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Welcome to the June 2025 edition of Pro Bono Voco. Pro Bono 
Voco is a biannual magazine published by the Australian Pro Bono 
Centre highlighting the impactful work of the Australian and 
international pro bono community. It features pro bono projects, 
profiles leaders within the pro bono community and provides 
updates on key developments within the sector.   

Thank you to all contributors to this edition. This collection of 
articles demonstrates the vital role pro bono plays in supporting 
access to justice, showcasing the recent work of legal services 
providers across Australia and beyond. 

Please visit our website at www.probonocentre.org.au for 
information about the Centre’s activities and to learn more about 
Australia’s pro bono sector. It has been a busy and productive first 
half of the year for the pro bono sector. Highlights of the Centre’s 
work include: 

· Releasing the results of the 9th Biennial Pro Bono Survey

· Developing a Guidance Paper on working pro bono with First
Nations clients (to be released soon)

· Hosting meetings between bar association pro bono
representatives as part of an initiative to support national
collaboration on pro bono at the Bar

· Supporting the development of an inaugural barristers’ guide to
pro bono

· Supporting the development of a pro bono impact
measurement framework

· Speaking at the Q1 Asia Pro Bono Consortium Roundtable

· Attending and promoting National Pro Bono Day (20 May 2025)
events and Walks for Justice held around the nation. 

Gabriela Christian-Hare 
CEO

Pro Bono Voco

Don’t miss the Centre’s 
primary resources at � 
probonocentre.org.au:

· The Australian
Pro Bono Manual

· Pro Bono Partnerships
and Models: A Practical
Guide to What Works

· Best Practice Guide

· Client Management &
Self-Care Guide

· A Guide for Government
Lawyers

· A Guide for In-House
Corporate Lawyers

· A Guide for Individual
Lawyers

· Climate Hub

· Student Pro Bono Guide

· Pro Bono Response
to Natural Disasters

· Global Pro Bono Hub

Every fortnight the Centre 
distributes �a Round-Up of 
the top news stories relating 
to pro bono legal �work and 
access to justice through  
Pro Bono in the News.  
Subscribe �here
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At HopgoodGanim Lawyers, our pro bono work focuses on 
supporting lasting, community-led change. One of the three 
priority areas of our Pro Bono Impact Strategy is working with 
First Nations communities so they can achieve the outcomes 
they want to achieve. This drives our First Nations Startup 
Program (Program), a unique partnership with the QUT Law 
School that’s working with First Nations businesses from 
the ground up, while simultaneously educating current and 
next generations of commercial lawyers on the value of First 
Nations businesses and the power of pro bono legal support.

Real-World Learning for Real-World Need: 
Working with First Nations Startups 
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First Nations economic-participation

Since the announcement in 2021 that Brisbane will host the 
2032 Summer Olympic and Paralympic Games (The Games), 
we’ve been thinking about how we can best work with First 
Nations businesses to ensure they can take full advantage of 
the $4.6 billion in economic benefit The Games are projected 
to bring to Queensland.1 

First Nations-led businesses create profound opportunities 
for First Nations people through the enhancement of self-

By Leanne Collingburn, 
Deni Jokovic-Wroe and 
Apoorva Abeysundera

Image taken in October 2024, at a presentation on the Program. 

https://www.hopgoodganim.com.au/uploads/images/PDFs/News-and-Insights/Pro-Bono-Impact-Strategy.pdf


offering law students (with priority placement for First 
Nations law students) the opportunity to gain subject credit 
and work directly with First Nations startup clients on non-
urgent commercial legal matters, under the supervision of 
HopgoodGanim Lawyers.

The pilot saw six startups across various industries receive 
advice in diverse areas of law, including intellectual property, 
workplace and employment, and corporate. 

Commenting on the partnership, Luke Mountford, Managing 
Partner at HopgoodGanim Lawyers, said “We have partnered 
with QUT for a number of years, and this collaboration 
reflects a shared commitment to create meaningful, long-
term outcomes. By working together, we can draw on our 
combined knowledge to better support initiatives led by and 
for First Nations communities.”

The feedback we received from QUT was overwhelmingly 
positive. Bianca Hill-Jarro, QUT Indigenous Project Officer, 
shared that “typically work experience opportunities for 
Indigenous Australian students have focused on areas such 
as criminal law, family law, child protection or native title. 
This program however opens the door to a broader range of 
impactful legal services.”

Following the success of the pilot, HopgoodGanim and QUT 
have decided to continue the program indefinitely. 

A career-affirming experience for law students

We believe that educating junior lawyers and students on 
the value of First Nations businesses and providing them 
with opportunities to work with them is crucial to affecting 
positive change. The Program allows us to do so, whilst also 
serving the legal needs of clients. 

The Program provides a hands-on and immersive legal 
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determination, intergenerational wealth transfer and 
cultural preservation. They simultaneously deliver benefits 
for the broader community, generating about $16.1 billion 
in revenue annually.2 Moreover, First Nations businesses 
play an important role in achieving the outcomes set out 
in the National Agreement on Closing the Gap, particularly 
towards the target of increasing First Nations employment. 
Despite this, the ongoing impacts of colonisation means 
that First Nations startups may face additional unique and 
compounding challenges – including lacking the financial 
capacity to obtain high-quality legal advice.

After fielding a number of calls from First Nations businesses 
requesting assistance with complex legal disputes, we 
consulted with our First Nations clients and respected 
Queensland Indigenous lawyers on where and how it would 
be most effective to provide pro bono legal support to these 
businesses. We identified that First Nations businesses 
weren’t accessing trusted and quality legal support early on. 
And if these businesses sought support earlier, they could 
avoid common complex legal disputes down the track.   

Our assistance started with the co-design of a series 
of ten legal fact sheets aimed at helping First Nations 
entrepreneurs avoid common legal pitfalls in their startup 
journey.

While these resources are useful, we quickly realised there 
was a need for more tailored, hands-on legal support. Yet 
with limited internal capacity, we needed a partner to help 
scale this work in a sustainable way.

A natural partner in QUT

Known for its commitment to real-world learning, QUT was 
a natural fit for a collaborative pro bono program. Together, 
we launched a pilot of the Program in Semester 2, 2024, 

“First Nations-led 
businesses create 

profound opportunities 
for First Nations 

people through the 
enhancement of 

self-determination, 
intergenerational wealth 

transfer and cultural 
preservation.”

 1 Queensland Government, ‘Olympic Growth Plan for Central Queensland’s Indigenous Businesses’ (Media Release, 8 October 2021) <https://statements.qld.gov.au/statements/93452>.

2 This figure is as at 2022 and relates to businesses reporting to the Australian Taxation Office either through Business Activity Statements or Pay-as-you-go wage summaries; Evans, M., 
Polidano, C., Dahmann, S. C., Kalera, Y., Ruiz, M., Moschion, J., Blackman, M. (2024). Indigenous Business and Corporation Snapshot Study 3.0. The University of Melbourne, 5.

https://www.closingthegap.gov.au/
https://www.hopgoodganim.com.au/news-insights/first-nations-startups-fact-sheets/


Leanne Collingburn is a Partner of HopgoodGanim 
Lawyers and the Head of our Pro Bono program. 
Leanne is responsible for the delivery and 
management of the firm’s pro bono legal 
contributions to the community.
Leanne is a leading pro bono lawyer, social impact 
and human rights advocate with responsibility 
for the firm’s pro bono legal contributions to the 
community.

Leanne has been practising exclusively in pro bono since 2014 and 
has considerable experience in pro bono practice management, 
social impact and reconciliation programs.
Leanne has particular expertise working with First Nations 
peoples on First Nations-led reform and initiatives, supporting and 
advocating for victims / survivors of domestic and family violence and 
tackling environmental legal issues, including disaster preparedness 
and response. Leanne also embraces opportunities to scale impact 
and access to justice through legal tech and innovation.

Deni Jokovic-Wroe is an Associate in 
HopgoodGanim lawyers Pro Bono practice. Deni 
has specific experience working as a Native Title 
and Cultural Heritage lawyer with First Nations 
clients, including Prescribed Body Corporates. Her 
communication skills are often praised, particularly 
when navigating the complexities and sensitivities 
of working with First Nation’s stakeholders and she 

has extensive experience liaising with clients across both the public 
and private sectors.
Deni has a particular interest in social justice and has previously 
volunteered with international community organisations.

Apoorva Abeysundera is a Law Clerk in 
HopgoodGanim lawyers Pro Bono practice and a 
penultimate Laws (Honours) and Science student 
at the University of Queensland. 
She has an interest in pro bono work and holistic 
access to justice influenced by her volunteer work 
in various community legal centres in Brisbane 
and as a recipient of the UQ Law school Pro Bono 
Award. 

Apoorva has contributed and co-authored academic research 
projects related to aged care, climate refugees, and law school 
education. She has also run a previous portfolio incorporating 
psycho-social methods into legal education and practice. 

experience for the student, who attends our office 
in person one day per week for the semester. They 
assist with drafting correspondence, preparing 
agreements, taking file notes and presenting on 
their experience. They also engage with clients 
under supervision and network with First Nations 
businesses.

Degen Beschel, a First Nations QUT law student 
who participated in the pilot, shared with QUT that:

“this experience reinforced my purpose. It gave 
me the opportunity to work in the pro bono space — an opportunity I might not 
have had until years into my legal career. It was inspiring, practical and deeply 
rewarding — and gave me credit towards my studies.”

Harry Hunter, a QUT law student currently on placement within the Program, 
shared that the Program has provided “an opportunity to gain practical work 
experience, interact with clients, and further develop my legal knowledge and 
skills.”

Community Impact

Our pilot received overwhelmingly positive feedback, with all startups responding 
that they would recommend the Program to other First Nations startups. 
They described our Program as “culturally safe and aligned” and “giving legal 
confidence” to their young businesses.

Internally, lawyers from HopgoodGanim valued the opportunity to provide 
community-focused work in their relevant areas of expertise. Raj Gurusinghe, Senior 
Associate, reported that the Program was “an opportunity to give back but also a 
chance to work with and learn from clients.” 

The Program has both been guided by and simultaneously achieved the goals we 
have set out in our Pro Bono Impact Strategy. 

Excitingly, this Program continues to generate interest and support. This year, a 
leading accounting firm has started providing pro bono accounting assistance 
to some of the startup clients in our Program. Together with the legal assistance 
provided by HopgoodGanim we are helping provide a solid foundation for the 
future success of their businesses. 
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3 This is a quote from QUT’s article ‘Law students gain real-world experience helping First Nations startups with 
HopgoodGanim’ (3 April 2025) < https://www.qut.edu.au/insights/law/law-students-gain-real-world-experience-
helping-first-nations-startups-with-hopgoodganim>.

