.probonocentre.org.au/expertsdirect-pro-bono-service/
https://www.probonocentre.org.au/provide-pro-bono/pi-insurance-scheme/
https://www.sjopps.net.au
https://twitter.com/SJOpps
https://www.facebook.com/SJOpps/



