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Trent Donovan-Wallace is a Wongaibon person raised 
on Darkinjung Country. He has been a prominent First 
Nations Lawyer and currently sits on the Australian Pro 
Bono Centre’s Board of Directors as its First Nations Advisor, 
bringing to the Centre a perspective shaped by resilience 
and a deep-seated commitment to mob. 

In his yarn with the Centre, Trent reflects on his dreams, his 
addiction to proving people wrong, the importance of not 
taking yourself too seriously, and of putting up boundaries. 
He draws on a career spanning from community legal 
centres, government, academia, and global law firms, all 
while staying true to himself. 

Group photo at World Expo Osaka 2025. 

Turning Poison Into Medicine:  
A Yarn with Trent Donovan-Wallace

This conversation was held on National Sorry Day. We 
acknowledge and remember the mistreatment of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples who were forcibly removed 
from their families and communities and pay our respects to 
Elders past and present. 

Dreaming another dream

Trent’s path to the law was not a linear one: it was born out 
of the wreckage of a childhood passion. “As a young boy, I 
was obsessed with martial arts and dreamed of being the 
next Bruce Lee.” However, a severe motor vehicle accident 
resulted in a protracted legal battle and forced him to give 

“I grew up being constantly 
told I would never own this 
or could never be that, so 
I became obsessed with 
proving people wrong and 
looking for paths to achieve 
what I wanted.”
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up martial arts competition. It was during this 
period that he met (at the time) Queen’s Counsel 
on Darkinjung Country (Central Coast), who left a 
lasting impression.

“I got to ask him questions about his life and how 
he came to the law. I also asked what car he drove, 
because I was obsessed with cars. He drove a 
Mercedes. You know, I grew up being constantly 
told I would never own this or could never be that, 
so I became obsessed with proving people wrong 
and looking for paths to achieve what I wanted”. 

Reflecting on this accident and 
pivotal shift: “I had to give my dream 
away. And so, what did I do? I just 
dreamt another dream and my 
fascination with the law came to life. 
I did not love it…but I was curious 
about it. I was curious about the 
intersection between humanity, 
sociology and how the law was able 
to interact with it. I have always been 
strongly drawn to address issues and 
fix things, and the law for me seemed 
to be the gateway to make changes.” 
However, he now recognises that 
focus must be on education and 
sociology and believes you can turn 
poison into medicine, taking all of the 
negative experiences and putting 
them to good use. 

Along the way, his mother and 
grandmother left a strong impact. 
“My grandmother was my first role 
model. She was the most incredible 
person I’ve ever met in my life. And 
of course my mum. One of the most 
impactful moments was being able 
to call her after passing my exams - I 
only used three words: veni vidi vici. I 

“My core purpose in life has been to 
advance mob where I can, to use my 
privilege and my platform to push 
mob forward in life and ensure that 
First Nations voices are not just heard, 
but leading the conversation. Nothing 
about us without us.”

Trent winning Indigenous Leader of the Year in 2025. 

owe a lot to my parents and sister, they inspire me in 
so many ways. Today, Trent is a proud uncle, “A few 
weeks ago I took my niece and nephew to a toy store 
in the Blue Mountains, where my grandmother was 
from, and I got down on my knees to match their 
height and told them ‘you can have whatever you 
want ’. I was so thrilled to give them that experience, 
one that I wanted so badly as a child. 

Kicking in doors 

Trent’s career has been marked by ‘firsts’. Most 
recently, he served as the first Head of First Nations 
Strategy at a global law firm. Despite his success, 
Trent is wary of the ego that often drives the legal 
profession. He admits that while the desire to prove 
others wrong was a powerful initial propeller, it 
is ultimately unsustainable and unhealthy. “My 
core purpose in life has been to advance mob 
where I can, to use my privilege and my platform 
to push mob forward in life and ensure that First 
Nations voices are not just heard, but leading the 
conversation. Nothing about us without us”. 

So, while many would view titles and awards as 
the pinnacle of their achievements, Trent remains 
blunt about the weight of such attributes. “All my 
achievements, the awards and all that kind of (dear 
reader, please insert your first curse word of choice)… 
that doesn’t mean anything to me. It doesn’t matter 
if I’m the first, what matters is that I’m not the last. 
And luckily, I won’t be because I’ve kicked that (dear 
reader, please insert second curse word of choice!) 
door in so hard that there are going to be many 
other people coming after me. I’m just so glad new 
talent will be able to step into the roles and create 
their own path. There is a tendency to homogenise, 
that is why we need a diverse platform of voices.” 

But Trent is far from being done. He is focused 
on kicking in more doors and creating his new 
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Trent with Lea 
Constantine.
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First Nations advisory practice. Along the way to fulfill his 
next dream, Trent had strong supporters namely Jennie 
Mansfield, Lea Constantine, Sarah Ross-Smith, Natsuko 
Ogawa, Andrea Bell (collectively known as the aunts) and 
brother Jamie Ng.  

