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LEXI: So, you didn’t always have the intention of going into 
government?

SUE: I intended on going into government, but where it’s 
taken me from there has been a matter of seeking and taking 
opportunities.

LEXI: Could you expand a little on how you came to work at 
the Centre, and what your role is here? 

SUE: I have been lucky to work for Attorney-General’s 
Department (AGD) for the last four years, where there are 
always a lot of new legal challenges and projects.  AGD asked 
for expressions of interest to work at the Centre, and the 
work at the Centre seemed to gel with my experience. Early 
in my career I left private practice to go to the Public Interest 
Advocacy Centre, to run what was then called the Public 
Interest Law Clearing House. This gave me experience in 
matching pro bono seekers with law firms. 

More recently I managed the Whole of Australian Government 
Legal Panel process at AGD. An important criterion for the 

LEXI: Thank you for joining me today to give us some insights 
into your career to date. Could you tell us about your career 
before your secondment to the Australian Pro Bono Centre? 

SUE: That’s a big topic, as I have done a wide range of things 
across all levels of government. I’ve been a government lawyer 
since 2000 working in state, local and the Commonwealth 
government. Rather than planning my career, the theme 
has been to say “yes” to opportunities that come up. If an 
opportunity arises and it seems interesting and challenging, 
I’ll say yes. For example, I had the opportunity to spend a year 
working on a tropical island as the on-island lawyer for the 
Commonwealth government when Norfolk Island’s limited 
self-government was abolished. In that role, I oversaw the 
process of applying Commonwealth and some state laws 
and implementing the NSW local government system on 
the island. And earlier this year I worked for six weeks in an 
Indigenous led business in the East Kimberley region of WA 
on a Jawun secondment.  When people ask me what’s next in 
my career, I’ll tend to say, “I’ll know it when I see it”.
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Sue Mahony speaking to Commonwealth  
government lawyers about pro bono  
in October 2022.



Panel was that firms had to be signatories to the National Pro 
Bono Target. John Corker, who was then CEO of the Australian 
Pro Bono Centre, was a regular correspondent, insisting that 
the Commonwealth couldn’t let pro bono fall off the list of 
requirements of the Panel, so I was conscious of the Target. 
In preparing for my interview with the Centre I read about 
the Centre’s recent activities. What particularly attracted me 
was the Centre’s guide, Pro Bono Legal Work: A Guide for 
Government Lawyers, and the opportunities it sets out. Despite 
being an in-house government lawyer for some time, I hadn’t 
been aware of this, so I thought it was an area that deserved to 
get more publicity and I was happy to work on that. 
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LEXI: Now you are here for a year, what is the focus of your 
role? 

SUE:  The main project I have taken on is working to develop 
the in-house pro bono practice, particularly in state and 
Commonwealth legal teams. I’ve worked in both of those 
levels of government and there are certain committees and 
groups that I thought we could approach to seek to have in-
house pro bono better publicised and hopefully taken up by 
agencies, as well as in corporate Australia. 

And I was also attracted to the climate change work. My 
postgraduate degree was a Masters in Environmental 
Law, so that’s a particular interest of mine. When I read the 
Centre’s ro ono ui e to the Climate Crisis and heard 
about the work that was happening internationally to 
collaborate with PILnet to develop the Global Pro Bono 
Climate Action Portal, I was keen to be involved. And of 
course, helping on any other miscellaneous things that 
come up, such as the National Pro Bono Target Report.

LEXI: You’ve touched on this a little already, but can you talk 
about why the work you are doing here is important to you?

SUE:  In applying my ‘saying yes’ approach, the projects 
that I have taken on tend to have either a social justice or a 
governance aspect. And the work of the Centre, including 
trying to harness the more than a quarter of the legal 
profession that work in-house to contribute to pro bono, and 
the work on addressing climate change, certainly meet that 
criteria.

LEXI: As a government lawyer yourself, what would you 
say to government lawyers who are interested in doing 
pro bono work, but are concerned it’s too difficult to get 
involved? 

