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Since its inaugural issue in 2019, our biannual 
magazine has aimed to capture the essence of 
“Voco” – the Latin term for “invite”, “call to action” 
or “beckon”. We are delighted to see Pro Bono 
Voco evolve into a platform that inspires and 
invites pro bono action, and stand among the 
Centre’s most-read resources.  To our readers 
and contributors, thank you for joining us in 
celebrating and strengthening the pro bono 
community through this edition.

In our 15th edition of Voco, we are pleased to 
continue shining a light on the impactful work 
carried out across the pro bono sector. One 
of the Centre’s key areas of work this year is 
supporting barristers and small and medium-
sized practices. We are pleased to showcase 
the NSW Bar Association (p.13) in this edition, 
and we thank Gilshenan & Luton (p. 21), Moray 
& Agnew (p. 27) and Bartier Perry (p. 10) for 
sharing their valuable insights into building and 
managing a pro bono practice.

We are also pleased to feature past and present 
members of the Centre’s Board. Former Chair 
of the Centre, Phillip Cornwell (p. 7), guides 
readers on how to engage in pro bono work as a 
retired lawyer, while current First Nations Board 
Director Trent Donovan-Wallace (p. 31) discusses 
the importance of cultural literacy, following 
your passions and looking after yourself.

The first half of 2026 has been an active and 
transformative period for the sector, with 
ongoing discussions about digitalisation, 
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technology and adaptation. The Law and 
Justice Foundation (p. 4) sheds light on the 
importance of ensuring regional and rural areas 
are not left behind - or existing inequalities 
exacerbated - when digitalisation is used to 
address injustice. CaseAid (p. 24) tackles this 
issue through its virtual clinics, with the aim of 
a more connected infrastructure to support 
scalable and sustainable pro bono participation. 
At the same time, there is also a clear drive 
towards grounded, reflective practice. Jilly Field 
and Oliver Ray (p. 18) highlight the responsibility 
involved in writing about justice issues, noting 
that we often write from outside our own 
personal and professional lived experience and 
must approach this task with humility and 
awareness.

The Centre interacts with the sector in a variety 
of ways, including through our services and 
events. In this edition we’re pleased to highlight 
the ExpertsDirect Pro Bono Service (p. 16) 
and an event held in conjunction with the 
Queensland Law Society (p. 35).

Thank you to all our contributors for taking the 
time to highlight their initiatives, share their 
insights and expertise, and demonstrate their 
ongoing dedication to pro bono work in the 
June 2026 edition of Pro Bono Voco. 

Gabriela Christian-Hare 
CEO
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 · The Australian Pro Bono 
Manual

Every fortnight the Centre distributes �a Round-Up of the top news stories 
relating on pro bono legal �work and access to justice through Pro Bono in 
the News.  Subscribe �here

PRO BONO  
IN THE NEWS

Don’t miss 
the Centre’s � 
primary 
resources >

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

· Best Practice Guide

· A Guide for Government 
Lawyers 

· A Guide for In-House 
Corporate Lawyers

· A Guide for Individual 
Lawyers 

· Climate Change Guide · Student Pro Bono Guide

· Pro Bono Response  
to Natural Disasters

· Global Pro Bono Hub

· Working with First Nations 
Clients

· Global Pro Bono Action 
Portal

Working with 
first Nations Clients

Best Practice Approaches to 
Providing Pro Bono Legal Services

https://probonocentre.us11.list-manage.com/subscribe?u=0ef73c7faee3c6921750870e4&id=79d0444d05
https://www.probonocentre.org.au/government_guide/
https://www.probonocentre.org.au/government_guide/
https://www.probonocentre.org.au/in-house-guide/
https://www.probonocentre.org.au/in-house-guide/
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/climate-change-guide/
https://www.probonocentre.org.au/provide-pro-bono/law-student-2
https://www.probonocentre.org.au/disaster-response/
https://www.probonocentre.org.au/disaster-response/
https://www.globalprobonohub.com/
https://www.probonocentre.org.au/first-nations-guidance-paper/
https://www.probonocentre.org.au/first-nations-guidance-paper/
https://www.pilnet.org/our-work/case-studies/. 
https://www.pilnet.org/our-work/case-studies/. 
https://www.probonocentre.org.au/whatworks/
https://www.probonocentre.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/APBC_What-is-best-practice-FULL-FINAL.pdf
https://www.probonocentre.org.au/aus-pro-bono-manual/
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Lawyers’ Views on Access to Justice  
in Regional NSW

Recent research from the Law and Justice 
Foundation of NSW highlights lawyers’ perspectives 
on access to justice across regional, rural, and 
remote (RRR) NSW, and how meeting the legal 
needs of the community in the face of systemic 
barriers requires a balancing act of collaboration, 
creativity and commitment.

