First Nations
led pro bono
As the first Aboriginal person in this position in a
global law firm, I am navigating two incredibly
different worlds: cultural and corporate. Reconciliation
sits within a unique space in both of my worlds and
I'm delighted to bring them together. This is more
than just a social justice fight, it's personal. It's my
history meeting my future and what I do in the
present will influence the next chapters, particularly for
my baby nephew, Lucas. For true reconciliation to
occur, we must work together collaboratively, but I am
ensuring that it is not First Nations communities
doing the heavy lifting, I'm bringing the firm to them
and facilitating positive impacts. Sarah MortonRamwell, Partner and Global Head of Pro Bono and
Corporate Responsibility, leads Ashurst's pro bono and
corporate responsibility teams and provides me with
great mentorship in this space. Working within such
strong teams helps, as they understand and assist me
in my unique position. I also enjoy working alongside
other firms who are working towards positive impact,
which Sarah strongly supports. Ashurst has an impeccable history with First Nations work and I look to the
corporate personality of the firm; this year marking 50
years of Ashurst working with the Aboriginal Legal
Service.
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The work I am doing in the pro bono and
corporate responsibility space is highlighted in my
Monthly Yarn that is sent throughout the firm. In this, I
am able to apply my method of cultural generosity – my
goal is to bring everyone on this First Nations journey.
I’ve also been able to deliver cultural generosity to the
Sydney pro bono and corporate responsibility team. The
goal is to roll the training out to all of the Australian
offices, who have all reached out to me. In terms of pro
bono, we have many projects in the works which I have
either assisted in creating or I will oversee. I’ve been able
to enjoy so much support from the firm and its leadership. I’m inspired to be surrounded by people who

recognise the importance of First Nations voices.
Despite the COVID-19 setback, we are still achieving
incredible things.
Effective pro bono in the First Nations space means
that it is led by needs that First Nations communities have expressed. We must look to empower our
communities. This requires deep patience, understanding and respect. Our relationships are built on
strong foundations of those three principles and
therefore our contributions are not only meaningful, but effective. It is also appropriate for firms to
work together in this space as I believe we carry
more strength in solidarity. In organisations that are
AUSTRALIAN PRO BONO CENTRE

19

First Nations focused, but not First Nations led, I
deeply encourage these organisations to attract First
Nations staff to provide a lived experience lens to
operations. You can live/work with mob, you can study
us and our culture, you can have the best of intentions…but it will never make you a First Nations person.
I also look to my use of the terminology First Nations
Peoples of Australia – in my view, it is the most respectful and inclusive description, but I note that First
Nations Peoples will identify in their own way. Personally, I describe myself as an Aboriginal man or First
Nations person.

“Effective pro bono in the First
Nations space means that it is
led by needs that First Nations
communities have expressed.”
COVID-19 is currently impacting our lives in various
ways. Looking through my First Nations lens, I saw
horror: if it was to touch First Nations communities,
particularly in rural, remote or regional areas, it had the
power to wipe out language, knowledge of land
management techniques, history as well as many
other dire consequences. Our Elders, our knowledge,
our people and our culture are sacred. We must do
more to honour the diverse and rich First Nations
communities we have. COVID-19 has served to
highlight and exacerbate existing disparities, particularly within areas of justice such as over-policing,
chronic health problems, economic barriers and
homelessness. We also need to address the digital
divide in First Nations communities – think about how
you would've survived or even stayed employed if you
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didn't have access to technology, or how your
children would be able to undertake remote
learning without internet or computers. This is the
reality many First Nations communities face, particularly rural, remote and regional communities. These
are not First Nations issues – that implies we have
ownership over them, we do not. These issues were
assigned to First Nations communities through
colonisation. Through a lack of healing and understanding, the gaps have gotten wider.
We all have a responsibility to utilise our privilege in
ways that dismantle oppression. Trying to fit into
systems that were built around dispossession is
incredibly difficult, but there is no choice for us mob.
We either try to fit in or get left behind and die out.
We are continually negotiating our culture and
colonised constructs. We need more than Acknowledgement of Country. We need recognition that we
offer rich contributions through our history and
culture. This is where I respectfully ask non-First
Nations communities and members to support First
Nations businesses. Where you make room in
business budgets to have cultural awareness
training. Where you shift the narrative away from
what you know and more towards embracing our
First Nations cultures and practices. First Nations
integration can happen seamlessly – we don't always
need to be looked at as a favour or worse, a problem.
Flexibility from non-First Nations Australians will
offer a new world where we can live together in
what will be a truly reconciled society. ■
Written by Trent Wallace [-o-],
Ashurst Lawyer and Corporate
Responsibility Coordinator,
Reconciliation

Trent Wallace is a proud Aboriginal man and former
Australian Government Solicitor secondee to the
Australian Pro Bono Centre. He has also previously
worked on the Royal Commission into Violence, Abuse,
Neglect and Exploitation of People with Disability and
developed culturally focused content for the University
of New South Wales Practical Legal Training Program.
Trent is currently a Co-Chair of the Legal Profession
Reconciliation Network and is a Lawyer and Corporate
Responsibility Coordinator, Reconciliation at Ashurst.
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