Real-World Learning for Real-World Need: Working with First Nations Startups 

BACK TO COVER
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Meeting demand with innovation 

Artificial Intelligence (AI) has been making headlines for years, but 
lately it feels like it’s everywhere. At Justice Connect, we’ve been 
building with AI not because it’s trendy, but because we believe it 
can improve how people navigate the legal system. 

The need for that improvement is clear. Data from the Public 
Understanding of Law Survey (PULS) and our Navigating Financial 
Legal Problems in Victoria report show legal need is high and rising, 

Smarter Systems, Fairer 
Outcomes: Ethical AI in Action 
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“Too many people are 
caught in the ‘referral 

roundabout’ – sent from 
service to service, 

repeating their story but 
not getting support.

Many give up altogether.”

Justice Connect’s 
Online Intake Tool

especially among people experiencing housing insecurity, financial 
hardship, or family violence. But the path to help is often confusing 
and out of reach. Too many people are caught in the “referral 
roundabout” – sent from service to service, repeating their story but 
not getting support. Many give up altogether. 

For legal services under pressure, it’s an ongoing challenge to quickly 
and fairly work out who needs what kind of help. Every day, people 
come to us stressed and overwhelmed. The legal system is complex, 

By Tom O’Doherty 
and Rose Hyland

https://www.victorialawfoundation.org.au/research-projects/the-public-understanding-of-law-survey
https://www.victorialawfoundation.org.au/research-projects/the-public-understanding-of-law-survey
https://www.victorialawfoundation.org.au/research-projects/the-public-understanding-of-law-survey
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Building smarter, fairer tools 

Our AI journey started in partnership with the University 
of Melbourne. Could we train a model to understand how 
people describe legal issues in their own words – without 
needing legal jargon? The answer was yes, but doing it safely 
was key. 

Our AI has been trained on thousands of de-identified 
examples of real help-seeker language. Many of these came 
from partners like community legal centres and legal aid 
commissions whose contributions have helped strengthen 
the model in areas where legal need is high and complexity is 
common. 

To train the model, we built our Training AI Game (TAG), a 
tool where pro bono lawyers from Justice Connect’s network 
highlight key legal phrases in real examples. More than 
310,000 snippets have been highlighted so far. It’s a great 
example of how the sector can work together to improve 
digital tools in a hands-on and meaningful way. Our newest 
training tool, Consensus, lets legal experts collaboratively test 
how consistently issues are categorised – keeping human 
judgement at the heart of the process. 

This development is guided by AI ethics principles and 
human oversight, which ensure fairness, transparency, and 
human-centred design are embedded at every stage. 

Better pathways to help 

With this model in place, we’re seeing real benefits. 
People using our AI-supported tools are reaching the right 
information and support faster. There’s no need-to-know legal 
terminology – just describe your issue in your own words, and 
the system does the work. 

The AI also helps legal services by doing the time-consuming 
work of sorting and directing requests. It reduces delays 
by sending matters to the right place, fast. It improves 
referrals by basing decisions on accurate, consistent issue 
identification. And it helps connect people to the most 
appropriate services – those with the expertise or mandate to 
help. 

Smarter Systems, Fairer Outcomes: Ethical AI in Action 

and when you’re in crisis, complexity feels like a wall. 

At Justice Connect, we’re tackling this problem through 
innovation. We’ve developed a smart, ethical AI model 
that identifies a person’s legal issue based on how they 
describe it, and guides them to the right legal resources 
or services. It listens to what people say, understands what 
they mean, and connects them to the right kind of help. 

This isn’t a robot lawyer or a flashy gimmick, but a practical, 
human-centred intake assistant. Unlike generative AI(GenAI) 
or large language models (LLMs), our AI doesn’t create new 
content or give advice. It operates within a narrow, safe 
framework – helping people navigate options without the 
risks associated with chatbots or automated legal advice 
tools. 

7AUSTRALIAN PRO BONO  CENTRE

“Unlike  
generative AI 
(GenAI) or large 
language models 
(LLMs), our AI 
doesn’t create new 
content or give 
advice. It operates 
within a narrow, 
safe framework”

Justice Connect’s Innovation 
Team Members
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BACK TO COVER

A tool for the sector, not just Justice Connect 

We didn’t build this just for ourselves. The AI model 
is designed to work across the sector. It’s trained on 
shared data, shaped by sector feedback, and built to 
be adaptable to different service models. 

We’re already in discussions with other organisations 
interested in piloting or integrating the model into 
their own tools, including our next venture into 
exploring how our AI model can support intake 
process.  

We’re also committed to advocacy around ethical 
AI. Our recent joint submission with the Federation 
of Community Legal Centres (FCLC) to the Victorian 
Law Reform Commission (VLRC) inquiry into AI use 
in courts and tribunals is just one example of our 
leadership in this space. 

Tom O’Doherty, Head of 
Innovation, Justice Connect. 
Tom is an experienced 
innovator with extensive 
expertise in law, technology, 
and product development. 
As the Head of Innovation 
at Justice Connect, Tom 
leads the development of 

innovative solutions to address social and legal issues, 
leveraging his diverse skillset and interdisciplinary 
approach to problem solving. 

With more than 15 years of experience in the legal and 
technology industries, Tom has a deep understanding 
of the intersection between law and technology and 
how they can be utilised to develop more effective and 
scalable solutions that promote access to justice. 

Tom has played a key role in the success of Justice 
Connect’s acclaimed suite of tools, including the Pro 
Bono Portal, which has been deployed both nationally 
and internationally, as well as the development of their 
natural language AI tool, which helps people determine 
if they have a legal issue and what it might be. 

Rose Hyland, Senior Project 
Lead, Justice Connect. Rose 
leads innovation projects at 
Justice Connect, specialising 
in the design and delivery 
of digital tools that improve 
access to justice. With a 
background in project 
management and a strong 
focus on human-centred 

design, Rose has overseen the development of Justice 
Connect’s AI-powered legal issue identification tool and 
a range of digital intake solutions.  

Rose works closely with legal, technical, and community 
partners to ensure that technology is built ethically and 
works in practice for both people seeking help, and the 
sector.  

Rose is passionate about improving user experience 
and ensuring digital innovation supports fair, inclusive 
legal help. 

“AI won’t replace 
legal professionals. 
But it can and 
should support 
them, by taking 
care of the 
repetitive work, 
improving triage, 
and helping more 
people get the right 
help sooner.”

Building a stronger legal help system 

AI won’t replace legal professionals. But it can and 
should support them, by taking care of the repetitive 
work, improving triage, and helping more people get 
the right help sooner. 

We see AI work as part of a bigger picture: a smarter, 
more connected legal assistance ecosystem. One 
where technology reduces barriers, not increases 
them. We’re proud to be building that future 
alongside others in the legal and community sector, 
and grateful to be funded by visionary organisations 
that see the importance of technology in legal service 
provision.  

If your organisation would like to learn more or 
explore ways to get involved, please get in touch with 
Justice Connect’s Innovation team.  

Smarter Systems, Fairer Outcomes: Ethical AI in Action 

Justice Connect’s Training 
AI Game dashboard

https://justiceconnect.org.au/about/digital-innovation/ai-eoi-form/
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Spotlight on Centre Board Member: 
Stephen Somerville

Commercial litigation, pro bono advocacy, and 
community legal work: In this interview, Stephen 
Somerville – Counsel, Pro Bono at Ashurst – reflects 
on his journey, the values that have shaped his career, 
and his current role leading pro bono initiatives.

Siqun: It is a great honour to have the opportunity 
to interview you today, Stephen! To begin, would you 
mind sharing a brief overview of your education and 
career path?

Stephen: I grew up in Perth, Western Australia, and 
attended university there. I was actually the first 
person in my immediate family to go to university, 
and I studied a combined degree in law and science. 
Initially, I thought I’d pursue a career as an intellectual 
property lawyer, but over time I realised that path 
wasn’t for me.

While still at university, I started working at Legal 
Aid Western Australia on their phone line. My role 
involved providing information to callers, booking 
legal advice appointments, and making referrals. 
That experience sparked my first real interest in the 
legal assistance sector and confirmed that I wanted 
to work in a people-focused role.

After graduating, I was fortunate to spend two years 
working at the Supreme Court of Western Australia 
as an associate to two different judges. My first year 
was in the general division, where we handled a 
variety of matters including criminal law, wills and 
probate, and commercial litigation. It was invaluable 
exposure, especially working with self-represented 
litigants and gaining insight into court processes. In 
my second year, I worked on a major appeal, focusing 
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Interview by Siqun Dong

more on legal research, drafting, and proofreading 
judgments.

I then moved to Melbourne to begin my 
legal career at Herbert Smith Freehills (HSF). I 
completed three rotations there, and my previous 
experience at the court had already solidified my 
desire to work as a commercial litigator. I really 
enjoyed going to court and saw that as central to 
my role as a lawyer. From day one at HSF, I was 
also actively involved in pro bono work, which 
became a lasting part of my career.

A pivotal moment came when I undertook a 
Jawun secondment, spending six weeks with a 
First Nations organisation in the East Kimberley 
of Western Australia, working mainly on policy. 
That experience shifted my focus, and I realised 
I wanted to work full-time in pro bono. I was 
fortunate to transition into HSF’s dedicated pro 
bono team, which eventually brought me to 
Sydney, where I spent around six years focusing on 
pro bono work in Australia. More recently, I worked 
at Barry Nilsson for over three years to develop 
their pro bono practice, and very recently I moved 
to Ashurst, continuing my journey in the pro bono 
sector.

Stephen Somerville in robes while a Judge’s Associate

“Having the opportunity to work 
full-time within a First Nations 
community in the East Kimberley 
really opened my eyes to the 
impact that focused work can 
have. It was one of those sliding 
doors moments where I realised 
that this was the path I wanted to 
pursue long-term.”
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Siqun: Could you tell me a little more about your 
current role as Pro Bono Counsel at Ashurst, as well 
as your secondment at the Victorian Aboriginal Legal 
Service?

Stephen: I joined Ashurst at the start of the year 
and I’m currently based in Melbourne as one of the 
senior lawyers in the pro bono team. My role primarily 
focuses on developing pro bono opportunities 
and building partnerships with community legal 
centres and other organisations across Victoria. 
I’m part of Ashurst’s global pro bono practice, so I 
also collaborate with colleagues in other states and 
internationally.

A key area of focus for me is supporting our First 
Nations clients, communities, and organisations. 
I’m fortunate to work alongside two First Nations 
lawyers in our team at Ashurst, and I contribute to our 
national First Nations pro bono practice. I see my role 
as supporting and being led by them in that work, 
which has been incredibly rewarding.

Siqun: What motivated you to transition from 
commercial practice into pro bono work?