From in-depth interviews with legal assistance 
professionals based in 15 locations across regional 
NSW and a case study of the Hume Riverina 
region, the research paints a nuanced picture of 
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the challenges and rewards of supporting access to 
justice for regional communities. It shows that, from 
local non-legal services to big legal firms in metro 
areas, everyone has a role to play. 

 
Pro bono: A key part of a web of services

Accessing the right legal support in RRR NSW can 
be challenging. Low population density usually 
means lower density of local services. No single legal 
service can meet the full range of legal needs in 
the community, either in terms of types of services 
– legal education, advice, litigation – or areas of 
expertise.

To fill gaps, providers tirelessly nurture a web of 
connected services to strengthen referral pathways 
and provide multiple points of entry towards legal 
support. As a result of the inextricable links between 
complex socio-economic inequalities and legal 
needs, access to justice relies on a network that 
includes local health and community services, local 
and statewide legal assistance services, and pro 
bono partners. 

By Sarah E. Ratcliffe and 
Delphine Bellerose

Greater Albury CLSD meeting, May 2025 (L-R): Alison Maher (HRCLS), 
Amanda Finnemore (WDVCAS), Colette Quin (Greater Albury CLSD), 
Delphine Bellerose (LJF), Rebecca Bryant (VERTO), Steph Martin (FASS), 
and Sarah E. Ratcliffe (LJF).

“The research paints  
a nuanced picture 
of the challenges and rewards of 
supporting access to justice for 
regional communities. It shows 
that, from local non-legal services 
to big legal firms in metro areas, 
everyone has a role to play.” 

https://lawfoundation.net.au/news/a-balancing-act-lawyers-views-on-access-to-justice-in-regional-rural-and-remote-nsw/
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Collaboration with specialist and 
metropolitan services provides a way to 
complement a locally grounded legal 
assistance system. Pro bono partnerships 
are particularly valuable as they enable 
community lawyers to “pair” their local 
knowledge, trust, and face to face support 
with legal specialist expertise that would 
otherwise be inaccessible. 

 

A career choice that makes a difference
For many legal practitioners, working in regional 
areas is deeply rewarding and value-driven. It’s 
more than just a job. The work offers opportunities 
for building and practising different skillsets, 
leads to tangible impacts, and engenders a 
commitment to social justice.

“And sometimes I think pairing those specialty 
corporate kind of resources and legal skills with 
community legal centre lawyers who practise in a 
very different way … clients get that access to the 
best of both worlds.” 

Practising law in regional settings allows for a rich 
experience, with opportunities to build new skills 
and shape legal careers that are professionally 
rewarding. Regional lawyers who had navigated a 
range of new legal challenges described their work 
as never boring and always fulfilling.

“I think that you get a much better experience 
by going out to the regions. You get the diversity, 
you get an amazing array of legal issues that 
come through the door that, every week there’s 
something new, you know, [that] you’ve never 
seen before.”

Embedded in the community, legal practitioners 
also described working in regional areas as an 
opportunity to better experience the direct impact 
of their work on people’s lives, sometimes in 
situations where few other supports are available, 
contributing to a strong sense of satisfaction.

“I think that the outcomes that you can have for 
clients are very real and you can really profoundly 
impact people’s lives. And it’s not really you, it’s 
just about the knowledge that you carry. So 
I think it’s quite a unique and very privileged 
position … you just keep going because you know 
that you have the knowledge and the skills to 
change people’s lives.”

Lawyers’ Views on Access to Justice in Regional NSW

“Pro bono partnerships are 
particularly valuable as they 
enable community lawyers to 
“pair” their local knowledge, trust, 
and face to face support with 
legal specialist expertise that 
would otherwise be inaccessible.”

