
LAURA: Thank you so much for agreeing to speak with me 
today, Mary. Before we discuss your career, can you let me 
know why you were drawn to study law? 

MARY: Originally, I qualified as a registered nurse. I worked as 
a nurse while I studied and completed a Bachelor of Arts with 
Honours in Politics and Industrial Relations. As a graduate in 
that area, I joined the legal team at the Department of Health 
in Western Australia (“WA Health”), where I was involved with 
new law reform projects including reproductive technology, 
mental health, guardianship and administration, surrogacy, 
freedom of information and privacy law. I also provided 
information to departmental agencies, such as hospitals and 
health practitioner registration boards, about the legislation 
that they had responsibilities under. 

I have benefited from having good mentors at various stages 
of my career including those who encouraged me to do a 
Masters in Public Health and also a law degree, which proved 
useful qualifications to have during COVID. 

After I completed my law degree, I did my articles and 
restricted practice with the State Solicitor’s Office. I was then 
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approached by the 
Australian Medical 
Association (the “AMA”) 
in WA and I accepted a 
role there as Director of 
Legal and Policy. I had 
the opportunity to work 

now Norton Rose Fulbright) 
and then as a Consultant at 
Jackson McDonald Lawyers, 
which is a large independent 
firm in WA. I have since worked 
in-house at the University of 
Western Australia and had 
company secretary and general 
counsel roles with not-for-profit 
organisations in the training 
and community service sectors. 
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with them while the ACCC tested the new competition laws 
applying to professional associations by prosecuting the AMA 
for collective boycott and price fixing. After that, I returned 
to private practice as Special Counsel at Deacons (which is 
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Currently, I am the General Manager of Advocacy and 
Professional Development at the Law Society of WA. I also 
do corporate governance work for a range of not-for-profit 
organisations. 

I’m happy with where my career has taken me. It has been 
very different to the mainstream and looking back I have 
always combined doing more than just one role and I can’t 
see that changing. I like the diversity and as long as I am 
adding value to an organisation I will continue. 

LAURA: That’s such a varied and interesting career path! Are 
you able to tell me about your personal experiences with pro 
bono practice? 

MARY: When I was in private practice – Special Counsel roles 
both at Deacons and at Jackson McDonald – I was allocated 
pro bono work as a matter of course. It was starting to get 
more structured when I was at Deacons, but pro bono 

practice was in its formative 
stages. There is more awareness 
of pro bono now and it is being 
done in different ways, but there 
are still certain parameters and 
business imperatives at private 
firms that are impediments 
to getting pro bono work 
done in a cost-effective and 
timely manner. It’s important 
that practitioners don’t feel 
like they’re being penalised if 
they do pro bono. I think we’ve 

still got a way to go to get the profession across doing 
meaningful pro bono work and we have to look at different 
models to achieve that. 

LAURA: You mentioned that you are the General Manager of 
Advocacy and Professional Development at the Law Society 
of WA. Can you tell me more about your work in that role? 

MARY: I’m one of four General Managers in the senior 
executive team and I report directly to the CEO. I have a 
small team of lawyers and policy officers. We manage more 

than 30 committees, which are mostly based on areas of 
legal practice, but some are more issue-based committees 
including Access to Justice, Indigenous Legal Issues, Mental 
Health and Wellbeing, In-house and Government Lawyers 
and Country Practitioners. We also manage the Mentoring 
Programme for members of the profession, the First Nations 
Action Plan and the Quality Practice Standard Scheme. As 
in most jurisdictions, the requirement for ongoing legal 
education is linked to the renewal of every practitioner’s 
annual practising certificate and we deliver a programme 
of seminars for that purpose as well as risk management 
seminars for Law Mutual (indemnity insurer for legal 
practitioners in WA).  

The most interesting part of the role is the opportunity to get 
across a variety of areas of legal practice and the law reform 
initiatives that are happening. There is a range of legislation 
going through Parliament over the course of the year and 
the Law Society prepares submissions on most areas of 
significant reform. 

LAURA: It sounds like a very busy role! You are also a board 
director of the Australian Pro Bono Centre. Could you tell me 
a bit about that? 

MARY: I was appointed to the board of the Centre as the 
Law Society of WA’s representative. It fits quite well with 
my role because I manage a number of committees that 
have a direct nexus with the work of the Centre, as well as 

“My view of being on a board is that you’re 
across all the issues and you contribute 

using your skills. I think my contribution has 
been representing WA… I am across the 

issues in WA relating to access to justice, 
social reinvestment and the advocacy 

associated with reform in this area.” 

Perth, WA
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Law Access, which is a pro bono referral 
service established by the Law Society. 
The Law Society is also a constituent of 
the Law Council of Australia, and we work 
closely with it particularly on national law 
reform initiatives that relate to the Centre 
such as the National Justice Project. 

My view of being on a board is that you’re 
across all the issues and you contribute 
using your skills. I think my contribution 
has been representing WA and linking 
organisations to the Centre. In WA, we 
have a large Indigenous population as 
well as an increasing need for access to 
justice, not only for individuals but also 

Mary Woodford. Mary is the General 
Manager of Advocacy and Professional 
Development at the Law Society of WA. 
Mary is a senior executive and a senior 
legal practitioner with experience in 
the private and public sector having 
held roles including General Counsel, 

“…take the opportunities 
that interest you and 
do things because you 
like doing them. If you’re 
interested in something 
and you like doing it, you’re 
more likely to succeed.”

small not-for-profit organisations doing some important 
work in our community. I am across the issues in WA 
relating to access to justice, social reinvestment and the 
advocacy associated with reform in this area. 

LAURA: What advice would you give to young lawyers and 
students who would like to have a varied and meaningful 
career like yours? 

MARY: Well, some might say I did everything the hard way, 
but I think you just take the opportunities that interest 
you and do things because you like doing them. If you’re 
interested in something and you like doing it, you’re more 
likely to succeed. You take the opportunities as they come 
to you. Even if you are worried about doing some things, 
those opportunities may teach you more than doing things 
because they are straightforward and safe. Always be ready 
to take on a challenge. 

LAURA: And finally, how do you like to spend your free 
time? 

MARY: I think it’s important when you have a busy schedule 
that you have meaningful downtime and thinking time. 
I tend to be outdoors and with family in my downtime. 
I’m very fortunate that we have a farm (Boola) and a large 
garden. It’s also work, but it’s a different type of work. 

Senior Legal Counsel and Special 
Counsel.  She has been an adviser to 
boards and companies as well as the 
Minister for Health. 

Mary is an experienced non-executive 
director and company secretary and is 
currently a director/chair of MercyCare 

Ltd, LGIS and the Australian Pro 
Bono Centre and company secretary/
general counsel for Hope Community 
Services Limited. Mary’s former non-
executive director roles included 
HBF Health Ltd and chair of Central 
Regional TAFE. 
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