Creating cultural literacy

For Trent, the pro bono and corporate responsibility sectors 
are often plagued by saviourism and tokenism. He points 
to the “passive or inactive nature of seeking truly First 
Nations led justice” and the tendency to make audacious 
claims in strategies, but failing to include the very people 
the strategies discuss. On Reconciliation and NAIDOC week: 
“Those are just a couple of weeks out of the year but we 
actually haven’t addressed the core problems...instead, we 
seek to celebrate via morning teas when, really, they should 
be mourning teas”. On Artificial Intelligence, he says there 

first needs to be a shift to Aboriginal Intelligence, bringing 
the human element back to the Australian legal practice and 
society generally before making the justice gap wider. “Often 
times the most marginalised communities will be left out of 
the advancement and we need to be really cautious of that 
as a sector”. Trent cites Jilly Field (Pro Bono Principal, Gilchrist 
Connel) as one of his favourite critical thinkers within the 
sector as she encourages bold truths to be unearthed.  

At the same time, Trent sees much goodwill and heart in 
the pro bono sector. “The amount of First Nations people 
I’ve seen come through the doors is joyful and I love it. But 
I really want to see more diversity and inclusivity. We are 
seeing a lot of promotion of opportunities but as part of that 
inclusivity piece, we need to understand cultural literacy. 
We need to continually work on developing cultural literacy. 
We don’t have a baseline of cultural literacy in Australia and 
that puts us at a real disadvantage. We don’t have it within 
our curriculums, we don’t have it embedded within various 
systems. I worked hard to try to embed that, but there is 
much more work left. We have to protect First Nations staff 
from issues like colonial load, this can be done through 
adhering to rules around psychosocial hazards. Allies must 
step in to promote racial literacy and anti-racism training. We 
need to create safety for First Nations staff to thrive”.

Unfinished business with the Centre

Trent’s first involvement with the Australian Pro Bono Centre 
began shortly after his graduation in 2016, when he worked 
there as a Secondee under his first boss and ‘aunty’ Geetha 
Nair, former Senior Executive Lawyer and Pro Bono Manager, 
Australian Government Solicitor. Trent also learned from 
John Corker, former APBC CEO and Phillip Cornwell, former 
APBC Chair. He returned years later as a board member “to 
resolve unfinished business with the Centre”. He specifically 
advocated for the creation of a First Nations Lead role on the 
board. “So often you see First Nations issues spoken about, 
but it’s not by First Nations Peoples, I was going to reclaim 
that narrative because I have seen that there was no cultural 

Trent with Nareeta Davis, pro bono lawyer at Ashurst. 
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“I’m not going to stay here 
forever. I was the first person 

in a few roles…but it’s not 
about me, it’s about more 

opportunities for mob.”

Trent with Consul-General Tokuro Furuya.

Trent with Jennie Mansfield.
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safety embedded in Australia’s pro bono sector”. To 
fill this gap, the Centre in collaboration with Herbert 
Smith Freehills Kramer and Messenger Bird Collective 
has developed a practical guide to help lawyers and 
law firms provide culturally safe and responsive legal 
services to First Nations clients. Kishaya Delaney, 
Bianca Janovic and Brooke Massender of HSF Kramer, 
Tiffanie Ireland and Jane Yettica of MBC, and Trent 
have supported the development with their critical 
leadership and contributions.

However, in keeping with his philosophy of kicking in 
doors and creating space for mob, Trent makes clear 
that advocating for this board role was not about 
him. “I’m not going to stay here forever. I was the first 
person in a few roles…but it’s not about me, it’s about 
more opportunities for mob. Someone will come in 
with fresh eyes and fresh perspectives and they will 
take the work forward”. 

Setting personal boundaries 

“Outside of work I’m just a kid from the Central Coast 
who wanted a bigger life and eventually got it. I’m 
done with justifying myself in spaces I normally would 
be excluded from. I don’t need to qualify myself and 
assert myself in those spaces. I know exactly who I 
am and I’m very comfortable and confident in my 
capabilities. I don’t buy into the equilibrium of how 
you should live your life. It really bores me. Break the 
mould – no one has the right to beat you or assess 
who you are”. His resilience is bolstered by a refusal 
to let racism distract him from his work, citing Toni 
Morrison: “The very serious function of racism is 
distraction. It keeps you from doing your work. It 
keeps you explaining over and over again your reason 
for being”. Trent has turned to Buddhism and boxing 
as a way to channel his energy. 

He also places immense value on silence and the 
peace and freedom of “staring at the ceiling on a 

Friday night, away from the influence of social media, 
listening to Fleetwood Mac”, as well as on laughter. 
“Life is so beautiful and we are the authors. Every day 
we get a chance and an opportunity to create what we 
want to do. I’ve always made time to laugh, including 
at inappropriate times in church or the Court. I see a lot 
of miserable people... they’re grey, and just not happy 
because they are living out other people’s ideas of what 
life should be. 

Whether it’s driving his new convertible (affectionately 
named Ozzy after Ozzy Osbourne), getting back into 
fighting, or dreaming of a quiet life in the mountains, 

Trent Donovan-Wallace remains unapologetically 
himself. Asked what change he would most like to see 
in the next couple of years, he replied: “I can change 
everything I want within my sphere of influence. I have 
done so in the past. And I will again.” 

As he moves into the next phase of his career, his 
advice is simple: “Follow your passion, but look after 
yourself. Prioritise your physical well-being and mental 
well-being... and don’t let external forces propel your 
motivations, they need to come from within”. 

Trent presenting in Perth. 
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Trent with Natsuko Ogawa.