Stephen: From my very first day at HSF, I was 
involved in pro bono work. The culture there really 
emphasised its importance. There was a strong 
expectation that everyone contributes to pro bono 
matters, and that resonated with me. I was lucky 
to get heavily involved early on with one of HSF’s 
key pro bono initiatives in partnership with Justice 
Connect Homeless Law: the Women’s Homelessness 
Prevention Project. That program provides legal and 
non-legal support to women who are homeless or 
at risk of homelessness, and I regularly represented 
clients, often in tenancy matters at VCAT. I eventually 
became one of the team leaders for that program, 
which deepened my commitment and experience.

My Jawun secondment was a real turning point. 
Having the opportunity to work full-time within a 

First Nations community in the East Kimberley 
really opened my eyes to the impact that focused 
work can have. It was one of those sliding doors 
moments where I realised that this was the path I 
wanted to pursue long-term.

I was fortunate that, having already built strong 
relationships with the pro bono team at HSF 
through my earlier work, I was able to move into 
the firm’s dedicated pro bono practice full-time 
the following year. That transition also saw me 
relocate from Melbourne to Sydney. In many ways, 
pro bono work had always been woven into my 
legal career from the beginning, so shifting into a 
full-time pro bono role felt like a very natural and 
logical step.

Siqun: You’ve spent time as a secondee at various 
Community Legal Centres (CLCs) and Justice 
Connect, often while working at commercial firms. 
How has this shaped your understanding of access 
to justice in practice?

Stephen: I think it’s been absolutely vital. A lot 
of the pro bono work that commercial law firms 
do can only happen in partnership with CLCs, so 
those relationships are essential. Spending time 
on secondment, being embedded within CLCs 
and working at the grassroots level, really opened 
my eyes to the realities they face. It’s made me 
acutely aware of their funding pressures and the 
serious capacity constraints. They have incredibly 
limited resources but still manage to deliver so 
much. They consistently punch above their weight 
and are being asked to do more and more with 
less. I think having had the chance to work within 
a number of different CLCs has really deepened 
my appreciation of the vital work they do. It’s 
also helped shape the way I’ve approached and 
developed pro bono practice within commercial 
law firms. We simply couldn’t do this work without 
them. So yes, it’s been a really formative experience.

Spotlight on Centre Board Member: Stephen Somerville

Stephen Somerville and colleague Madeleine Cunningham (nee 
Meehan) in the East Kimberley, WA while on Jawun Secondment

“A key area of focus for me is 
supporting our First Nations 
clients, communities, and 
organisations. I’m fortunate to 
work alongside two First Nations 
lawyers in our team at Ashurst, 
and I contribute to our national 
First Nations pro bono practice.”
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“It became clear to me that legal assistance alone isn’t enough; 
clients often need broader support beyond just their legal issues.”

In addition to my work at Ashurst, I continue to 
undertake a part-time secondment at the Victorian 
Aboriginal Legal Service (VALS), where I’ve been 
involved since my previous role. I work one day 
a week in the criminal law team, representing 
clients—primarily in the Magistrates’ Court—on 
a range of criminal matters. One aspect of that 
work I particularly value is appearing in the Koori 
Court, which is a culturally specific division of the 
Magistrates’ Court designed to better support First 
Nations clients. That experience has deepened my 
understanding of culturally appropriate legal practice.

Siqun: Looking back, is there a particular pro bono 
project you’re especially proud of, something 
that affirmed your path or stands out as a career 
highlight?

Stephen: One project that really stands out is my 
involvement with The Shopfront Youth Legal Centre 
when I was at HSF and moved to Sydney. The 
Shopfront is operated by HSF, the Salvation Army, 
and Mission Australia, and it provides legal and non-
legal support to young people under 25, particularly 
in criminal law and victims of crime matters. Getting 
involved with the Shopfront was pivotal for me as it 
planted the seed for my long-term focus on criminal 
law within my pro bono practice. Before moving to 
Sydney, I hadn’t even considered that as a path, and I 
certainly didn’t see myself working in criminal law.

Through that experience, I had the privilege of working 
alongside some incredible lawyers, including Jane 
Sanders (Shopfront Principal Solicitor), who really 
took me under her wing. I learned so much, not just 
about criminal law, but about working in an integrated 
practice, where lawyers and social workers collaborate 
closely to support clients holistically. It became clear 
to me that legal assistance alone isn’t enough; clients 
often need broader support beyond just their legal 
issues.

Stephen Somerville as a marriage celebrant

One matter that really stayed with me was 
helping a young man in his early 20s with a bail 
application. He had a history of drug offences, and 
I remember going to court with his parents, his 
girlfriend, and their son. We successfully obtained 
bail and he was released, and that moment really 
underscored for me just how impactful this work 
can be.

When I later returned to Melbourne, I was able 
to continue working in criminal law through 
part-time secondments at CLCs including Inner 
Melbourne Community Legal, Justice Connect 
Homeless Law, Fitzroy Legal Service and VALS, 
but it was the Shopfront experience that really set 

me on that path. Without it, my pro bono practice 
would likely have looked very different. It’s 
certainly been one of the most rewarding aspects 
of my career.

Siqun: What advice would you give to early-career 
lawyers who want to build a meaningful path in 
pro bono or community legal work?

Stephen: I would really encourage them to 
get involved in any way they can. I still vividly 
remember my early days answering phones at 
Legal Aid, often feeling like I didn’t know very 
much. But the key is exposure- exposing yourself 
to as many clients and situations as possible. It’s 

Spotlight on Centre Board Member: Stephen Somerville
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so valuable to work with people from a wide range of 
backgrounds and to gain experience across different 
areas of law, even those you may not have considered 
before. Volunteering with a CLC is a fantastic way to 
do that, even if it’s outside your comfort zone or in an 
area where you have little experience.

I’d also say it’s important to be genuine and authentic 
in your approach. Do pro bono work because it 
genuinely matters to you, not just to tick a box. I 
remember at university there was always a lot of 
focus on building CVs, but what really stands out is 
when people are truly motivated by the work and its 
impact. If it aligns with your values and you’re doing 
it because you care, that will shine through and make 
the experience far more meaningful, for you and the 
people you’re helping.

Siqun: Are there any changes you’d like to see in the 
Australian pro bono sector over the next five to ten 
years?

Stephen: I think one really important development 
would be seeing more pro bono lawyers with lived 
experience in these roles. I’ve already seen the clear 
benefits of this at Ashurst, where, as part of our First 

Nations pro bono practice, we have two First Nations 
pro bono lawyers leading the work. I think there 
needs to be an increased emphasis on that kind of 
representation across the sector.

I’d also highlight the value of having people with 
direct grassroots experience in these roles. For 

example, I’ve done various part-time secondments, 
and I think it’s really beneficial when pro bono 
lawyers have worked within the community legal 
assistance sector or at CLCs themselves. That 
firsthand experience is so valuable, and it helps 
ensure the work is grounded in the real needs of the 
community.

Siqun: I have noticed that you’ve been a Civil 
Marriage Celebrant for many years. Does that 
experience connect in any way with your values or 
approach to pro bono legal work?

Stephen: I actually became a celebrant for my sister. 
She asked me to marry her and her now husband, 
and this was before marriage equality was legal. 
For me, it was really important because I’ve always 
believed strongly in marriage equality. I think the 
LGBTQI+ community should have the same right to 
marry as anyone else. I saw it as a significant access 
to justice issue. So yes, when I decided to become 
a celebrant, that broader principle of equality and 
justice was definitely on my mind. In that way, I think 
it’s absolutely informed my approach to pro bono 
work, especially in terms of understanding access to 
justice in its many forms. Ensuring marriage should 
be open to everyone, regardless of sexual orientation. “Do pro bono work because it genuinely matters to you, not just to tick a box. 

I remember at university there was always a lot of focus on building CVs, but 
what really stands out is when people are truly motivated by the work and its 
impact. If it aligns with your values and you’re doing it because you care, that 
will shine through and make the experience far more meaningful, for you and 
the people you’re helping.”

Spotlight on Centre Board Member: Stephen Somerville

BACK TO COVER

Stephen Somerville speaking at a fundraiser

Siqun Dong recently 
completed her law degree 
at the University of Adelaide 
and is undertaking a 
placement with the 
Australian Pro Bono Centre 
between April and June 2025.
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Pro Bono - What Are We Measuring?
Australian pro bono practices have long been supported by the 
quantitative and qualitative research from the Australian Pro Bono 
Centre, Community Legal Centres and Justice Foundation Reports.1 
These reports, when read together, provide insights into the 
distribution of pro bono hours and legal assistance gaps. Despite 
the increase in pro bono legal services, the justice gap is widening, 
with over three quarters of legal need in Australia not being met. 
This gap and increasing inequalities speak to an industry crisis 
and raise important questions about the allocation of pro bono 
resources, which has intensified the sector’s interest in pro bono 
measurement. 

As a sector, we have talked through measurement ideas for years. 
These discussions have centred around the perceived need to 
move beyond quantitative hour metrics towards a broader study 
of impact. These discussions often fade as practitioners raise the 
complexities involved in measuring beyond matter outcomes. We 
understand that, in isolation, free legal assistance can rarely have a 
lasting impact on the social realities of individuals and communities 
who live with systemic injustice and structural inequality. 

‘Impact’ is difficult to measure

The term ‘impact’ is vague and hard to measure. The term implies 
a far-reaching influence that extends beyond the immediate 
outcome of a matter. To illustrate, while the provision of pro bono 
legal assistance may have an immediate and measurable outcome, 
such as securing an AVO for a client, the broader impact could only 
be determined (if at all possible) through social research. This is a 
step beyond measurement. Social research aims to understand 
impact through a broader social context, often via an ontology of 
critical realism. 

Legal assistance cannot, on its own, have a lasting influence 
because impacts are also affected (both negatively and positively) 

by multifaceted social, cultural and political variables, as well 
as, crucially, the resistance and agency of the individuals and 
communities shaping their own response. Any improvement 
in the lives of individuals or advancements in legal reform, that 
is singularly attributed to the provision of legal assistance, is an 
oversimplification. This potentially neglects acknowledging other 
critical stakeholders, particularly the individual and their front-
line advocates. We need to guard against overstating our impact 
and making selective evaluations, particularly as some of the 
commercial activities of a private firm may contradict or work 
against the social aims of the pro bono practice. More precise and 
fair evaluations of pro bono legal assistance will be realised through 
focusing measurement on tangible direct outcomes.

Ethical considerations in measurement and evaluation 

To fairly approach measurement and evaluation of direct outcomes, 
we need to apply an ethical and social justice lens. Each stage 
of the evaluation process, from method to data interpretation, 
must be carefully considered. This involves prioritising the unique 
experiences and lived inequalities of participants while upholding 
our ethical responsibilities.

