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1.	 Introduction & Purpose
 
1.1.	 About this guide

This guide provides a structured framework 
to support retired and semi-retired 
Australian lawyers to engage in pro bono 
legal work. It draws on jurisdiction-specific 
opportunities and support systems to help 
legal professionals continue contributing to 
the community in their retirement. 

Emeritus, meaning retired, was an 
honorific applied to Roman legionaries 
who had earned a good discharge. The 
term has been adopted in academia for 
professors whose distinguished service 
allows them to retain the title of professor 
following retirement. In this case after a 
distinguished career in the law, a retired 
lawyer providing pro bono services for the 
public good will earn the title Pro Bono 
Lawyer Emeritus.

 
 
1.2.	 Who is this guide intended for?

This guide is intended to assist retired 
lawyers who have ceased paid legal 
employment and are looking for ways 
to continue to use their legal skills and 
expertise for the public good. The path to 
retirement occupies a wide spectrum. The 
guide may be of assistance to semi-retired 
lawyers who have partially withdrawn from 
practice but continue to engage in limited 
legal or related work, including part-time, 
consulting, contract, volunteer, or pro bono 
roles, including those who wish to do ‘low 
bono’ work at substantially reduced fees. 
It may be equally applicable to lawyers 
wishing to volunteer on a career break.

This guide complements other resources 
produced by the Centre that may assist 
lawyers to undertake pro bono legal work, 
particularly the Australian Pro Bono 
Manual and Pro Bono Legal Work – A 
Guide for Individual Lawyers. Please see 
the Centre’s website for its library of 
resources. PHOTO BY AMANDA MARÍA, UNSPLASH

https://www.probonocentre.org.au/pro-bono-guide-for-individual-lawyers/
https://www.probonocentre.org.au/pro-bono-guide-for-individual-lawyers/
https://www.probonocentre.org.au/pro-bono-guide-for-individual-lawyers/
https://www.probonocentre.org.au
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1.3.	 Purpose and scope

This guide aims to empower lawyers with the tools, knowledge, and pathways to 
participate in pro bono work. It outlines practical considerations including obtaining 
volunteer practising certificates (VPCs), professional indemnity insurance (PII), and 
meeting continuing professional development (CPD) obligations, ensuring that 
participation is accessible and well-supported. The guide also describes the key 
organisations within the Australian pro bono landscape, how retired lawyers can 
become involved in their work and what they can expect when first doing so. It is 
intended that this guide will reduce the uncertainty of, and barriers to, retired lawyers 
participating in pro bono legal work.

1.4.	 What is pro bono legal work

‘Pro bono’ comes from the Latin phrase pro bono publico, which means ‘for the 
public good’. In the legal context, it generally means the provision of legal services 
for free or at a substantially reduced fee to those who would not otherwise be able to 
access the legal system, or whose matter raises an issue of public interest. It includes 
legal assistance provided for free or at a substantially reduced fee for not-for profit 
organisations that ‘work for the public good’. 

While there is no universally accepted definition of what is meant by ‘pro bono’, 
the definition of ‘pro bono legal services’ adopted by the Centre is widely accepted 
in Australia. Pro bono legal work can take many forms, including the provision of 
community legal education, reviewing documents, providing legal advice and court 
representation.

 
 
1.5.	 Why pro bono matters?

Pro bono service enables retired lawyers to continue to promote access to justice 
by offering their valuable expertise to underserved and vulnerable communities. 
Opportunities are available through CLCs, First Nations Legal Services, Family Violence 
Prevention Legal Services, referral organisations and other not-for-profit legal providers, 
serving a wide range of clients in need. Many of these organisations support remote 
volunteering, allowing flexible engagement from any location.
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2.	 The Value of Pro Bono Legal Work
 
2.1.	 How retired lawyers can address unmet legal need in Australia

Many Australians are ineligible for publicly funded legal assistance but are unable to afford 
private legal representation, resulting in significant unmet legal need. This cohort makes 
up the “missing middle”, comprising people from right across our communities. The legal 
issues faced by people in this “missing middle” are often in critical areas such as family law, 
debt resolution, housing, elder abuse, workplace rights, and discrimination.1

Despite the efforts of publicly funded legal assistance, demand for legal services continues 
to outstrip supply, and crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic and recurrent extreme 
weather events have only exacerbated legal problems for many Australians. Scarce 
resources force state legal aid commissions and CLCs to impose strict eligibility criteria 
on prospective clients, leaving some people below the poverty line unable to access legal 
assistance. 

In this context, retired and semi-retired lawyers can play a vital role in helping to bridge 
the access to justice gap. Their extensive legal knowledge, practical experience, and 
professional networks make them uniquely positioned to support people in need. Pro 
bono legal work not only provides essential advice and representation to individuals who 
cannot afford legal services, but also supports not-for-profit organisations on a range of 
matters including governance, contracts, employment and regulatory issues. 

Retired and semi-retired lawyers bring their cumulative professional and life experiences 
to this work, enhancing the overall capacity of a pro bono legal practice and improving 
outcomes for individuals and the organisations working to support them.