Example: 
Meeting end-of-life planning needs

Legal Aid NSW generally does not 
assist with wills and estates planning, 
and community legal centres 
often lack capacity. This can leave 
people who cannot afford private 
solicitors without options for end-
of-life planning legal assistance. 
This is particularly evident in areas 
with ageing populations and 
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people seeking culturally 
appropriate advice. Therefore, pro 
bono partnerships play a crucial 
role to address a service gap, for 
example through the organisation 
of ‘Wills Day’ events. Local service 
providers identify where the need 
is, and support event logistics and 
promotion. Pro bono partners - local 
private lawyers or large firms in 
metropolitan centres - send lawyers 
to provide specialist advice for end-
of-life planning to those who would 
not otherwise access their services.

Figure: Linking services.
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Despite the many challenges and demanding 
work, choosing a legal career that is aligned 
with personal values of social justice came 
through as a strong motivating factor, with 
many lawyers embracing the opportunity to 
go above and beyond the strict legal work.

Steps to overcoming inequalities
The research identified a range of pressure 
points in different parts of the legal system, 
including the potential for digital technologies 
to alleviate some barriers to accessing justice, 
while exacerbating inequalities for people 
who cannot access or use such technologies. 
It illustrated that access to justice in regional 
NSW is shaped by factors far beyond the legal 
sector: housing shortages, lack of transport, 
limited health and disability services and 
low digital connectivity. Opportunities to 
divert people from the formal justice system, 
or for courts to refer people to specific 
programs or rehabilitative treatments, are 
limited in regional areas due to the absence 
of local programs or services. Supporting 
better access to justice for those most in 
need in the community requires sustained 
investment in local services, specialist support, 
infrastructure, and cross-sector collaboration, 
recognising that justice is not just a legal 
issue. 

Sarah Ratcliffe, PhD, is a Senior 
Researcher at the Law and 
Justice Foundation of NSW 
where she brings expertise in 
stigma and equity research 
within health and workplaces 
settings. She has extensive 
experience with qualitative 
research, systematic reviews, 
mixed-method survey 

development, and collaborative approaches that centre 
community and drive meaningful action for equity. With 
a career spanning academia, community organisations, 
and the not-for-profit sector internationally, Sarah has 
worked closely with community groups, service providers, 
organisations, and government agencies to co-develop and 
implement evidence-based resources that support systemic 
change towards equity. She is driven by a commitment to 
ensuring research translates into relevant, usable tools and 
insights that strengthen community autonomy and service 

delivery, and systems and 
structures proactively ensure 
equity.

 
Delphine Bellerose is a 
Principal Researcher at the 
Law and Justice Foundation 
of NSW where she has played 
a key role in developing 
an evidence base on legal 
needs of the community to 

inform policies and support service planning. Delphine has 
extensive experience in both qualitative and quantitative 
research approaches. Her work spans varied research 
settings and projects, including alcohol and drug 
treatment data monitoring system, consumer rights and 
telecommunication, children’s rights in the digital age, 
and legal assistance service planning. Her motivation lies 
in using applied research to bring together evidence and 
resources that help other professionals and frontline services 
in continuing the incredible work they do in supporting the 
broader community.
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This study champions the valuable insights of those 
lawyers who are part of the communities they support, 
enacting access to justice in regional areas. The 
dedication and skillsets of legal professionals is not 
enough to compensate for structural inequities, but 
it is nevertheless a key component of success worth 
highlighting and celebrating. 

See further
Read the report A balancing act: Lawyers’ views on 
access to justice in regional, rural and remote NSW.

Watch the webinar bringing together researchers and 
sector leaders to explore findings from the report.

BACK TO COVER

A balancing act: Lawyers’ views on access to justice in regional, rural and remote NSW: https://lawfoundation.net.au/news/a-balancing-act-lawyers-views-on-access-to-justice-in-regional-rural-and-remote-nsw/ 
https://lawfoundation.net.au/news/watch-access-to-justice-in-regional-rural-and-remote-nsw/ 

https://www.hcourt.gov.au/sites/default/files/speeches/2026-04/Gageler%282026%29100%281%29ALJ30.pdf
https://lawfoundation.net.au/news/a-balancing-act-lawyers-views-on-access-to-justice-in-regional-rural-and-remote-nsw/
https://lawfoundation.net.au/news/watch-access-to-justice-in-regional-rural-and-remote-nsw/
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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/
https://www.probonocentre.org.au/provide-pro-bono/pi-insurance-scheme/
https://www.probonocentre.org.au/pro-bono-guide-for-retired-lawyers/


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.