Even when we are implementing lower risk methods and not 
engaged in social research, it is helpful to consider the intent and 
principles set out in the National Statement on Ethical Conduct 
in Human Research.2 This Statement provides a framework to 
consider issues of ethics across process and specifically the needs of 
participants experiencing vulnerabilities. It is also helpful to reflect 
on the Statement of Ethical Conduct in Research with Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Peoples and Communities.3

Measuring and evaluating direct outcomes requires clear 
justification and a strong handle on professional structural positions, 
power and inherent bias.

1 See Australian Pro Bono Centre | Australian Pro Bono Centre,  CLCs Australia – Community Legal Centres Australia, Law and Justice Foundation of NSW - Law and 
Justice Foundation of New South Wales and see Supporting better justice | Victoria Law Foundation.

2 National Health and Medical Research Council, National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research. (2023), Commonwealth of Australia: Canberra. 
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By Jilly Field 

https://www.probonocentre.org.au/
https://www.probonocentre.org.au/
https://www.victorialawfoundation.org.au/
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Power must be addressed critically and transparently to avoid 
reinforcing the dominant institutional narrative. This is particularly 
relevant to our sector as we face an amplification of the inherent 
power imbalance in an evaluation exchange. Our participants are 
the recipients of free legal assistance and are often individuals 
or communities facing systemic disadvantage. Our participants 
are also lawyers and advocates who experience limited resources. 
Their positionality may lean them towards favourable responses.  

The issue of bias is also magnified for our sector as we are driven 
by the business case and commercial interests which influence 
the purpose behind measurement and the evaluation of findings. 
We must remember that measurement is never value-free; it will 
inevitably be shaped by our innate belief that pro bono is good, 
which will influence the questions we ask of participants and the 
interpretations of the answers provided.  It is therefore crucial 
we acknowledge our standpoints, positionality, predetermined 
beliefs and unconscious biases. We need to carefully analyse our 
assumption that the provision of pro bono legal services improves 
outcomes beyond the conclusion of the matter. 

By acknowledging the inherent limitations and potential biases 
in measurement, we can move towards a sound evaluation 
of the direct outcomes of pro bono legal assistance. This 
acknowledgment would enhance the utility of our findings, 
minimise the risk of misattribution of impact and guard against 
overlooking the nuanced realities of the participants’ experience 
beyond the receipt of legal assistance. 

Our ethical responsibility extends beyond the immediate study to 
the broader implications and influence of findings across the pro 
bono industry. Great care must be exercised in any approach that 
aims to be operationalised or even encouraged sector wide.

Practices which consider measuring and evaluating direct 
outcomes must prioritise harm minimisation by embedding ethical 
responsibility, social justice reasoning, methodological rigour 
and power awareness. By concentrating on direct and tangible 
outcomes, we can avoid the exclusion of other causative factors and 
any unintended hubris.

This pragmatic approach acknowledges that most of the legal issues 
we address stem from inequalities, social stratification, institutional 
power and systemic discrimination that extend beyond the 
resolution of the pro bono matter or pro bono program. 

Conclusion 

This is a cautionary tale. Achieving any impact on social justice issues 
requires significant systems change which is beyond the remit 
and the capabilities of private law firms that provide pro bono legal 
assistance. A sound approach to pro bono measurement should be 
limited to direct outcomes. 

Measuring Pro Bono 

3 National Health and Medical Research Council, Ethical conduct in research with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples and 
communities: Guidelines for researchers and stakeholders (2018), Commonwealth of Australia: Canberra.

Jilly Field has served as a leading pro bono practitioner for over 15 years, 
developing programs across global and national law firms. Her work is 
grounded in strategy and realism with a focus on supporting front line 
advocates with research and ghost writing on unfair laws from a socio-
legal lens. 

Jilly has worked in areas of poverty law, animal rights, domestic and family 
violence, systemic reform, and defence for children in the criminal justice 
system. Jilly has been on secondment to numerous front-line community 
legal organisations including, Aboriginal Legal Services, PILCH NSW (Justice 
Connect), Public Interest Advocacy Centre (now known as the Justice and 

Equity Centre), Community Legal Centres NSW and front-line homeless and 
women’s refugee clinics. 

Jilly is a critical thinker and thought leader. Her focus on justice theory, the 
complexity of corporate response to unfairness, and the root cause of unmet 
legal need has led to her regularly presenting on and writing about issues 
including critically thinking through pro bono, conscious lawyering, the ethics of 
advocacy writing, the future of pro bono and trans rights. Jilly is committed to 
driving pragmatic approaches through both her matter practice and front-line 
response. Jilly and her team work to a Pro Bono Values Statement that prioritise 
the authority of lived experience, front line lawyers and care ethics.

BACK TO COVER
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The Framework for Collaborative Pro Bono in New Zealand was launched in November 2024. The 
Framework represents the first national collaboration of its kind in New Zealand, designed to bring 
structure, efficiency and shared momentum to the delivery of pro bono legal services across the 
country, in ways that complement existing community services and respond more effectively to 
unmet legal need. Participating firms adopt the aspirational target of 25 pro bono hours per 
full-time equivalent (FTE) lawyer per year.

15AUSTRALIAN PRO BONO  CENTRE

Representatives of 
participant firms, 
(L-R): Martin Smith 
(Partner, Gilbert 
Walker), Shan 
Wilson (Pro Bono 
Partner, Simpson 
Grierson), Steve 
O’Connor (Partner, 
Luke Cunningham 
Clere), Sabrina Muck 
(Director, Te Ara Ture), 
Tim Conder (Partner, 
Hollan Beckett), 
Laura Scampion 
(Managing Partner, 
DLA Piper (NZ)), Jesse 
Fairley (Partner, 
Russell McVeagh)

New Zealand’s National 
Pro Bono Framework:  
Six Months on 
from Launch

By Sabrina Muck and 
representatives of 
participant firms
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How it began

Inspired by similar efforts in Australia and the UK, 
the Framework grew from a collaborative approach 
between Te Ara Ture (the pro bono clearinghouse within 
Community Law Centres Aotearoa) and leading New 
Zealand law firms. 

An initial forum to explore the idea within the legal 
profession was hosted in Auckland in August 2023. From 
there, interested firms participated in a series of workshops 
and sector meetings throughout 2023 and 2024 to shape 
the content and shared commitments of the Framework. 

Participating firms

Six leading law firms have now formally signed up to 
participate in this first-of-its-kind national network: DLA 
Piper, Gilbert Walker, Holland Beckett, Luke Cunningham 
Clere, Russell McVeagh and Simpson Grierson. 

The Framework has the support of the New Zealand Law 
Society I Te Kāhui Ture o Aotearoa, in recognition of its 
ability to further increase access to justice for people who 
cannot afford legal representation. The participant firms 
have also engaged with Te Hunga Rōia Māori o Aotearoa 
I The New Zealand Māori Law Society in the process of 
finalising the Framework content.

There is an appetite for pro bono work among the legal 
profession, but it can be difficult to deliver those services in 
an ad hoc way. Laura Scampion, the Managing Partner of 
DLA Piper New Zealand, says:

“The Framework offers a structured and identifiable 
pathway for lawyers to engage in pro bono legal work 
– helping to formalise what has often been a quiet but
deeply felt part of legal professional responsibility in New
Zealand.”

The collaborative aspect of the Framework and alignment 
with firms’ pro bono goals has been recognised and 
welcomed by the participants. Shan Wilson, Pro Bono 
Partner at Simpson Grierson, comments:

“We are proud to be joining forces with a group of 
leading law firms to use the Framework to motivate 
more pro bono legal work by the New Zealand legal 
profession. This initiative aligns with our firm’s long-
term commitment to providing pro bono legal advice, 
expertise and resources to help communities with their 
legal needs across the motu [island].”

How does it work?

The Framework is voluntary and non-exclusive – all 
law firms in New Zealand are welcome to participate. 
Participating firms agree to uphold a shared set of 
principles and are encouraged to strive toward an 
aspirational target of at least 25 hours of pro bono legal 
work per full-time equivalent (FTE) lawyer each year.

The Framework includes a clear and inclusive definition 
of pro bono legal work. This includes legal work 
provided for free or at a substantially reduced fee to:

· Individuals who can demonstrate a need for legal
assistance but cannot obtain Legal Aid or otherwise
access the legal system without incurring significant
financial hardship; or

· Individuals or organisations whose matter raises an
issue of public interest which would not otherwise be
pursued; or

New Zealand’s National Pro Bono Framework: Six Months on from Launch

“The Framework offers 
a structured and 
identifiable pathway 
for lawyers to engage 
in pro bono legal work 
– helping to formalise
what has often been
a quiet but deeply felt
part of legal professional
responsibility in New
Zealand.”
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What has been achieved so far?

Most recently, the collaborative nature of the 
Framework successfully led to a client securing 
urgent pro bono representation in a housing 
matter. Martin Smith, partner at Gilbert Walker, 
comments:

“When we had a conflict of interest in a potential 
pro bono instruction recently, we reached out 
to the other Framework participants. Luke 
Cunningham Clere were able to step up and 
provide the client with the representation they 
needed.” 

While it is still early days, interest in the Framework 
has continued to build. The founding firms remain 
active participants, and additional firms are 
expected to join as the Framework matures. Tim 
Conder, a partner at Holland Beckett, says:

“As a litigator, I have seen first-hand the challenges 
that many clients face in accessing justice. We look 
forward to working with firms around the country 
to share best practice and solve challenges in this 
space.”

Additionally, the first round of data reporting is 
expected in the coming year, and the results will be 
shared among participating firms in a de-identified 
format, to support transparency and sector 
development.

About Te Ara Ture

Te Ara Ture (meaning a bridge to law) was established 
in 2021 as the pro bono clearinghouse within 
Community Law Centres Aotearoa. Its role is to 
connect lawyers wishing to do pro bono work with 
marginalised and disadvantaged clients in need of 
legal advice.  Te Ara Ture is a national service striving 
for access to justice, and accepts referrals from all 
24 Community Law Centres across Aotearoa New 
Zealand: Te Ara Ture - a bridge to law. 

Sabrina Muck is a practising lawyer 
and was appointed as Director of Te 
Ara Ture in November 2023. She has 
been involved with the Community 
Law movement for eight years, 
previously as the legal supervisor 
for a large Community Law Centre 
in Auckland, New Zealand. Prior 
to that, she worked at one of New 
Zealand’s top-tier law firms for 
over 10 years. Sabrina is passionate 
about facilitating access to justice 
for marginalised and disadvantaged 
clients and has seen first-hand the 
outcomes that pro bono support can 
achieve for vulnerable people. 