By engaging retired and semi-retired lawyers in pro bono work, Australia can tap into 
a valuable resource – one that strengthens legal service delivery, uplifts disadvantaged 
communities and contributes to a more just society.  

 1 Law Council of Australia, ‘Addressing the legal needs of the missing middle’, Position Paper, November 2021 PHOTO By JEFF SHELDON · UNSPLASH 

https://lawcouncil.au/publicassets/d8ff81b4-7558-ec11-9444-005056be13b5/2021%2011%2030%20-%20PP%20-%20Addressing%20the%20legal%20needs%20of%20the%20missing%20middle.pdf
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2.2.	 Benefits for retired and semi-retired lawyers

Pro bono work allows retired and semi-retired lawyers, who bring skills and experience 
from usually long legal careers, to continue contributing to the legal profession’s core 
purpose of promoting access to justice. Moreover, beyond their knowledge of the law, 
they may also offer strategic thinking, corporate governance expertise, mentoring, and 
management skills, which can also assist community clients. 

Even after stepping back from full-time practice, many lawyers gain professionally from 
continuing to employ their skills and expertise to serve the public good. Many matters 
involve direct client interaction, strategic decision-making, and practical problem-solving. 
Pro bono work therefore provides an opportunity to maintain legal, advocacy, managerial, 
and interpersonal skills. 

By assisting individuals and communities who might otherwise be unable to obtain legal 
assistance, pro bono legal work also offers significant personal satisfaction. It enables 
practitioners to apply their accumulated knowledge in areas of personal interest and to 
make a meaningful difference. Collegial environments such as CLCs further enhance the 
sense of contribution and professional fulfilment.

The flexible and often ad hoc nature of pro bono work allows retired lawyers to remain 
professionally engaged while balancing other commitments in retirement. 

2.3.	 Individual outcomes and societal impact

Pro bono participation of legal practitioners helps uphold the ethical obligations of the 
legal profession, reinforcing its commitment to serve the public interest and maintain 
confidence in the justice system. By supporting community organisations such as CLCs, 
First Nations legal services, and not-for-profits, pro bono work also strengthens the 
delivery of vital services to disadvantaged individuals and our communities. This in turn 
strengthens our social fabric and contributes to the health and wellbeing of society.

In addition to advising individual and community clients, pro bono lawyers may 
also use their skills and expertise to support systemic reform by contributing to law 
reform submissions, strategic litigation, public inquiries, and advocacy efforts aimed at 
addressing unjust laws and improving legal frameworks. Additionally, they can contribute 
to delivering legal education in our communities, developing accessible legal resources, 
delivering seminars, providing training to organisations and individuals, and helping to 
improve legal understanding across diverse communities.

There are many ways retired lawyers can undertake pro bono legal work, not all of which 
require in-person consultations or specific matter work. 
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3.	 Getting Started – Regulatory Compliance
 
Engaging in pro bono legal work as a retired or semi-retired lawyer comes with the 
usual compliance requirements associated with any legal practice. It is likely that if 
you are a semi-retired lawyer you will already meet some or all of these requirements, 
however as a retired lawyer it is important to understand your compliance obligations 
to ensure you continue to meet all regulatory requirements for legal practice. These vary 
across Australian jurisdictions but generally cover practising certificates, insurance, and 
continuing professional development (CPD). This section outlines the key components 
that retired lawyers should be aware of before commencing pro bono work.

3.1.	 Volunteer Practising Certificates (VPCs)

One of the most significant barriers to legally qualified individuals undertaking pro bono 
or volunteer legal work only has historically been the cost and complexity of maintaining a 
practising certificate solely for this type of work. VPCs are available in every Australian state 
and territory and are specifically designed to enable lawyers who are not engaged in paid 
legal practice to provide pro bono legal services. These certificates are typically free or low-
cost and allow practitioners to work exclusively in a volunteer capacity.

VPCs are issued by the relevant law society or legal services board in each jurisdiction. 
They usually authorise legal practice only in approved settings, such as CLCs, legal aid 
commissions, First Nations Legal Services, or through recognised referral schemes. 

See Appendix A for a summary table of VPC fees and conditions by jurisdiction.

3.1.1.	 Eligibility and restrictions

Restrictions applicable to VPC holders include that the practitioner is not to engage in 
paid legal practice and will provide legal services solely on a volunteer or pro bono basis. 
Most jurisdictions restrict VPC holders from acting as principals of law firms, receiving 
trust money, or supervising other practitioners unless specific conditions are met. This 
means that if you hold a VPC you cannot:

	 · engage in private practice;

	 · receive fees for legal services (including earning wages as an employee solicitor);

	 · handle trust money; or

	 · act as a principal of a law practice unless it is specifically authorised  
	   by your VPC type (only offered in some jurisdictions). 