SUE:  As an individual lawyer it’s not too difficult to become 
involved. There is always a wide range of volunteering 
opportunities available, including through community legal 
centres. For government employees, with some exceptions 
when long hours are necessary, flexible work arrangements 
will generally allow a person to participate in pro bono in 

“The Centre has 
developed two related 
products which set out 
15 different categories of 
work that lawyers can be 
involved in to respond to 
the climate crisis through 
pro bono work...”

Sue Mahony (second from the right) on a panel at the AGLS conference, Canberra, 20 October 2022.
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https://www.probonocentre.org.au/climate-change-guide/
https://www.pilnet.org/our-work/case-studies/
https://www.pilnet.org/our-work/case-studies/
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one’s own time. You might need to seek approval for 
pro bono work if it’s considered secondary employment 
by your employer and ensure that there is no conflict of 
interest in the work that you plan to do.

The Centre is trying to encourage managers of 
government teams to make pro bono opportunities 
available to their teams. If pro bono can be combined 
with other work, the immediate sense of making a 
difference is going to boost the feelings of satisfaction 
and wellbeing among team members. Pro bono can 
also provide some spice in terms of interest and skill 
development for the lawyers involved, particularly when 
their day-to-day work lacks variety. The Centre contends 
that government or corporate employers who provide 
opportunities for pro bono work will have greater 
success in attracting and retaining team members and 
broadening their skills.

LEXI: You’ve mentioned your focus at the Centre on 
supporting lawyers to participate in pro bono work to 
combat the climate crisis. What does the Centre do in 
this space and how can lawyers get involved?

SUE: The Centre has developed two related products 
which set out 15 different categories of work that 
lawyers can be involved in to respond to the climate 
crisis through pro bono work — the ro ono ui e 
to the Climate Crisis and the lo al ro ono Climate 

ction ortal. It’s not only litigation that can make a 
difference. There is a wide range of things lawyers can 
do. From working with law students in a climate clinic to 
help them understand and work on climate matters, to 
providing advice on commercial matters where there’s 
a positive impact on climate change. Whatever your 
legal skillset, there is something you can do. Together 
with global NGO PILnet, the Centre recently hosted a 
webinar to spread this positive story, which you can now 
watch on the Portal.

LEXI: Where does your personal interest in the 
interaction between climate change and law come 
from? 

SUE: It started when I was at university and 
took the opportunity of long holidays to get out 
a lot in national parks and in nature. I studied 
environmental law as an undergraduate and then 
took a Masters. I worked as an environmental 
prosecutor at the NSW Environmental Protection 
Authority where I saw a lot of the failures of 
environmental controls. It has been uplifting to read 
about the positive pro bono work that is showcased 
in the Centre’s climate guides and to see the efforts 
that are being made to prevent or mitigate climate 
change and its effects. But it’s a mammoth task, so 
we all need to contribute if we can.

LEXI:: Finally, outside of all the amazing work you 
do at the Centre, what are some of your interests or 
hobbies? Who are you outside of work?

SUE: I still like to get out in nature. I used to be a 
competitive athlete and while I don’t compete 
much anymore, I enjoy swimming, hiking, camping 
and kayaking and I’m active in the surf club. I have 
a border collie Willow, who needs a lot of exercise. I 
also love to share my outdoor interests with the kids 
in my large extended family. And I enjoy reading. 
I have just finished the second Bill Browder book 
‘Freezing Order’ which was hard to put down.

LEXI:: Thank you so much for taking time out of your 
day to talk to me. It has been great to find out more 
about you and the work you do at the Centre! 

“For government employees, 
with some exceptions when 
long hours are necessary, 
flexible work arrangements 
will generally allow a person to 
participate in pro bono in one’s 
own time. You might need to 
seek approval for pro bono work 
if it’s considered secondary 
employment by your employer 
and ensure that there is no 
conflict of interest in the work 
that you plan to do.”
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