· Charities, other not-for-profit organisations,
hapū/iwi organisations, or social enterprises,
whose primary purpose is to work in the
interests of low income or disadvantaged
members of the community, or for the public
good; or

· Iwi, hapū or other Māori entities, authorities or
organisations, where the nature or Kaupapa
[principle/philosophy] of the matter subject to
the legal work directly promotes the collective
wellbeing of iwi, hapū or Māori generally, and/
or the wider public.

Pro bono work may also include:

· Law reform and policy work on issues affecting
low income or disadvantaged members of the
community, or on issues of public interest; or

· Providing free community legal education on
issues affecting low income or disadvantaged
members of the community or on issues of
public interest; or

· Providing a lawyer on secondment at a
community organisation (including a
community legal organisation).

We appreciate the Australian Pro Bono Centre’s 
support as we developed the Framework’s 
definition of pro bono.

“As a litigator, I have seen first-hand 
the challenges that many clients face 
in accessing justice. We look forward 
to working with firms around the 
country to share best practice and 
solve challenges in this space.”

More information about the 
Framework, and contact details  
for New Zealand firms to register  
or express an interest, can be  
found here:  
Pro Bono Framework - Te Ara Ture. 
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Social Justice for Women:  
Barry Nilsson and Southside Justice’s 
Impactful Pro Bono Partnership By Katie Swain and 

Cameron Lavery

In 2024, Barry Nilsson’s Katie Swain, 
Will Stidston, Leeah Caverzan and 
Stephen Somerville joined Mel Dye 
and Maie Gibney from Southside 
Justice at their office to acknowledge 
the social impact of our pro bono 
partnership.   

Since becoming a National Pro Bono Target signatory in 
2020, Barry Nilsson has continued to strategically strengthen 
its social justice commitment through a national Pro Bono 
and Responsible Business practice. This includes Impact 
Project, an initiative which encourages and facilitates a firm-
wide culture of making a positive difference across pro bono, 
community, reconciliation and the environment.

Our firm’s pro bono work has been enhanced through an 
innovative partnership with the Community Legal Centre 
Southside Justice (Southside) in Victoria. In the face of rising need, 
the firm’s collaboratively designed pro bono program has directly 
supported women to know and act on their family law rights, 
improved women’s safety through frontline family violence legal 
supports, and sustainably built community legal capacity. 

https://southsidejustice.org.au/


has achieved social impact through:

· Bridging the family law justice gap: Community legal
centres, including Southside, regularly face resourcing
constraints. The Impact Program helps bridge this justice
gap by providing essential legal support that would
otherwise be unavailable to women, while also supporting
sustainability by providing an evidence-base for direct
funding opportunities.

· Deepening frontline client support: By providing access
to the firm’s family law expertise, we have supported the
delivery of high-quality legal assistance to Southside’s
clients, addressing their presenting and longer-term legal
needs.

· Building social advocacy culture and transferrable skills
for new lawyers: There are limited opportunities for new
lawyers to gain hands-on community legal experience.
In addition to involving the firm’s expert family law team,
the program provides new lawyers an opportunity to work
directly with Southside clients, developing transferrable
skills and their social advocacy passion.

“I wanted to take a moment to express 
my heartfelt gratitude for your invaluable 
assistance in preparing for my mediation. 
Your guidance and support have been 
instrumental, and I truly appreciate all the 
effort you put in to help me through this 
challenging time. Thank you so much for 
everything.” – Client feedback 

In FY2024-25 to date, the firm’s Southside secondments have 
contributed over 1,650 hours in free legal support, equating 
to an in-kind pro bono contribution of more than $450,000. 
We currently estimate that the firm will again surpass 
the National Pro Bono Target for FY2024-25, with lawyers 
averaging over 35 pro bono hours each. 
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Strategically designed, women-centred pro bono program 
delivers specialist family law assistance and improves frontline 
capabilities

Southside provides community legal services to low-income 
individuals, with a commitment to access to justice, fairness and 
social advocacy. Our embedded partnership with Southside 
focusses on the critical legal needs in family law and family 
violence by offering tailored, multi-channel legal supports for 
women.  

“The support from Barry Nilsson has 
significantly strengthened our capacity to 
respond to the high levels of unmet legal need in 
our community. Among the people we support, 
82% are women and 80% are experiencing or at 
risk of family violence.”  
– Mel Dye, Southside Justice CEO

In developing this program with Southside, we have focussed on:

· Dedicated, client-facing secondments: Leeah Caverzan works
full-time at Southside, with another lawyer, Stephanie Nolan,
also joining full-time from June 2025. We further support
Southside through a part-time Graduate Pro Bono Placement
Program, with these secondments enabling women to access
free legal support.

· On-call advice: Our accredited specialist family law team
provides on-call advice to Southside lawyers, allowing them to
regularly consult with experienced lawyers.

· Capability building: The family law team, led by Principal
Will Stidston, provides continuous mentoring to Southside,
building capabilities so they can support clients with complex
legal needs. This is complemented by access to the firm’s
customised legal education and resources.

Impactfully prioritising the safety and family law rights of 
women in our community

Since commencing in 2023, this wraparound pro bono program 

Leeah Caverzan at the Maternal Child 
Health service, which is one of Southside 
Justice’s community-based partnership 
sites that increases women’s access to free 
legal support.



We are particularly 
proud to have 
facilitated positive 
change in the lives 
of women through 
this program with 
Southside, which 
is highlighted by 
Alice’s* story.    

BACK TO COVER
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Katie Swain is Principal & Head of Pro 
Bono & Responsible Business at Barry 
Nilsson. Katie was named Pro Bono 
Partner of the Year at the 2024 Lawyers 
Weekly Awards. She leads the firm’s 
Impact Project, which is focussed on 
providing free legal services to vulnerable 
and disadvantaged people, supporting 
charitable and community causes, 
advancing equality for First Nations 
peoples, and driving sustainability 
and Environmental Social Governance 
initiatives across Bary Nilsson. 

Cameron Lavery is Special Counsel & 
National Pro Bono Manager at Barry 
Nilsson. Cameron has had specialist 
involvement in the pro bono and 
legal assistance sectors across two 
decades, and also works within frontline 
community legal centres as part of his 
current role. 

Without the firm’s pro bono support, Southside would have had 
to turn away vulnerable women seeking vital family law and family 
violence legal support. This integrated partnership, which has now 
expanded Southside’s family law practice from one lawyer to three, 
has enabled at risk women to receive impactful legal assistance. 
The firm is committed to maintaining and enhancing its pro bono 
program with Southside, recognising the prevalence of family law 
and family violence legal needs for women in our community.   

Barry Nilsson lawyer, Leeah 
Caverzan, at Southside Justice, 
where she is seconded full-
time.

Pro bono collaboratively ensures young 
mother’s safety and empowers future stability 

Alice* is a young mother who was referred to the 
program by the family violence team at an embedded 
community partner organisation. Alice had separated 
from her child’s father, Min*, a few months earlier due to 
physical violence that left her in significant fear. During 
their time together, Min struggled with untreated 
mental health issues.

Despite her traumatic experience, Alice was determined 
to maintain a connection between her child and his 
father, provided it was safe for them. Alice and her case 
manager, worked together with our lawyer to create 
a safe parenting plan. This plan included measures to 
ensure Min received appropriate mental health and 
parenting supports. Our lawyer represented Alice 
through family dispute resolution, ultimately finalising 
the plan by consent with Min.

Through our community-based partnerships, we 
collaboratively provided timely and effective legal 
assistance to Alice, ensuring her safety and empowering 
her to focus on her goals for herself and her child’s 
future. 

*Names have been changed

Social Justice for Women: Barry Nilsson and Southside Justice’s Impactful Pro Bono Partnership
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Pro Bono at the Bar
Spotlight on the ACT Bar By Tim Kapustin and  

Rebekah Farrell

The ACT Bar Association has long 
championed the value of pro bono legal 
work. In a jurisdiction as compact as the ACT, 
the commitment of barristers to supporting 
access to justice is both vital and inspiring. 
Now, with new national initiatives underway, 
the ACT’s efforts are being amplified through 
collaboration and shared learning across 
Australia.

The ACT Bar Association’s commitment to pro bono

Despite being a relatively small jurisdiction, the ACT has 
cultivated a robust culture of pro bono service. Almost all 
members of the ACT Bar Association actively participate 
in pro bono matters, offering their time and expertise to 
assist individuals and organisations in need who cannot 
afford legal representation. This commitment is not only 
commendable but essential in a system where navigating 
legal processes without representation can be challenging 
and, at times, overwhelming.

One of the key mechanisms supporting this work is a 
collaborative initiative between the ACT Bar Association 
and the ACT Supreme Court. The Bar Association 
maintains a list of barristers who are available to assist 
in pro bono matters— particularly where the Court is 
dealing with self-represented litigants who require brief 
legal advice or assistance. These individuals often face 
significant challenges in understanding legal procedures, 
and the assistance of a barrister can make a substantial 
difference.

What began as a court-driven initiative has evolved into a 
flexible and responsive support system. Today, the pro bono 
list also serves solicitors and community legal organisations 
seeking barristers for specific matters. When a request is 
received—typically via a solicitor or legal service—the Bar 
Association consults a matrix of barristers and their practice 
areas. Barristers are then contacted to check for availability, 
conflicts of interest and willingness to assist. In more 
specialised areas, such as family law, subcommittees like 
the Family Law Subcommittee may be engaged to provide 
additional support. This ensures that pro bono assistance 
is not only available but also appropriately matched to the 
complexity and nature of each case.

Importantly, barristers in the ACT, as in most Australian 
jurisdictions, do not accept direct briefs from members 
of the public. All pro bono requests must be channelled 
through, or supported by, a solicitor. This practice ensures 
that matters are properly briefed and that barristers operate 
within appropriate ethical and procedural boundaries. 
For individuals without a solicitor, the ACT Bar Association 
provides guidance on how to obtain one—often referring 
them to Legal Aid ACT or community legal centres.

A key referral point in this process is the ACT Law Society’s Pro 
Bono Clearing House. This service helps match individuals 
with solicitors and, where appropriate, barristers, ensuring 
that legal assistance is both accessible and professionally 
managed. Members of the public or legal practitioners 
seeking guidance on pro bono assistance in the ACT can 
contact the ACT Bar Association at ceo@actbar.com.au or by 
phone at 0439 990 305.

“Almost all members of 
the ACT Bar Association 
actively participate in pro 
bono matters, offering 
their time and expertise 
to assist individuals and 
organisations in need 
who cannot afford legal 
representation.” 



While the Association cannot guarantee assistance in every 
case, the strong commitment of its members continues to 
make a meaningful difference in the lives of many within the 
ACT community.

The  Australian Pro Bono Centre has developed an initiative 
to foster greater collaboration and knowledge sharing 
across jurisdictions 

This initiative introduced the idea of national catch-up 
calls that are designed to support collaboration, identify 
common challenges, and strengthen the pro bono 
ecosystem within the Bar. They provide a collegial space 
for representatives from different jurisdictions to share 
information and strategies related to pro bono work. 