Some jurisdictions also require that the volunteer work be conducted through approved 
organisations. For example, in South Australia, a Category D VPC allows practice only 
through a CLC or a project approved by the Legal Practitioners Education and Admission 
Council (LPEAC).
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3.1.2.	 Fees and application process

Fees for VPCs vary by jurisdiction but are generally minimal. In states and territories, 
including the ACT, NSW, Victoria, Tasmania, and Western Australia, VPCs are issued 
free of charge. In South Australia, a Category D VPC incurs a small fee, which includes a 
regulatory levy. Local VPC fees may vary from time to time. 

The application process typically involves submitting a form to the relevant law society or 
legal practitioners’ board, along with supporting documentation providing proof of legal 
qualifications and admission. Some jurisdictions may require declarations regarding the 
nature of the intended legal work and confirmation that the applicant will not engage 
in paid practice. Some jurisdictions will also require professional indemnity insurance 
arrangements to be established at the time of applying for, or issuing of, a VPC.

Contact details for the VPC issuing authority in each jurisdiction can be found in the 
summary table in Appendix A.   

3.2.	 Professional indemnity insurance

Professional indemnity insurance (PII) is mandatory for all practising lawyers, including 
those holding VPCs. PII was historically a major barrier for retired lawyers wanting to 
do pro bono work. However, several options are now available to address this issue. In 
many cases, coverage is provided through the organisation where the volunteer work is 
undertaken, such as a CLC, referral body or law firm. The Centre also runs a PII scheme of 
last resort which is available to volunteer lawyers.

3.2.1.	 Community legal centre coverage

When volunteering at a CLC lawyers are typically covered by the CLC’s PII policy through 
the Community Legal Centres Australia’s National Professional Indemnity Insurance (PII) 
Scheme.2 This coverage applies when:

	 · a volunteer’s work is supervised by the centre’s principal solicitor

	 · the volunteer follow the centre’s policies and procedures, and

	 · the volunteer’s activities fall within the scope of the centre’s operations.

2 For further details, visit the Community Legal Centres Australia website: https://clcs.org.au

https://clcs.org.au
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3.2.2.	 The Centre’s National Pro Bono Professional Indemnity Insurance 
Scheme

Where no other insurance is available, lawyers may be eligible for coverage under the 
National Pro Bono PII Scheme administered by the Centre. The Scheme provides free 
coverage for lawyers and paralegals working on pro bono projects approved by the Centre. 
The Scheme:

	 · covers eligible lawyers in NSW, Victoria, Queensland, SA, WA, and the ACT 

	 · requires project approval before coverage begins

	 · acts as a “safety net” when no other insurance is available, and

	 · covers up to $2 million per claim.

 
3.2.3.	 Other insurance options

Some retired lawyers may have existing professional indemnity insurance through:

	 · former employer policies that cover pro bono work

	 · individual policies with pro bono coverage, or

	 · professional association group policies.

 
3.3.	 Continuing Professional Development (CPD)

VPC holders are generally required to meet CPD obligations similar to those of other 
practising lawyers. Most jurisdictions require completion of 10 CPD units per year, 
including in core areas such as legal ethics, professional skills, and substantive law.

Some jurisdictions offer exemptions or tailored CPD options for volunteer practitioners, 
particularly those working under supervision, in limited practice areas or for solicitors who 
have held a practising certificate for a certain number of years. CPD activities may include 
formal training, mentoring, legal education, or participation in approved seminars and 
workshops.

A list of CPD requirements by jurisdiction for VPC holders can be found in the summary 
table in Appendix A.   

PHOTO BY MICROSOFT 365

https://www.probonocentre.org.au/provide-pro-bono/pi-insurance-scheme/
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4.	 Pathways to Participation
 
There are many meaningful ways for retired and semi-retired lawyers to engage in pro 
bono legal work and to apply their experience, skills and judgment to support individuals, 
organisations, and communities.  

 
4.1.	 Delivering frontline legal services to individuals

The most common way lawyers undertake pro bono work is by providing advice or 
representation to individual clients. This may be in areas including but not limited to  
tenancy, family violence, employment, and social security. 

Many CLCs and First Nations Legal Services welcome volunteers and offer flexible 
arrangements, including remote work. Before working with First Nations clients, please 
read carefully the Centre’s guidance paper, Working with First Nations Clients: Best 
Practice Approaches to Providing Pro Bono Legal Services.

Referral organisations such as Justice Connect, LawAccess and LawRight help match 
lawyers with clients and matters aligned to their expertise. 

See Section 5 below for further details.

 
4.2.	 Supporting community and for-purpose organisations

Pro bono lawyers play a crucial role in strengthening the legal capacity of not-for-profits, 
charities, community groups and social enterprises. These organisations often face similar 
legal challenges to for-profit organisations but lack the readily available funds to pay 
for legal support on a commercial basis. By offering their expertise on a pro bono basis, 
retired and semi-retired lawyers can help to ensure that these organisations can operate 
effectively, meet legal requirements, and focus on delivering services to the communities 
they support.