Phillip Cornwell AM is a 
distinguished Australian legal 
professional and advocate for social 
and environmental justice, known 
for his extensive contributions 
to pro bono legal services and 
environmental conservation. 
In recognition of his significant 
service, he was appointed a 
Member of the Order of Australia 
(AM) in 2025.

Phillip built a career at Allens, 
spanning over 44 years, including 
32 years as a partner. From 2014 
to 2024, Phillip served as the 
Chair of the Board of Directors for 
the Australian Pro Bono Centre, 
guiding the Centre’s mission to 
drive participation and excellence 
in pro bono practice and to 
empower legal professionals across 
the country to use their skills for the 
public good. Beyond the law, he is 
deeply committed to conservation, 
serving as Non-Executive Director 
at Climate Defenders Australia, the 
Biodiversity Council and the Nature 
Conservation Council of NSW.

BACK TO COVER
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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/
https://lawfoundation.net.au/news/watch-access-to-justice-in-regional-rural-and-remote-nsw/
https://www.probonocentre.org.au/pro-bono-guide-for-retired-lawyers/
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Bartier Perry has a long-standing commitment 
to providing pro bono legal services and 
supporting access to justice for disadvantaged 
communities.  

We actively promote a strong pro bono culture, 
focusing on matching our approach to pro 
bono clients with that of our commercial 
clients. This involves building long-term 
relationships based on legal excellence and 
industry knowledge. 

 

The journey so far

In establishing Bartier Perry’s pro bono 
program, the firm’s first step was forming a Pro 
Bono Committee responsible for overseeing 
the firm’s overall strategy and driving 
continuous improvements in pro bono efforts. 
This committee monitored performance 
of all practice groups and introduced new 
opportunities for staff. To strengthen internal 
support, Partners were appointed as ‘Pro Bono 
Champions’, increasing participation at senior 
levels of the firm.

Strengthening Pro Bono 
at Bartier Perry 

10AUSTRALIAN PRO BONO  CENTRE

In 2022, I was appointed as the firm’s first dedicated 
pro bono lawyer. As Special Counsel, I am part of Bartier 
Perry’s pro bono team which undertakes legal work, 
acting for charities and disadvantaged members of the 
community on a wide range of matters. Additionally, I 
oversee Bartier Perry’s engagement with our pro bono 
partners and ensure those needing pro bono services 
are connected to the right lawyers in the right practice 
groups.

“To strengthen internal support, 
Partners were appointed as ‘Pro 
Bono Champions’, increasing 
participation at senior levels of 
the firm.”

By Kamran Khalid

In recent years, the firm’s strategy has been to 
strengthen our pro bono program by increasing 
our assistance to First Nations peoples, elderly 
individuals, those with a disability (or disability 
enterprises), refugees, asylum seekers and 
other eligible clients. We aim to build on our 
existing relationships, focusing on the quality of 
relationships developed, not just the number of 
hours delivered.  

Celebrating Bartier Perry’s successful partnership with Marrickville Legal Centre at their 45th Anniversary Gala

By Kamran Khalid

https://www.hcourt.gov.au/sites/default/files/speeches/2026-04/Gageler%282026%29100%281%29ALJ30.pd


Our strategy focuses on: 

• Expanding referral relationships with community 
legal services and increasing the firm’s 
volunteering work at legal clinics.

• Strengthening the pro bono team resourcing 
to maximise the firm’s potential and business 
development avenues.

• Ensuring an informed culture and positive 
attitude to pro bono across the firm, with all 
practice areas given opportunities to contribute.

 

Susie and Law Society colleagues in WA’s Parliament House, following a CPD session on the rule of law. 

Opportunities and engagements

At Bartier Perry, we consider pro bono assistance 
requests from our referral partners as well as those 
received directly from potential clients.  

We have strong relationships with Justice Connect, 
the Law Society of NSW Pro Bono Scheme 
and various community legal centres. Our staff 
regularly volunteer for legal clinics that allow 
them to provide specialised advice through the 
Fair Work Commission Workplace Advice Service, 
Marrickville Legal Centre’s general advice and strata 

clinics, Refugee Legal’s Afghanistan, Temporary 
Protection Visa and Family Violence clinics, 
and Kingsford Legal Centre’s Employment 
Rights Legal Service.  We continue to partner 
with women’s community shelters providing 
assistance to domestic violence victims, and 
to assist not-for-profits and charities, victims of 
elder abuse and disaster-affected individuals and 
businesses. 