To date, two national calls have been held, with participation 
from most Australian jurisdictions. The discussions have 
focused on a range of topics, including how Bars structure 
and support pro bono participation, manage referrals, and 
engage their members. These conversations have not only 
fostered a sense of shared purpose but have also helped 
identify areas for national collaboration and future resource 

Tim Kapustin serves as the Chief Executive Officer of the ACT Bar 
Association, a position he has held since 2023. In this role, Tim 
brings a dynamic and hands-on leadership approach to a unique 
legal community—small but deeply collegial and engaged. His 
responsibilities span a broad spectrum, reflecting the multifaceted 
nature of leading a professional body in a compact jurisdiction. Tim 
plays a pivotal role in supporting the Bar and promoting excellence in 
legal practice within the ACT.
Tim is a committed advocate for community wellbeing and mental 
health, which is reflected in his volunteer work. He currently serves 
as Treasurer of the Mental Health Foundation ACT, an organisation 

closely aligned with his personal and professional values. 
Although originally from Sydney, Tim has proudly called Canberra home for over seven years for 
him and his family.
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development. One of the most promising outcomes of these calls is the 
development of an inaugural Pro Bono Guide for Barristers, scheduled to 
be released late 2025.

The guide is being designed as a practical, jurisdiction-specific resource 
for barristers interested in undertaking pro bono work. It will include:

· An overview of available pro bono opportunities and referral sources

· Guidance on managing conflicts of interest, ethical responsibilities, and
procedural requirements

· Information on supports available through Bar Associations and
external bodies

· Practical tools and resources to assist with participation

The guide aims to demystify the process of engaging in pro bono work 
and to encourage more barristers to get involved. By providing clear, 
accessible information, it will help ensure that barristers across Australia 
can contribute effectively and confidently to pro bono efforts. 

National 
collaboration 
and inaugural 
pro bono guide 
for barristers

Rebekah Farrell is the Head of Policy and Strategy at the 
Australian Pro Bono Centre.
Rebekah is an Australian lawyer, admitted to legal 
practice in Victoria. Prior to joining the Centre in 2023, 
Rebekah held the position of Head of Legal Policy at 
the Law Institute of Victoria, where she led a large team 
to conduct high level advocacy and pursue law reform 
on behalf of the Victorian legal profession and broader 
community. 
For over 10 years, Rebekah was engaged as a lecturer, 
research fellow and the Managing Director of the 

Business and Human Rights Centre at RMIT University, Melbourne. Rebekah holds a 
PhD in multi-national corporate accountability from RMIT University, a Bachelor of 
Laws (Hons) from Monash University and a Bachelor of  
International Studies from RMIT University.
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An interview with the Attorney-
General’s Department secondee 
to the Australian Pro Bono 
Centre Andrew Cameron 
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Andrew Cameron’s legal career has spanned private practice, 
government service, and pro bono advocacy. In this interview, he 
reflects on his journey, his recent secondment to the Australian Pro 
Bono Centre, and the values that continue to shape his work.

Could you provide an overview of your education and career journey?

I studied law at the University of Western Australia and began my career in private practice, where 
I was fortunate to work with firms and partners who supported my early interest in pro bono. In 
my early years of practice, I focused on commercial litigation, interspersed with a diversity of pro 
bono matters in areas such as criminal law, defamation, and equity. Over time, I transitioned into 
government legal and legal policy roles, which allowed me to contribute to public policy and legal 
reform. I’ve worked across a range of areas, including insolvency, national security, international 
development and justice policy, and I’ve found each role to be uniquely rewarding.

Have there been any key moments or positions which you would consider to be ‘career 
highlights’?

One of the standout moments was being part of a legal team running an appeal in the High 
Court of Australia. I helped craft the submissions, prepared arguments for the hearing before 
the Full Court, and provided instructions during the hearing itself. The successful outcome 
was a major achievement for our team and the broader program. It was a moment that really 
underscored the impact of collaborative, high-quality legal work.

How did you come to work at the Centre, and what is your current role?

I was immediately interested when the Australian Attorney-General’s Department published 
the secondment opportunity with the Australian Pro Bono Centre. I’ve always believed 
that providing pro bono legal services is a vital part of a lawyer’s professional duty. During 
my time in private practice, I had the opportunity to represent First Nations clients and 
communities, which was deeply eye-opening and rewarding.

 “I’ve always believed that providing pro 
bono legal services is a vital part of a 

lawyer’s professional duty. During my time 
in private practice, I had the opportunity 

to represent First Nations clients and 
communities, which was deeply  

eye-opening and rewarding.”
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Now that I’m in the public service, I saw the secondment 
as another way to contribute to the community. At the 
Centre, I’ve been involved in research, drafting pro bono 
guidance for the profession, and advocacy—helping to 
support and expand the role of pro bono work across the 
legal profession.

What are some of the key takeaways from your 
experience at the Centre?

I’ve been incredibly impressed by the Centre’s 
commitment to evidence-based research and policy 
formation. One of the most rewarding projects I’ve worked 
on has been a paper focused on providing pro bono legal 
services to First Nations peoples. The Centre is dedicated 
to producing well-researched, practical resources that 
help legal professionals make a real difference in the 
community. It’s been a privilege to contribute to that 
mission.

As a government lawyer, what advice would you give to 
others who are interested in pro bono work but find it 
challenging or complicated to get involved?

It’s true that government lawyers face unique 
challenges—particularly around potential conflicts with 
the duties of a public servant. However with appropriate 
planning and preparation, those risks can be managed. 
Regular communication with senior executives is key, and 
identifying pro bono champions within leadership can 

“One of the most 
rewarding projects I’ve 
worked on has been 
a paper focused on 
providing pro bono 
legal services to First 
Nations peoples. The 
Centre is dedicated 
to producing well-
researched, practical 
resources that help 
legal professionals 
make a real difference 
in the community.”

make a big difference. When agencies support their lawyers 
to engage in pro bono work, it strengthens both the agency 
and the community.

What’s next for you?

I’m excited to return to the Australian Attorney-General’s 
Department and share the insights I’ve gained from my 
time at the Centre. I’m particularly looking forward to 
applying new perspectives to our work in the Pacific and 
with our Pacific partners. The secondment has broadened 
my understanding of how legal systems can support 
communities, and I’m eager to bring that lens to future 
projects.

Outside of your work at the Centre, what are some of your 
personal interests or hobbies?

I’ve been a member of the Army Reserve for over 20 years. 
During that time, I’ve served in the Solomon Islands and 
participated in several domestic emergency response 
operations. It’s work I’m deeply proud of—especially the 
opportunity to contribute when communities are most in 
need.

One of the things I’ve valued 
most about my time in 
Defence is the exposure 
to different leadership 
styles and organisational 
principles. That experience 
has helped me better 
understand my own 
approach to leadership 
and what motivates me to 
achieve the best outcomes 
in my work. I also have a 
strong interest in history, 
particularly military 
and legal history, which 
continues to shape how 
I think about service and 
responsibility.  

An interview with the Attorney-General’s Department secondee Andrew Cameron 

Andrew Cameron participating in a panel 
discussion

BACK TO COVER
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Innovation Through Collaboration:  
How Pro Bono Partnerships Power Hear Me Out

Tackling a broken system through technology and 
collective effort

Australia’s complaints system is notoriously complex, 
with even lawyers and experts struggling to 
navigate it. For many people, especially those facing 
discrimination or disadvantage, the process can feel 
confusing, overwhelming and exhausting. Too often, 
valid complaints go unheard. 

Compounding this is the disjointed way complaint 
data is collected and reported. Each body uses its 
own metrics, formats and definitions, making it 
difficult to build a complete picture of systemic 
issues across sectors or jurisdictions. Without clear, 
consistent data, we can’t fully understand what’s 
broken, let alone address it.

To tackle this, the National Justice Project partnered 
with the UNSW’s Kaldor Centre and Portable 
Australia to create Hear Me Out, a ground-breaking 
AI-powered complaints platform. Anyone who feels 
they have been wronged, or has experienced some 
form of injustice, can visit the platform and describe 
what happened in their own words. 

The free tool quickly identifies whether the person 
has a viable complaint, recommends the complaint 
bodies most appropriate to handle it, and provides 
easy-to-understand resources to help users prepare 
and lodge their complaint. The platform draws on 

the power of generative AI and large language models to 
process natural language queries, and provide trustworthy 
answers drawn from detailed legal fact sheets developed 
with our pro bono partners. This technical capability 
combined with curated legal expertise makes Hear Me 
Out one of the world’s first direct-to-public generative AI-
powered legal self-help tools.
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“Anyone who feels they have been 
wronged, or has experienced 
some form of injustice, can visit 
the platform and describe what 
happened in their own words.”

By Dean Moutopoulos,   
Daniel Ghezelbash, Ariane Dozer 
and George Newhouse

Launch event March 2024. 

https://www.hearmeout.org.au/
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But the innovation behind Hear Me Out is not just technological - 
it’s fundamentally collaborative. The platform was built through an 
inspired and powerful alliance of legal, academic, technical, public 
sector and community stakeholders, fuelled by a network of pro 
bono partnerships. This collective effort democratises access to 
legal knowledge, putting rights-based information into the hands 
of people historically excluded from it. It’s innovation through 
collaboration and a model for how shared expertise can drive 
systemic change.

Pro bono partnerships at the platform’s core

From its inception, Hear Me Out relied on pro bono law firms 
not as supporters, but as co-creators. Their work underpinned 

the platform’s legal foundation. It involved untangling a patchwork of 
legislation, policies and guidance that govern complaint bodies across 
Australia, many of them inconsistent, unclear, or outdated. The network 
mapped how these bodies derive their powers, where their authority 
begins and ends, and what legal thresholds people must meet to qualify.

This work has so far created over 125 fact sheets, each tailored to a 
specific complaint body and containing jurisdictional thresholds, legal 
tests and practical next steps. These fact sheets are core to the platform, 
with almost 300 planned nationwide. This marks the first time the full 
body of complaints-related legislation, policies and guidance is being 
systematically reviewed, revised and rewritten into a single, coherent 
format - delivered in a single comprehensive platform. 

These firms include K&L Gates, Gadens, Baker McKenzie, Wotton + Kearney, 
Barry Nilsson, Hall & Wilcox, King & Wood Mallesons, Squire Patton Boggs 
and Clifford Chance.

This work enables the platform’s AI to deliver reliable, context-specific 
responses to users. The result is a complaints triage engine with the 
potential to transform how people interact with the justice system.

Building the future: Open source, shared vision

From the outset, Hear Me Out was designed to be more than a single 
platform but a replicable model. Its architecture, including the legal 
research approach and AI integration model, is to be published open-
source so others can replicate or build on it.