This assistance is often particularly valuable for small and emerging organisations that 
lack in-house legal teams. Legal guidance in areas such as incorporation, employment 
law, risk management, and funding agreements can significantly enhance organisational 
resilience and impact. In many cases, pro bono lawyers also contribute strategic thinking, 
mentoring, and governance advice, helping these organisations to grow sustainably and 
to navigate complex legal environments with greater confidence.

https://www.probonocentre.org.au/first-nations-guidance-paper/
https://www.probonocentre.org.au/first-nations-guidance-paper/
https://www.probonocentre.org.au/first-nations-guidance-paper/
https://www.probonocentre.org.au/first-nations-guidance-paper/
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4.3.	 Beyond direct client legal services delivery

There are many ways lawyers can contribute outside of direct client work. Pro bono lawyers 
can play a vital role in shaping the legal landscape and advocating in support of broader 
access to justice issues. For example, pro bono lawyers can:

·  support law reform efforts through submissions, strategic litigation and public enquiries,

·  promote legal literacy by developing resources, delivering seminars and training 
frontline workers, and 

·  mentor other lawyers, students and volunteers in legal clinics and community settings.   

Lawyers with relevant experience may also contribute by performing executive roles 
and providing leadership within pro bono legal practices. Responsibilities that benefit 
from extensive experience include establishing clear policy frameworks, robust intake 
procedures and conflict-checking processes, as well as ongoing service delivery evaluation 
for continuous improvement. Strong strategic leadership is also important for pro bono 
legal practices working to develop partnerships with external organisations, helping to 
ensure pro bono services are delivered at a high standard and that they remain responsive 
to genuine community needs. 

Ultimately, the pathway for retired and semi-retired lawyers to participation in pro 
bono work is flexible and varied. Whether through direct client work, strategic support, 
education, or mentorship, retired lawyers have countless ways to contribute. 

See Appendix B for a step-by-step guide to getting started with pro bono.

PHOTO BY CENTRE FOR AGEING BETTER, UNSPLASH
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5.	 Sourcing Pro Bono Opportunities 
 
Across Australia, a range of structured pro bono pathways enable retired practitioners to 
apply their professional skills and experience, providing vital legal assistance to individuals 
and groups who would otherwise be unable to access it.

 

    
5.1.	 Community legal centres

CLCs are independent, non-profit organisations providing free legal services to people 
experiencing disadvantage. There are almost 200 CLCs across Australia, offering both 
generalist and specialist services.

Generalist CLCs provide services across multiple areas of law within a geographic region, 
typically handling areas including:

	 · Housing and tenancy disputes

	 · Consumer and debt issues

	 · Employment matters

	 · Welfare rights

	 · Family law and domestic violence matters

	 · Minor criminal matters

Specialist CLCs focus on particular areas of law or client groups, including  
but not limited to:

	 · First Nations legal services

	 · Women’s legal services

	 · LGBTQI legal services

	 · Disability rights organisations

	 · Environmental law centres

	 · Tenancy and housing services

Typical volunteer roles at CLCs may include:

	 · Providing legal advice at evening clinics

	 · Conducting client interviews

	 · Researching legal issues

	 · Drafting letters and documents

	 · Representing clients at tribunals

	 · Community legal education

	 · Law reform advocacy

 
5.2.	 Pro bono referral schemes

Pro bono referral schemes assess requests for legal assistance and many refer appropriate 
matters to volunteer lawyers. Major schemes in Australia include:
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· Justice Connect (NSW, Victoria and nationally for some matters) 

Justice Connect provides individual matter referrals, specialist programs for 
homelessness, family violence, and financial issues as well as assistance for not-for-profit 
organisations. 

· LawRight (Queensland) 

LawRight provides individual matter referrals to pro bono law firms and barristers, as 
well as operating on-site services at Courts and Tribunals throughout Queensland and in 
partnership with community and health service providers. 

· JusticeNet SA (South Australia and Northern Territory) 

JusticeNet SA provides individual matter referrals to pro bono lawyers, as well as specialist 
programs to assist refugees and asylum seekers, self-represented litigants in Federal 
Courts and people experiencing homelessness. 

· LawAccess (Western Australia) 

LawAccess provides individual and not-for-profit matter referrals to pro bono lawyers.

· Pro Bono Referral Service (Tasmania)

The Law Society of Tasmania runs the Tasmanian Pro Bono Referral Service, connecting 
successful applicants with a law firm or barrister who is able to assist. Legal assistance  
and advice is provided by lawyers who have volunteered to be part of the Service.

· ACT Pro Bono Clearing House (Australian Capital Territory) 

The ACT Pro Bono Clearing House provides referrals for individuals and organisations to 
pro bono lawyers or CLCs for assistance. The service does not cover family law matters. 