Kamran appearing on panel at the Australian Community of Pro Bono Lawyers – 2025 Academy, discussing lived experiences of pro bono lawyers from diverse backgrounds.  
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Bartier Perry is a signatory to the National Pro Bono 
Target and Statement of Principles administered 
by the Australian Pro Bono Centre. In assessing 
the eligibility of prospective clients, the firm 
implements a structured pro bono assessment 
criterion, in line with the Centre’s definition of pro 
bono, as supported by an internal questionnaire 
and checklist. Other internal policies and 
procedures, including a Pro Bono Legal Work Policy, 
Pro Bono Matter Approval forms and new matter 
opening guides facilitate this process.

 
A culture of pro bono

Communication with staff is crucial in ensuring 
everyone works towards a shared pro bono culture. 
We provide training on new pro bono initiatives and 
ensure opportunities for lawyers at all levels, as well 
as paralegals, to engage in pro bono work. All new 
fee-earners are expected to complete an induction 
session with the pro bono team that details 
opportunities, targets and expectations. The fee-
earners also report on their pro bono performance 
during their quarterly and yearly performance 
reviews.

12AUSTRALIAN PRO BONO  CENTREStrengthening pro bono at Bartier Perry 
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To strengthen internal communications and facilitate 
collaboration, we have:

•	Pro bono as a regular agenda item in our quarterly 
firm-wide Town Hall meetings. Updates are shared 
on firm achievements and our performance on pro 
bono metrics.

•	Regular pro bono news updates via the 
firm’s intranet, including on significant 
client achievements, reminders on targets, 
new opportunities and resources for client 
management. 

•	Periodic engagements with the firm’s Board and 
practice group heads on challenges and avenues 
for the firm in developing our pro bono program.

•	Opportunities for staff to network with our pro bono 
partners, and attendance at industry conferences 
and events.

Within the wider legal community, we promote a pro 
bono culture by reporting annually to the Australian 
Legal Sector Alliance. This not only raises public 
awareness of the collaborative efforts of firms in setting 
and promoting pro bono practices, but also provides a 
forum to benchmark our progress against established 
standards. 

As a result, the program has contributed to a strong 
firm-wide growth in pro bono services, demonstrated 
by consistently exceeding the National Pro Bono Target 
for the current and the last 3 years.  It has allowed 
our team greater exposure to, and knowledge of, the 
access to justice barriers, cultural awareness of issues 
First Nations peoples are facing and the myriad of 
challenges experienced by underserved sections of our 
community. 

Kamran Khalid is passionate about 

helping vulnerable sections of our 

society and the not-for-profit sector. 

He believes in working for equality of 

access to justice for everyone in the 

community.

Kamran manages Bartier Perry’s 

comprehensive pro bono legal 

services program and coordinates 

the allocation of matters to ensure 

clients are matched with the most 

appropriate lawyers and teams.

As a Pro Bono Special Counsel, 

Kamran is able to combine years 

of commercial law experience 

with his passion for social justice 

and human rights. He routinely 

provides legal services on a variety of 

commercial matters to charities and 

to disadvantaged members of the 

community when they need it the 

most.  “We provide training on new pro bono 
initiatives and ensure opportunities 
for lawyers at all levels, as well as 
paralegals, to engage in pro bono work.” 

“We aim to build on our existing 
relationships, focusing on the quality 
of relationships developed, not just 
the number of hours delivered.” 
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Connecting Litigants in Person to Access to Justice

Legal Assistance Referral Scheme (LARS)

LARS is described by Vahan Bedrossian SC of 
Wardell Chambers, a volunteer in LARS matters, 
as “a valuable resource for being connected 
with pro bono matters where my assistance is 
likely to be of the greatest benefit for clients and 

“The NSW Bar has had a long-
term commitment to pro bono and 
reduced cost legal services based 
on the strong belief that a person’s 
rights and access to justice should 
not be diminished because they 
have little or no money.”

