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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. 
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human rights 
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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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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/
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· There has been a failure of the legal community to 
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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.
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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 
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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 
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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-
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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. 
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number of different disciplines – considering skills-based 
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programs that leverage all of the skills and resources of the 
business. 
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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
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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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Wills Clinic. L-R: 

Sparke Helmore's

Theo Casimatis, 

Nina Samardzic, 

Onella Hermis, 

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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