5.3.	 Court-based services

Many courts offer duty lawyer services and self-representation support. Retired lawyers 
can volunteer to:

	 · Provide brief advice to unrepresented litigants

	 · Assist with form completion

	 · Explain court procedures

	 · Conduct on-the-spot mediations

	 · Provide referrals to other services

5.4.	 Rural, regional and rural opportunities

The need for legal assistance is particularly acute in rural, regional and remote (RRR) areas 
across Australia, where 42% of lawyers have indicated they may retire in the next five to 
ten years.3 Opportunities for retired lawyers in these areas include:

	 · Circuit services visiting regional centres

	 · Remote advice through phone and video conferencing

	 · Partnership arrangements with metropolitan CLCs

	 · Specialised services in First Nations communities

	 · Specialised services in agricultural and mining communities

3 Law Council of Australia and Law Institute of Victoria, Report into the Rural, Regional and Remote Areas Lawyers Survey (Research Report, July 2009)

https://justiceconnect.org.au/
https://lawright.org.au/
https://justicenet.org.au/
https://lawaccess.org.au/
https://www.lst.org.au/home/legal-services-and-access-to-justice/legal-advice/pro-bono-referral-service/
https://www.actlawsociety.asn.au/for-the-public/legal-help/clearing-house
https://lawcouncil.au/publicassets/6dbc466f-d839-e711-93fb-005056be13b5/Report%20into%20the%20Rural,%20Regional%20and%20Remote%20Areas%20Lawyers%20Survey.pdf) accessed 12 Deember 2025
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6.	 Overcoming Common Barriers

6.1.	 Technology concerns

Some lawyers may find advances in legal technology daunting, but this barrier is 
increasingly manageable. CLCs and pro bono schemes now commonly provide 
basic technology training specifically for volunteers, and a CLC’s administrative staff 
may also handle some of the technical tasks associated with service delivery such as 
case management or online scheduling. Advice services offered over the phone and 
utilising hybrid or in-person options can also reduce reliance on digital tools, while 
pairing lawyers with technology-savvy colleagues further supports those who are 
less comfortable navigating new systems.

6.2.	 Skills currency

Staying up-to-date with current laws, procedures, and practice standards is a 
common concern for all legal professionals, but can particularly be so for those 
working in a volunteer capacity. To address this, most CLCs and other organisations 
engaging volunteers offer comprehensive orientation and ongoing training 
specifically tailored for volunteer lawyers. 

Many organisations will involve new volunteers in mentoring arrangements and 
encourage starting with casework in familiar legal areas. Access to online legal 
resources and regular professional development sessions helps volunteers to 
maintain the required level of legal knowledge and confidence.

6.3.	 Time management

Flexible working arrangements are now standard across the pro bono sector, 
acknowledging the varied availability of not just volunteers but others in the 
workforce. At many community organisations volunteer lawyers can choose their 
schedule for advice sessions, or participate only in specific projects with defined 
time commitments. Some organisations may offer work-from-home opportunities 
or allow participation in seasonal or short-term programs. This flexibility allows 
volunteers to balance their pro bono work with personal and other commitments, 
making ongoing contributions more sustainable.

6.4.	 Interacting with clients

Working with vulnerable or marginalised clients can present unique challenges 
for those transitioning from some traditional practice settings. Many community 
organisations engaging volunteers will provide orientation and guidance on 
trauma-informed practice, clear boundary-setting, and referral protocols. Regular 
supervision, debriefing, and access to peer support or external counselling is 
also readily available. These measures help ensure that retired lawyers are not 
only prepared to support clients in need but also have appropriate support for 
themselves when engaging with clients’ complex legal and personal issues.
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7.	 Signing up to the National Pro Bono Target

The National Pro Bono Target (Target) is a voluntary benchmark for lawyers to undertake 
at least 35 hours of pro bono legal work each year. Individual solicitors can sign up in their 
own right to signal a personal commitment to access to justice. Information about the 
Target can be found on the Centre’s dedicated website page. 

7.1.	 What is the Target?

The Target is a voluntary, aspirational commitment to provide a minimum of 35 hours of 
pro bono legal services per lawyer per year, established and administered by the Centre to 
promote lawyers’ professional responsibility to serve the public good and enhance access 
to justice.

The Target has been widely adopted across the profession since its launch in 2007, 
underscoring its role as Australia’s leading benchmark for pro bono participation.

7.2.	 Signing up as an individual

Individual solicitors can sign up directly (not only through a firm), by agreeing to the 
relevant Statement of Principles and providing basic contact details; once enrolled, your 
name is added to the public register and you receive a welcome note and certificate.

Annual reporting is straightforward for individuals and aligns with the Centre’s guidance 
on what counts as pro bono legal services for the Target.

7.3.	 The 35-hour benchmark

The Target sets 35 hours per lawyer per year for private practice solicitors and barristers, 
reflecting a level many practitioners already achieve, and a reasonable baseline for 
practitioners to aspire to each year.

Sector results show the benchmark is realistic: Recent performance reports indicate 
strong average hours per lawyer and a substantial proportion of signatories meeting or 
exceeding 35 hours annually.

7.4.	 Why sign up?

Signing up to the Target demonstrates a clear, personal pledge to access to justice and 
professional responsibility.

As a signatory, you will benefit from a clearly articulated and measurable goal, simple 
reporting, and public recognition via the Target register.

 

https://www.probonocentre.org.au/provide-pro-bono/target/
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8.	 Frequently Asked Questions  
	 (FAQs)

Q1. 	 Do I need a practising certificate to do 
pro bono legal work after retirement?