Phillip Street Law Courts Building

By Simon Bruck 

Chief Justice Stephen Gageler of the High 
Court of Australia said at an address to the 2025 
Australian Legal Convention that “The proportion 
of litigants in person who appear across courts 
and tribunals in Australia, often but not always 
due to the inaccessibility of affordable or 
available legal representation, is a testament to 
the work that remains to be done in building a 
truly accessible Australian Judicature.”1 

The NSW Bar has had a long-term commitment 
to pro bono and reduced cost legal services 
based on the strong belief that a person’s rights 
and access to justice should not be diminished 
because they have little or no money. The Legal 
Assistance Referral Scheme, or LARS, and the 
Duty Barrister Scheme are two important 
initiatives that the NSW Bar Association co-
ordinates to help litigants in person obtain 
access to the services of a barrister to assist 
them with their legal problem.

the court. A couple of my most personally satisfying 
matters have been referrals through LARS.”

LARS attempts to connect barristers with 
unrepresented litigants who are not eligible for legal 
aid, and are referred from courts and tribunals, or 
referred by legal practitioners. Many referrals are 

1 Justice Stephen Gageler, ‘The State of the Australian Judicature in 2025’ (2026) 100 Australian Law Journal 30, 36.

https://www.hcourt.gov.au/sites/default/files/speeches/2026-04/Gageler%282026%29100%281%29ALJ30.pdf
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on a ‘direct access’ basis, while others are for matters 
where there is an instructing solicitor. The assistance 
requested can be for representation, or just for legal 
advice, and there is no requirement that litigation be on 
foot. 

Emma Boyce, Special Counsel at Bartier Perry Lawyers, 
a firm which has referred various cases to LARS says, 
“The support I have received from the LARS program 
has been very appreciated by both me and my clients. 
Pro bono and low bono programs like LARS give people 
an avenue to progress their claims.” 

Connecting Litigants in Person to Access to Justice

About 600 barristers are signed up to the LARS list 
and receive our weekly e-bulletins summarising 
opportunities for providing legal assistance. LARS staff 
sometimes receive responses from barristers expressing 
interest in helping in a case within hours of sending out 
the e-bulletin. 

LARS barristers have a range of reasons for expressing 
interest in volunteering their time. For instance, David 
Holmes of Sir Owen Dixon Chambers, who has taken 
on LARS matters since being called to the Bar in 2024, 
says “I have thoroughly enjoyed pro bono work through 
LARS and some other channels, and I have found that 
it has frequently led to more significant opportunities 
in my practice.”

The areas of law in which LARS assists are very wide. 
The most common areas in 2025 were discrimination 
law, wills and estates, criminal law and appeal matters. 
Other examples are a case of elder financial abuse 
(where the parent was trying to recover loaned money 
after the child sold the home), and consumer law (in 
a home renovation that relied on goods that arrived 
damaged and unusable and were not replaced).

In addition to these referrals, LARS also receives referrals 
for ‘persons of sufficient interest’ in upcoming coronial 
inquests from coronial lawyers. The advice in these 
cases is generally about the privilege in respect of 
self-incrimination, and is an important contribution by 
our barrister members to the operation of the coronial 
inquest system. 

Duty Barrister Scheme

The Duty Barrister Scheme coordinates the Duty 
Barrister office in the newly renovated Downing Centre. 
On a busy day people queue up outside the office to 
see the Duty Barrister if they are in a criminal court that 
day. 

“The support I have received 
from the LARS program has 
been very appreciated by both 
me and my clients. Pro bono 
and low bono programs like 
LARS give people an avenue to 
progress their claims.” 

Downing Centre Courts Building. 
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Simon Bruck is the Manager, Legal Assistance at the NSW Bar Association. Simon has worked 
across the legal assistance sector. Prior to working at the Bar Association, Simon was the 
Director of Mob Strong Debt Help, the national First Nations debt helpline at the Financial 
Rights Legal Centre, and the Principal Lawyer of Knowmore Legal Service who support survivors 
of childhood abuse. Simon was also a Senior Supervising Solicitor at the Refugee Advice and 
Casework Service, worked at Legal Aid NSW, and was the 2021 President of NSW Young Lawyers.

The Duty Barrister Scheme provides an invaluable 
service. One of our regular volunteers, Jehane Ghabrial 
of Trust Chambers, describes it as follows: “For me, 
the Duty Barrister Scheme is about standing beside 
people who would otherwise be facing the court 
alone, and making sure they still have access to 
clear advice and meaningful representation when 
the stakes are at their highest. In one case, a critical 
witness in complex and multi-accused indictable 
proceedings was navigating a process that would be 
daunting even for the legally trained.”

