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Pro Bono Emeritus:  
A New Chapter for Retired Lawyers

After many decades of busy commercial 
practice, the time came for me to consider 
retiring from my law firm. I relished the thought 
of leaving the pressures of the billable hour 
behind. But I wanted to stay active, and knew I 
would miss the human interactions, the mental 
challenges and the satisfaction of helping 
people. I had always done and championed 
pro bono work, and recognised the desperate 
need for help to bridge the access to justice 
gap. And I was well aware that a life of purpose 
was protective of mental health. So why not 
continue to practise, but exclusively on a 
voluntary or pro bono basis?

How to get started 

There are a few obstacles, but these can be 
easily overcome. Fortunately, the Australian  
Pro Bono Centre has produced a guide  
- Pro Bono Emeritus: A Guide for Retired 
Lawyers - to demonstrate how.

For a start, there is the matter of professional 
indemnity insurance. Although professional 
negligence claims for pro bono work are 
exceptionally rare, I still wanted the reassurance 
of insurance, especially to fund legal help 
defending a claim against me, however 
unmeritorious. As it turned out, insurance was 
easy: if volunteering at a Community Legal 
Centre (CLC), you will generally be covered 
by the professional indemnity insurance they 

maintain. And when conducting a pro bono 
matter independently, I simply applied to the 
Australian Pro Bono Centre for insurance under 
the National Professional Indemnity Insurance 
Scheme they administer. I have consistently 
received prompt and positive responses from 
the Centre confirming cover. 

What about the regulatory restrictions on legal 
practice? I did not want to keep paying for a 
full practising certificate as I had no interest in 
continuing with commercial practice. In NSW 
at least, this was just a matter of relinquishing 
(or not renewing) my practising certificate and 
then applying to the NSW Law Society for a 
volunteer’s practising certificate, free of charge. 

“I had always done and 
championed pro bono work, 
and recognised the desperate 
need for help to bridge the 
access to justice gap. And I 
was well aware that a life of 
purpose was protective of 
mental health.”

By Phillip Cornwell

https://www.probonocentre.org.au/pro-bono-guide-for-retired-lawyers/
https://www.probonocentre.org.au/pro-bono-guide-for-retired-lawyers/
https://www.probonocentre.org.au/provide-pro-bono/pi-insurance-scheme/
https://www.probonocentre.org.au/provide-pro-bono/pi-insurance-scheme/


a good range of contacts, as well as knowledge, 
and there is always a colleague or friend with the 
relevant expertise whom you can call to double-
check that you are headed in the right direction. 

So, despite having a background as a banking 
and finance lawyer, I have been able to take on 
matters involving issues as diverse as advising 
on charitable fundraising laws, advising on 
aspects of the rules of incorporated associations, 
reviewing the terms of a loan to a charity, and its 
discharge, and acting for a next of kin seeking a 
coronial enquiry. I have also used my legal skills 
and experience by volunteering for my local 
community independent Member of Parliament 
to review, and help draft, legislation.

And now, as an added bonus, thanks to the 
Centre’s initiative, retired lawyers need not 
describe themselves simply as “retired”. They 
may instead become “pro bono emeritus 
lawyers”, which sounds rather more impressive, 
even if emeritus is, I gather, just Latin for “retired”, 
or perhaps “a veteran who has served out their 
time and earned a discharge”.
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This was a smooth and easy process, and covers 
work for CLCs and pro bono work so long as you 
are insured. 

Finally, would I still have to comply with 
continuing professional development 
requirements? After over 40 years in the law, I 
found this a completely unnecessary burden. 
This too was a simple process: I applied for 
an exemption under rule 16.3.6 of the Legal 
Profession Uniform Continuing Professional 
Development (Solicitors) Rules 2015, and this 
was duly granted.

Overcoming skill concerns 

The next step was working out what sort of work 
I should do. Traditionally, people are cautious 
about taking on matters outside their field 
of expertise. But in fact, it is not that hard to 
get on top of new areas, and it is an enjoyable 
challenge to do so. At a CLC you will normally 
have a supervising solicitor who is expert in 
the field. For ‘own account’ matters, when you 
have had a long career, you will have built up 

“There are a few obstacles, but these can be easily 
overcome. Fortunately, the Australian Pro Bono Centre 
has produced a guide - Pro Bono Emeritus: A Guide for 
Retired Lawyers - to demonstrate how.” 

“Traditionally, people are cautious about taking on matters 
outside their field of expertise. But in fact, it is not that hard to get 
on top of new areas, and it is an enjoyable challenge to do so.”



Pro Bono Emeritus:  
A Guide for Retired Lawyers

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.

The 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 to contribute to the community. It 
may also 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. Career-break lawyers 
can also draw insights from the Guide.

The Guide 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 the Guide will reduce the 
uncertainty of, and barriers to, retired lawyers participating in pro 
bono legal work.  

Read the full Guide here.
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Pro Bono Emeritus: A Guide for Retired Lawyers, 
published December 2025.

https://www.probonocentre.org.au/pro-bono-guide-for-retired-lawyers/