A. 	 Yes, a practising certificate is required to provide 
legal services directly to clients, even if unpaid. 
Fortunately, each Australian state and territory 
offers a free or low-cost volunteer practising 
certificate (VPC) that allows retired lawyers to 
undertake pro bono work, typically through 
approved organisations or projects. 
 

Q2. 	 What kind of insurance coverage do I 
need, and how is it provided?

A.	 Retired lawyers engaged in approved pro bono 
work are usually covered by the professional 
indemnity insurance (PII) policy of the 
organisation they volunteer with, such as a 
CLC. If you are working independently on an 
approved project, the Centre operates a national 
scheme providing free PII for volunteer lawyers 
for approved work. 
 

Q3. 	 What kind of work will I be expected 
to do as a volunteer lawyer?

A.	 Volunteer lawyers may provide legal advice, 
document drafting, representation at courts 
and tribunals, law reform submissions, 
community legal education, governance and 
legal assistance for not-for-profit organisations. 
The specific opportunities depend on a 
volunteer’s interests and expertise. You will be 
able to decide in advance what types of matters 
you work on. 
 

Q4. 	 How do I get started?

A. 	 Contact your local law society for information 
about VPCs or reach out directly to CLCs and/
or pro bono referral schemes in your area. If 
you require step-by-step guidance, refer to 
Appendix A of this guide.

PHOTO BY JONATHAN BORBA, UNSPLASH
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9.	 Additional Information
 
9.1.	 References and recommended reading (all available on the Centre’s website):

	 · The Australian Pro Bono Manual

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

	 · Pro Bono Guide to the Climate Crisis

	 · Pro Bono Legal Work – A Guide for Individual Lawyers

	 · Working with First Nations Clients: Best Practice Approaches to  
	   Providing Pro Bono Legal Services

9.2.	 Useful contacts 

Pro Bono Referral Agencies and Organisations:

	· Justice Connect: https://justiceconnect.org.au/

	· JusticeNet SA: https://www.justicenet.org.au/

	· Law Access (Western Australia): https://www.lawsocietywa.asn.au/law-access/

	· LawRight (Queensland): http://www.lawright.org.au/

	· Pro Bono Referral Service (Tas): https://lst.org.au/public-info/pro-bono/

	· ACT Pro Bono Clearing House: https://www.actlawsociety.asn.au/public-information/ 
  act-pro-bono-clearing-house

	  

Community Legal Centres:

	· Community Legal Centres Australia (CLCA): https://clcs.org.au

PHOTO BY SABINE VANERP, PIXABAY

https://www.probonocentre.org.au/aus-pro-bono-manual/
https://www.probonocentre.org.au/whatworks/
https://www.probonocentre.org.au/climate-change-guide/
https://www.probonocentre.org.au/pro-bono-guide-for-individual-lawyers/
https://www.probonocentre.org.au/first-nations-guidance-paper/
https://www.probonocentre.org.au/first-nations-guidance-paper/
https://justiceconnect.org.au/
https://justiceconnect.org.au/ 
https://www.justicenet.org.au/
https://www.justicenet.org.au/ 
https://www.lawsocietywa.asn.au/law-access/
https://www.lawsocietywa.asn.au/law-access/ 
http://www.lawright.org.au/
http://www.lawright.org.au/ 
http://www.lawright.org.au/ 
https://www.actlawsociety.asn.au/public-information/
act-pro-bono-clearing-house
https://www.actlawsociety.asn.au/public-information/act-pro-bono-clearing-house
https://www.actlawsociety.asn.au/public-information/act-pro-bono-clearing-house
https://lst.org.au/public-info/pro-bono/Community Legal Centres:
https://lst.org.au/public-info/pro-bono/Community Legal Centres:
https://clcs.org.au
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10.	 Conclusion

 
Australia’s pro bono sector has made 
significant progress in removing 
barriers that historically prevented 
retired lawyers from contributing their 
expertise to pro bono legal services. 

The guide builds on and updates the 
Centre’s 2010 publication, Engaging 
Retired and Career-Break Lawyers 
in Pro Bono. The availability of VPCs, 
PII and the enhanced resources on 
the Centre’s website to reduce the 
barriers to retired, semi-retired and 
career-break lawyers undertaking pro 
bono work, are the consequence of 
the Centre’s and partners’ work over 
the past 15 years to respond to the 
recommendations set out in the 2010 
publication.

The need for your contribution has 
never been greater. With a growing 
access to justice gap, increasing 
complexity in civil and family law, 
and growing recognition of systemic 
disadvantage, retired lawyers represent 
a crucial resource for addressing 
Australia’s access to justice challenges.

Whether you choose to volunteer at 
a local CLC, accept referrals through 
pro bono schemes, assist not-for-
profit organisations, or support court-
based services, your decades of legal 
experience can make a transformative 
difference in people’s lives. The 
infrastructure is in place, the support 
is available, and the community needs 
your skills.

Take the first step: contact your local 
law society about a VPC, reach out to 
CLCs in your area, and visit the Centre 
website to explore opportunities. 

As a retired lawyer, your contribution to 
justice can continue for years to come.