The hope is that others can adapt the methodology to triage other forms of 
legal need, regardless of sector or jurisdiction. With proper resourcing, the 
same model could one day identify legal problems more broadly, provide 
tailored legal information, and connect people to free services, ultimately 
reshaping access to justice on a broader scale.

Pro bono partners have signalled their long-term commitment to this 
vision. As the platform grows and expands into new domains, firms 
continue to contribute legal expertise and resources.

This kind of sustained collaboration creates an ecosystem of shared 
momentum, developing shared tools, knowledge, and a vision for broader 
access to justice.

“This collective effort democratises access to legal knowledge, 
putting rights-based information into the hands of people 
historically excluded from it. It’s innovation through collaboration 
and a model for how shared expertise can drive systemic change.”

Launch event March 2024. From left to right: George Newhouse, Daniel Ghezelbash, Ariane Dozer.
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The human impact and what comes next

Officially launched for New South Wales residents in March 2025, Hear Me Out has 
helped over a thousand people. Many users are individuals who would otherwise 
fall through the cracks, including people who have experienced abuse in care, 
healthcare discrimination or police mistreatment.

We are now working towards national coverage, to fulfil the vision of enhancing 
access to justice for all people facing harm or inequities across Australia, as well as 
uncovering the patterns of harm that point to system issues requiring advocacy 
and reform. 

The broader ambition is to transform how people engage with the legal system - 
to create a fairer, more human-centred approach where knowledge and power are 
shared more equally.

That transformation can’t happen without cross-sector support. Government and 
philanthropic investment will be critical to scaling the tool’s reach. But equally vital 
are the continuing contributions of pro bono professionals: lawyers who bring not 
just legal knowledge, but a belief and enthusiasm in the potential for law to serve 
everyone.

Conclusion: real collaboration, real infrastructure

Too often, legal innovation is described in technological terms alone. Hear Me Out 
reminds us that real innovation happens when the right actors come together 
with shared purpose and discipline. This platform is not just a product of AI. It is the 
product of legal, academic, technical and community partners aligning around a 
common goal.

If we are serious about transforming access to justice in Australia, we need more 
projects like this. Importantly, the work must be built on true collaboration, with 
partnerships built on trust, expertise, and the recognition that access to justice and 
the righting of wrongs is everybody’s business.

Hear Me Out is a road map for change. It shows what’s possible when allied actors 
come together with a shared commitment to justice - both for individuals and the 
broader community. 

Dean Moutopoulos leads Hear Me Out, through the 
National Justice Project. Dean brings a background in 
law, journalism and legal automation, with experience 
spanning corporate legal tech and grassroots advocacy. 
His work focuses on building accessible, rights-based tools 
that bridge the gap between legal systems and the people 
they’re meant to serve. In 2024, Dean was named AI Rising 
Star at the Australian Lawtech Summit, recognising his 
leadership in ethical, public interest tech. He continues to 
collaborate with community organisations, law firms, and 
government to drive systemic reform through user-first 
design and innovation.

Daniel Ghezelbash is a Professor and the Director of the 
Kaldor Centre for International Refugee Law at UNSW 
Sydney. He is an internationally recognised scholar of 
international and comparative refugee and migration law 
and one of Australia’s leading experts on legal technology 
and access to justice. He is the co-founder and academic-
lead of Hear Me Out,  and a board member of the Access 
to Justice and Technology Network, which promotes and 
supports the uptake of legal technology in Australia’s 
not-for-profit legal sector. Daniel is Special Counsel at the 
National Justice Project, and also sits on the boards of 
Refugee Advice and Casework Service and Wallumatta 
Legal.

George Newhouse is a leading Australian human rights 
lawyer and Adjunct Professor of Law at UTS and Macquarie 
University. He is the CEO and founder of the National Justice 
Project and a tireless advocate for social justice and law 
reform. Professor Newhouse is best known for fighting for 
marginalised communities, including refugees, detainees, 
people with disabilities, and First Nations peoples. In 2024 
he was commended by the International Bar Association 
at the IBA Award for Outstanding Contribution to Human 
Rights. He has led landmark cases including Vivian Solon 
(illegally deported), Cornelia Rau (wrongfully detained), the 
mother of David Dungay Jr who died in custody, and over 
60 other families at inquests around Australia. He has also 
challenged the Australian Government in the High Court 
and leads the National Justice Project in driving systemic 
change by tackling discrimination in healthcare, policing, 
prisons and in detention.

Ariane Dozer is an advocate and mother inspired by the 
strength and survival of her Gayiri, Badtjala and Hungarian 
Jewish ancestors. Ariane works as a solicitor  
and Head of Projects & Innovation at the  
National Justice Project.

“With proper resourcing, the same model could one day 
identify legal problems more broadly, provide tailored legal 
information, and connect people to free services, ultimately 
reshaping access to justice on a broader scale”
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Innovation through Collaboration: How Pro Bono Partnerships Power Hear Me Out
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In recognition of the inherent professional obligation lawyers have to assist in providing 
access to justice, Squire Patton Boggs AU (SPB) has a long-standing commitment to the 
development and delivery of legal services to people of limited means.

At the heart of the firm’s culture is a commitment to give back to the communities in which 
we live and work. 

SPB supports and encourages its employees to be involved in providing legal services 
pro bono. To do this, the firm has increased its global pro bono billable credit policy to 
encourage fee earners to record up to 100 hours of pro bono legal work per calendar year. 

The United States’ Squire Patton Boggs offices have a strong history of providing pro bono 
legal advice to the most vulnerable in society. With a much smaller presence in Australia, 
the firm’s Sydney and Perth offices have previously had a comparably modest pro bono 
program, limited to providing pro bono legal support to Many Rivers Microfinance and its 
clients for approximately twelve years. Despite the limited remit of this model, the firm’s 
assistance carried a commercial value of nearly $2.5 million. 

In 2022, the firm committed to expanding its pro bono program in Australia by creating the 
role of a dedicated pro bono lawyer to coordinate the program across the Perth and Sydney 
offices. 

As part of the establishment of a formal program, the firm sought to bring pro bono legal 
referrals from six Key Focus Areas, determined from an internal survey of lawyer interest in 
the following areas of legal need: 

· Women

· First Nations

· Arts

· Youth

· Rural, Remote & Regional

· Asylum Seekers, Refugees and Immigrants

During this time, the firm is proud to have seen an increase in the participation rate to 76%, 
and an average of 38 hours of pro bono legal work per lawyer during the past financial year.

In addition to maintaining our ongoing relationship with Many Rivers Microfinance Limited, 

Squire Patton Boggs’ Emerging 
Australian Pro Bono Practice 

“At the heart of the firm’s 
culture is a commitment 
to give back to the 
communities in which  
we live and work.” 

Breanna Ivankovic, Joel Fam and Tom Haystead were joined by Tatiana Hermann 
(not pictured) on the way to the 2025 Sydney Walk for Justice. 
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By Jessica Antal, Angela Radich and Melissa Koo
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Case Study: Law Access Graduate Secondment 

Each of the firm’s Perth graduate lawyers attend 
Law Access one day per week for eight consecutive 
weeks. This secondment supports the work Law 
Access undertakes by expanding their resources. 
While on secondment, the firm’s graduates assist 
with tasks such as completing means tests to 
ensure applicants meet the Law Access criteria; 
drafting letters to lawyers considering accepting 
an applicant’s matter; completing legal analysis of 
an applicant’s issue(s); and drafting client letters 
regarding the status of their application. 

Squire Patton Boggs’ Emerging Australian Pro Bono Practice 

the firm has several other community stakeholders 
which provide ongoing referrals that fit within the Key 
Focus Areas, such as Women’s Legal Service Western 
Australia, Law Access, and National Justice Project.  

“In 2022, the firm 
committed to 
expanding its pro 
bono program 
in Australia by 
creating the role 
of a dedicated 
pro bono lawyer 
to coordinate the 
program across 
the Perth and 
Sydney offices.”

Case Study: Working with National Justice 
Project to Advocate for First Nations and 
Refugee Rights

Several of the firm’s Perth and Sydney lawyers 
have had the opportunity to volunteer with 
National Justice Project (NJP), a Sydney-based 
non-profit human rights firm who takes 
on strategic legal action to create a fair and 
equitable society free from discrimination. The 
firm is proud to provide ongoing pro bono legal 
support to NJP across multiple areas, including 
those set out below:  

Refugee Rights: Casework support in relation to 
cases NJP have brought before the High Court 
of Australia against the Australian government 
to hold it accountable for the foreseeable and 
avoidable harm that has been caused to people 
taken to offshore detention centres in Australia, 
by it and its contracted service providers.

First Nations Rights: On the ground assistance 
for Perth based coronial inquests into the 
deaths in custody of First Nations individuals, 
including the inquests into the deaths of 
Mr Alf Eades and Mr Ricky-Lee Cound while 
incarcerated in Hakea Prison in 2019 and 2022, 
respectively. 

Improving Access to Justice: Legal research 
to inform NJP’s AI-powered platform, ‘Hear Me 
Out, which is designed to provide users with 
tailored guidance on their available complaint 
pathways and improving access to justice.

From L-R: Georgia O’Driscoll, Dom Rotondo, Zahra Ali, Virginia Petrussenko-Alves, Ben Myburgh, 
Rachel Lendich, Eloise Wright and Tony Chong were joined by Jessica Antal (not pictured) on the way 
to the 2024 Law Access Walk for Justice
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Case Study: Supporting Survivors of Family Domestic 
Violence & Sexual Assault

Upon joining the firm in 2022, Pro Bono Manager, 
Jessica Antal, brought with her a passion for assisting 
victims of crime via the completion of criminal injury 
compensation applications.  

As part of the pro bono program, lawyers in the Sydney 
and Perth offices work with Jessica on referrals from 
Women’s Legal Service Western Australia, a community 
legal centre providing legal support to Western 
Australian women and children who have survived 
family domestic violence and/or sexual assault. 

Referrals received from WLSWA are to assist women 
and children apply for criminal injury compensation 
under the Western Australian Criminal Injuries 
Compensation Scheme. The Scheme compensates 
survivors for bodily harm, mental or nervous shock, and/ 
or pregnancy, resulting from a criminal offence.

Since commencing this aspect of the program in 
2022, our team have secured awards totalling nearly 
$700,000 for survivors of domestic violence and/or 
sexual assault offences. 

When reflecting on this aspect of the program, Jessica 
noted, “It is an amazing feeling to know that our hard 
work and knowledge have been able to help women 
in our community in such an impactful way. These 
awards are life changing; not only will they assist 
them financially to make a fresh start and obtain 
necessary treatment, but it also acknowledges their 
ongoing pain and suffering. By doing so, it shifts the 
dialogue away from the offender and empowers 
these individuals to take back control of their lives.”