Pro Bono GUIDE       for RETIRED lawyers
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STATE

VOLUNTEER  
PRACTISING  
CERTIFICATE  

(‘VPC’)

FEES  
FOR   

VPC?

CPD REQUIREMENTS  
FOR VPC HOLDER 4

PROFESSIONAL  
INDEMNITY  

INSURANCE (PII) 
FOR VPC HOLDER

ISSUING BODY  
CONTACT DETAILS

NOTES.

ACT  Yes No fee 5 units annually 
(1 Apr – 31 Mar)
At least 1 unit 
in each of core 
areas 1, 3 and 4. 

VPC holders 
must arrange 
appropriate 
PII for all legal 
services.

Law Society of 
the ACT
E: mail@
actlawsociety.
asn.au

A VPC enables holders to 
engage in legal practice at 
approved legal practices only 
(e.g. CLCs, ATSILS etc); Must 
only work as a volunteer – no 
private or paid practice; Must 
not receive trust money; 
Cannot act as a director 
or partner in a law firm,  
supervising solicitor at a CLC 
or sole practitioner. Other 
conditions apply.

NSW Yes No fee Full CPD 
obligation - 10 
units annually (1 
Apr – 31 March)

The Law 
Society’s 
Council 
exempts some 
solicitors—
such as those 
in CLCs—
from the 
requirement 
to hold 
approved 
insurance, 
if certain 
conditions are 
met.

The Law 
Society of 
NSW
E: registry@
lawsociety.
com.au 
T: 02 9926 0156

A VPC enables holders to 
engage in legal practice as a 
volunteer at a community legal 
service and otherwise on a pro 
bono basis only.

NT Yes 
Restricted 
certificate 
Only

$145 Full CPD 
obligation - 10 
units annually (1 
Apr – 31 March)

VPC holders 
must arrange 
appropriate 
PII for all legal 
services.

Law Society 
of Northern 
Territory
E: lawsoc@
lawsocietynt.
asn.au 
T: 08 8981 5104

A VPC enables holders to 
engage in supervised legal 
practise as a volunteer in a 
complying CLC only.

QLD Yes No fee Full CPD 
obligation - 10 
units annually (1 
Apr – 31 March)

VPC holders 
must arrange 
appropriate 
PII for all legal 
services unless 
exempted.

Queensland 
Law Society
E: records@
qls.com.au 
T: 1300 367 757

A VPC enables holders to 
engage in legal practise as a 
volunteer at a community legal 
service (includes CLCs, ATSILS 
and family violence practices) 
or on a pro bono project 
approved by the Centre.

Appendix A – Jurisdiction Summary Table

4 Check if your jurisdiction applies a CPD exemption for lawyers who have held a practising certificate for a certain number of years.

https://www.actlawsociety.asn.au/practising-law/practising-in-act/practising-certificates
https://www.lawsociety.com.au/practising-law-in-NSW/working-as-a-solicitor-in-NSW/your-practising-certificate/categories
https://lawsocietynt.asn.au/index.php/practising-certificates/
https://www.qls.com.au/Practising-law-in-Qld/Regulation/Practising-Certificates
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STATE

VOLUNTEER  
PRACTISING  
CERTIFICATE  

(‘VPC’)

FEES  
FOR   

VPC?

CPD REQUIREMENTS  
FOR VPC HOLDER

PROFESSIONAL  
INDEMNITY  

INSURANCE (PII) 
FOR VPC HOLDER

ISSUING BODY  
CONTACT DETAILS

NOTES.

SA Yes $150 Full CPD 
obligation - 10 
units annually (1 
Apr – 31 March) 

VPC holders 
must arrange 
appropriate 
PII for all legal 
services.

The Law 
Society 
of South 
Australia
E: email@
lawsocietysa.
asn.au 
T: (08) 8229 
0200

A VPC enables holders to 
engage in legal practise only as 
a volunteer at a CLC, or for an 
institution or project approved 
by LPEAC.

TAS Yes No fee Full CPD 
obligation - 10 
units annually (1 
Apr – 31 March)

VPC holders 
must hold 
appropriate 
PII for all legal 
services.

The Law 
Society of 
Tasmania
E: info@lst.org.
au T: (03) 6234 
4133

A VPC enables holders to 
engage in legal practise only 
as a volunteer at a complying 
CLC. More information: https://
www.lst.org.au/

VIC Yes No fee Full CPD 
obligation - 10 
units annually (1 
Apr – 31 March)

VPC holders 
must hold 
appropriate 
PII for all legal 
services.
Community 
legal services 
(CLS) must 
hold an 
approved 
insurance 
policy covering 
the CLS itself, 
each of the 
lawyers who 
work for it, 
and the actual 
work they do.

Victorian Legal 
Services Board
Enquiry 
form: https://
lsbc.vic.gov.
au/lawyers/
lawyer-
enquiry-form
T: 03 9679 
8000

A VPC enables holders to 
engage in legal practise only 
as a volunteer at a community 
legal service or otherwise on a 
pro bono basis.