Jessica Antal is Pro 
Bono Manager at 
Squire Patton Boggs 
(AU). Together with 
Melissa and Angela, 
Jessica is responsible 
for developing and 
managing the Australian 
pro bono program, as 

well as completing pro bono case work, in her role 
of dedicated pro bono lawyer.

Angela Radich is 
a Director in the 
Sydney office of Squire 
Patton Boggs and an 
experienced litigator 
who has acted for 
clients in the full range 
of courts, including the 
NSW Court of Appeal, 

Full Federal Court and High Court. In addition to 
this role, Angela oversees the pro bono program as 
the Sydney Pro Bono office representative.  

Melissa Koo is a Partner 
in the Perth office of 
Squire Patton Boggs 
and is a specialist 
construction lawyer with 
extensive experience 
across both contentious 
and non-contentious 
matters, in representing 

clients on major Australian and international 
construction, energy and infrastructure projects. In 
addition to this role Melissa oversees the pro bono 
program as the Perth Pro Bono Partner.

In addition to working with these 
organisations, we consider ad hoc requests 
for legal assistance from organisations in our 
community who demonstrate a genuine need 
for pro bono legal support. For example, the 
firm has an ongoing relationship with Animal 
Defenders Office, a national community legal 
centre based in Canberra providing advice 
and assistance in the niche area of animal law. 
Typical referrals received from ADO include 
providing advice and assistance relating to 
backyard breeders, government wildlife culls, 
pets and strata properties, animal rescue 
organisations, wildlife protection activities, 
and animal welfare concerns in for-profit zoos. 
In addition to these, our Sydney Pro Bono 
Director, Angela Radich, led a team to draft 
submissions to the European Court of Human 
Rights for Vegan Australia as a third-party 
intervener. The submissions, drafted by Angela 
and her team in partnership with the Animal 
Defenders Office, were part of an international 
effort by several vegan organisations, including 
the Vegan Society UK. The proceedings 
concern the right to freedom of thought, 
conscience and religion of vegan prisoners and 
inpatients in Swiss prisons and hospitals (i.e. 
to be provided with vegan meal options). The 
Court’s judgment is currently reserved. 

While the firm is proud of its growth over the 
past few years, we recognise that the program 
remains comparatively modest and continue 
to explore ways in which the firm can better 
support our local communities.   

Squire Patton Boggs’ Emerging Australian Pro Bono Practice 

https://www.wlswa.org.au/
https://cict.justice.wa.gov.au/C/compensation.aspx
https://cict.justice.wa.gov.au/C/compensation.aspx


31AUSTRALIAN PRO BONO  CENTRE

Joining the Dots and  
Filling the Gaps:  
The Pro Bono Work  
of the Duty Solicitors  
Office at the NSW 
Downing Centre Courts

The Downing Centre Court complex is the busiest in the southern 
hemisphere. Listings of around 600 hundred matters per day are not 
uncommon. The huge workload is sustained by numerous simultaneous 
sittings of the Local, District and Supreme Courts, the support of a 
substantial staff, and a significant number of lawyers. Lawyers come from 
the private sector, Legal Aid NSW, ALS and various Community Law Centres 
and services such as the Homeless Person Legal Service. Notwithstanding 
this, there are still many clients who fall through the gaps for numerous 
reasons. These include illiteracy, difficulties with English, and physical, 
mental, and other challenges. Many simply fall into the substantial gap 
between those eligible for a grant of legal aid, and those able to afford 
private legal services.

The Duty Solicitors Office lawyers see anyone and everyone in this gap. 
No forms, no fees, no means test, no merit test. First in best dressed, no 
appointment (or jacket) required. These lawyers just do the best they can do 
for clients on the day. Many are referred directly by the bench or prosecutors 
in a sincere and concerted effort to assist these clients in difficult situations.

“The Duty Solicitors Office lawyers see anyone 
and everyone in this gap. No forms, no fees, no 
means test, no merit test. First in best dressed, 
no appointment (or jacket) required.” 

By Richard Brittain

The Downing Centre coat-of-arms



Lawyers in the Duty Solicitors Office need both 
knowledge and experience of the law and Courts. 
They need to be fast, good communicators and 
listeners, patient and empathetic as well as 
objective and analytical. It is about solutions to 
problems. The ability to join the dots is essential for 
clients who have no papers, no recollection of the 
relevant factors and/or long histories in multiple 
and interstate jurisdictions. Particular ingenuity is 
required for those not resident in NSW or Australia 
but are before Court for something that occurred 
during a visit, when an interpreter is either not 
ordered or present, there are doubts about a client’ 
s fitness, or there is an arrest warrant or grounds 
for arrest that crystalise when a client’s presence 
becomes known at the Court.

APBC’s National Pro Bono Professional Indemnity 
Insurance Scheme

My pro bono work as a Duty Solicitor was made 
possible by the Australian Pro Bono Centre’s 
Professional Indemnity Insurance Scheme. 
I was holding on to my connection with the 
legal profession by my fingernails, and by 
virtue of a highly restrictive, but very affordable, 
Practicing Certificate as a Volunteer Solicitor. I 
was freelancing “between jobs” having recently 
just returned from the longest visit I had had to 
London since I emigrated around 35 years ago, 
looking after my late mother during her battle 
with cancer. The Centre’s Scheme got me off the 
couch and enabled me to bring my legal skills and 
experience to the frontline addressing the needs 
of many, often disadvantaged clients. Without 
the Scheme I would simply have not been able to 
afford to participate in the outstanding pro bono 
work of the Duty Solicitors Office at the Downing 
Centre Court.
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Law Society of NSW Pro Bono Award 2024

I was truly humbled and flattered to be a finalist for 
the Law Society of NSW Pro Bono Award in 2024. 
Above all, for the recognition of the importance and 
value of pro bono work to our profession, and to a 
just and equitable, rules-based society.

Equity before the law is often, and much, talked 
about, but irrelevant in the absence of access. Pro 
bono lawyers provide that access, and prevent the 
often very needy members of our society from falling 
through the gaps in the system and ending up in a 
place that is neither designed for, nor well placed to 
assist, them.

Pro bono work is not only an essential part of the 
legal system, but also very rewarding in the greater, 
and non-pecuniary, sense to its providers. It enables 
lawyers to grow both their professional and life-
skills by: meeting and assisting many, often special 
needs clients, working in a huge range of legal fields 
- frequently at very short notice, and assisting our
busy courts to cope with a truly crushing workload.

Joining the Dots and Filling the Gaps – The Pro Bono Work of the Duty Solicitors Office at the NSW Downing Centre Courts

“The Centre’s Scheme got me 
off the couch and enabled me 
to bring my legal skills and 
experience to the frontline 
addressing the needs of many, 
often disadvantaged clients.”
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The value, importance and rewards of pro 
bono work

Pro bono work enhances and promotes 
the image and reputation of lawyers as 
problem solvers, and a positive influence 
for good in society, rather than as hired 
guns. This is invaluable in these often 
difficult, challenging, and fast changing 
times. Life is busy, we all have more 
information than ever, and it is increasing 
incessantly. Change really is the only 
constant! However, I would urge all lawyers 
to make time to do some pro bono work, to 
make a commitment to the Australian Pro 
Bono Centre’s  National Pro Bono Target to 
use their best efforts to undertake at least 
30 hours per year of pro bono work, and 
to display that commitment with pride, at 
every opportunity.

Finally, thinking about the recent federal 
election I am reminded of the late, great 
JFK. And to paraphrase his inaugural 
address that inspired so many to see 
the importance of public service, and 
challenged everyone to contribute in some 
way to the public good, I would urge all 
lawyers to - ask not what our profession 
can do for you – ask what you can do for 
our profession. And when considering pro 
bono work to remember that - we choose 
to do it, not because it is easy, but because 
it is hard, because doing it will serve to 
organise and measure the best of our 
energies and skills, because the challenge 
is one that we are willing to accept, one we 
are unwilling to postpone, and one which 
we intend to win!    

Richard Brittain is the Principal Solicitor at 
RHB and Associates Legal and Technical 
Consulting Services, a boutique law practice 
specialising in IP law, legal metrology, trade 
measurement (weights and measures) and 
consultancy and expert evidence at the 
science/law interface. Richard previously 
worked for the Commonwealth, including 
at ANSTO and CSIRO, and in private sector 
R and D. His consultancies include work in 
Fiji, Myanmar, Ghana and Ethiopia. Since 
2010 his pro bono service has included the 
Welfare Rights Centre, Inner City Legal Centre, 
Homeless Person Legal Service and Duty 
Solicitors Office at the Downing Centre. Born 
in Swansea Uplands (almost next door to the 
late, great, Dylan Thomas), raised in London, 
he came to Australia as a skilled migrant. He 
took up law as a second career, training at 
the Commonwealth Department of Public 
Prosecutions and the Public Interest Advocacy 
Centre (now the Justice and Equity Centre). 
His other interests include: literature, music, 
cinema, theatre, travel, good food/wine and 
company, and the hidden mysteries of nature 
and science.

BACK TO COVER

“...we choose to do it, not because it is 
easy, but because it is hard, because 
doing it will serve to organise and 
measure the best of our energies and 
skills, because the challenge is one that 
we are willing to accept, one we are 
unwilling to postpone.”
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Don’t miss the following � 
Australian Pro Bono Centre �services:

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

The Australian Pro Bono Centre is grateful for the 
funding support it receives from the governments 
of the Commonwealth and all states and territories, 
and the in-kind support it receives from the 
Commonwealth Attorney-General’s Department,  
private firms, volunteers and the Faculty of Law & 
Justice at UNSW Sydney, which includes  
the use of the Faculty’s  
premises and facilities  
and support from  
student interns.  

APBC Team L–R:  �Gabriela Christian-Hare, Rebekah Farrell, Sally Embelton,  
Melanie Allgaeuer, Jane Parkin  and Andrew Cameron.

Acknowledgement � 
of Country
We acknowledge the traditional  
custodians of the various lands on which  
we work throughout Australia. 

We pay our respects to the Elders – past,  
present and emerging – and the youth who  
are working towards a brighter tomorrow.

www.probonocentre.org.au

While every reasonable effort has been made to ensure the accuracy of the content in this publication, the Australian Pro Bono Centre 
does not guarantee that the material is correct and up to date, and assumes no responsibility for errors, omissions, or consequences 
from use of the information contained herein. 
The Australian Pro Bono Centre assumes no responsibility for instances of intellectual property infringement arising out of the content 
contributed to this publication. 
The views and opinions expressed in this publication are those of the cited authors and do not necessarily reflect the policy of the 
Australian Pro Bono Centre.
The Centre sincerely thanks Adrian Medel for �his excellent work designing this publication.
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