WA No Applicants 
can apply 
to waive the 
practising 
certificate 
fee. The 
Solicitors 
Guarantee 
Fund 
contribution 
of $50 will 
remain 
payable.

Full CPD 
obligation - 10 
units annually (1 
Apr – 31 March)

Practising 
Certificate 
holders 
must hold 
appropriate 
PII for all legal 
services.

Legal Practice 
Board of 
Western 
Australia
E: info@
lawsocietywa.
asn.au 
T: (08) 6211 
3599

A legal practitioner may hold 
a practising certificate with 
conditions specifying that they 
are only to undertake legal 
services as a volunteer at a 
Community Legal Service or 
otherwise on a pro bono basis. 
Practising certificates subject 
to this condition are not liable 
to pay the $30 Legal Profession 
Uniform Law contribution. 

https://www.lawsocietysa.asn.au/site/for-legal-practitioners/working-as-a-legal-practitioner/practising-certificates.aspx?WebsiteKey=47b220b0-5c3f-4c1d-8504-721657123375#PractisingCertificatesCategories
https://www.lst.org.au/in-practice/practising-certificate-conditions/
https://lsbc.vic.gov.au/lawyers/lawyer-enquiry-form
https://lsbc.vic.gov.au/lawyers/lawyer-enquiry-form
https://lsbc.vic.gov.au/lawyers/lawyer-enquiry-form
https://lsbc.vic.gov.au/lawyers/lawyer-enquiry-form
https://lsbc.vic.gov.au/lawyers/lawyer-enquiry-form
https://www.lpbwa.org.au/practising-certificate-faq
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Appendix B - Step-by-Step Guide to Getting Started with Pro Bono 

Step 1: Self-Assessment

Before beginning, consider:

	· What areas of law interest you?

	· How much time can you commit weekly/monthly?

	· Do you prefer individual casework or systemic projects?

	· Are you comfortable working with vulnerable clients?

	· Do you want to work from home or in an office setting?

	· Are you available/interested in travelling to remote locations?

Step 2: Obtain Practising Certificate

If you do not hold a current practising certificate:

	· Contact your state/territory law society

	· Apply for a free volunteer practising certificate

	· Provide details of your intended pro bono work

	· Complete any required clearances (Working with Vulnerable People, etc.)

Ensure you hold a current practising certificate before beginning any legal work!

Step 3: Arrange Professional Indemnity Insurance

You must ensure you have a valid PII policy covering you and the legal work you intend to 
undertake. This can be done in different ways depending on your jurisdiction and intended  
method of engaging in pro bono work:

	· If working with a CLC, confirm coverage through their policy

	· For independent pro bono work, apply to the Centre’s PII scheme

Ensure coverage is in place before beginning any legal work!

Step 4: Choose Your Pathway

Based on your interests and availability you can choose to:

	 · Volunteer at a community legal centre: find and contact a CLC for volunteer opportunities 
through the Community Legal Centres Australia website 

	 · Register to receive pro bono referrals: register with Justice Connect, LawRight, or other referral 
schemes, or contact a registered law firm and enquire whether there are opportunities to 
contribute to their pro bono program

	 · Volunteer at a Court or Tribunal: enquire about duty lawyer or self-representation services  
directly with the Court or Tribunal

http://find and contact a CLC for volunteer opportunities
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Step 5: Complete Orientation and Training

Most organisations require:

· Orientation sessions covering policies and procedures

· Training in client communication, cultural sensitivity and trauma-informed practices

· Area-specific legal training if needed

· Ongoing supervision and support arrangements

Step 6: Begin Volunteering

Start with manageable commitments:

·  Attend regular advice sessions (weekly, fortnightly, or monthly)

·  Accept referral matters appropriate to your experience and availability

·  Participate in training and professional development

·  Provide feedback to improve programs

Step 7: Maintain your Competency and Compliance

Ensure you:

	·  Attend sufficient CPD training throughout the year to meet your CPD points requirements

	·  Report your CPD compliance by the required deadline in your jurisdiction

·  Renew your practising certificate each year, ensuring you provide updates to your licensing 
authority if you make major changes to your practising arrangements, including if you intend 
to (re)commence private practice. 

 
Consider:

	·  Signing up to the Centre’s National Pro Bono Target to record your contribution, and

·  Joining the Centre’s mailing lists through the subscription link on the Centre’s homepage to 
receive pro bono news updates and read interesting case studies from across the access to 
justice sector through our digital fortnightly Round-Up of Pro Bono in the News and online 
magazine, Pro Bono Voco. 

Step 8: Be Aware of Support Options

Legal practice at any stage of your career can result in exposure to confronting and traumatic 
experiences. Vicarious trauma is recognised as a significant challenge for some areas of 
professional practice. Ensure you are aware of and access the support available to you through 
the organisation through which you are volunteering or other professional and public support 
schemes. 

https://www.probonocentre.org.au/provide-pro-bono/target/
http://eepurl.com/gn1a2T
https://www.probonocentre.org.au/news-media-2/weekly-roundup/
https://www.probonocentre.org.au/news-media-2/pro-bono-voco/
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