Ms Ghabrial further explains what it means to be 
volunteering with the Duty Barrister Scheme: “This 
work goes to the heart of why I came to the Bar. You 
can see the impact in real time: with legal assistance, 
a bewildering and intimidating process becomes 
something a person can understand, participate 
in, and feel has been fair, while at the same time 
assisting the court to deal with its list efficiently and 
justly. It allows barristers like me to use our skills where 
they can make a tangible difference to those who 
might otherwise be left out of justice altogether. That, 
to me, is the highest calling of our profession.”

The duty barristers see clients across a range of cases. 
The most common relate to AVOs and criminal 

Connecting Litigants in Person to Access to Justice

charges for people who are ineligible for legal aid, 
often because there is not a real possibility of a term 
of imprisonment being imposed. Another example is 
assisting jurors who may have made private inquiries 
about a trial.

“For me, the Duty Barrister 
Scheme is about standing 
beside people who would 
otherwise be facing the 
court alone, and making 
sure they still have access to 
clear advice and meaningful 
representation when the 
stakes are at their highest.”

BACK TO COVER

“You can see the impact in real time: 
with legal assistance, a bewildering 
and intimidating process becomes 
something a person can understand, 
participate in, and feel has been fair, 
while at the same time assisting the 
court to deal with its list efficiently 
and justly.”

We also assist witnesses referred by the Office of 
Director of Public Prosecutions NSW. These witnesses 
in upcoming criminal trials in courts across NSW 
generally need independent legal advice about the 
privilege in respect of self-incrimination, or about the 
compellability of spouses (and other family members) 
to give evidence. 

The NSW Bar Association is pleased to continue to 
operate LARS and the Duty Barrister Scheme and 
contribute to access to justice. 



16AUSTRALIAN PRO BONO  CENTRE 16AUSTRALIAN PRO BONO  CENTRE

Bridging the Justice Gap: How the ExpertsDirect
Pro Bono Service Expands Access to Expert 

Frequently in litigation, compelling expert evidence 
is a crucial factor in establishing a client’s case. And 
more often than not, in matters involving clients who 
are experiencing significant disadvantage, the cost 
of engaging an expert to provide that evidence is 
beyond the client’s means. This is the problem that 
the ExpertsDirect Pro Bono Service, launched in 2018, 
seeks to address.

“The service, run by the Australian Pro Bono 
Centre in partnership with ExpertsDirect, 
connects pro bono and community lawyers 
with professionals willing to provide expert 
witness services free or at low cost in 
legal cases assisting those experiencing 
disadvantage or marginalisation.”

By the Australian Pro Bono Centre The service, run by the Australian Pro Bono Centre 
in partnership with ExpertsDirect, connects pro 
bono and community lawyers with professionals 
willing to provide expert witness services free or at 
low cost in legal cases assisting those experiencing 
disadvantage or marginalisation.

Now in its eighth year, the ExpertsDirect Pro Bono 
Service has to date assisted clients in over  
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220 matters, matching them with experts across 
the nation. The service is more utilised than 
ever, with 2025 seeing the highest number of 
applications ever received in a calendar year. 
Experts were sought across Australia, in each 
of New South Wales, the Northern Territory, 
Queensland, Victoria and Western Australia. 

Of applications made in 2025, approximately two 
thirds were made by pro bono lawyers, whilst the 
remaining third of applications were made by 
community lawyers. This demonstrates growth in 
use of the service by pro bono lawyers: in 2019, the 
service’s first full year of operation, under one third 
of all applications were made by pro bono lawyers. 

 
Case study

A law firm’s pro bono client was diagnosed with 
Multiple Myeloma R-ISS Stage 2, having been exposed 
to many hazardous materials during his 36 year career 
in the Royal Australian Navy. The causal link between 
the exposure and diagnosis was in issue in a matter 
before the (then) Administrative Appeals Tribunal. The 
firm applied to the ExpertsDirect Pro Bono Service, 
seeking an expert haemotologist and Certified 
Occupational Hygienist to comment on the causal 
link.

Of the matter, Alex Tolliday, Partner, and Emily Vale, 
Senior Associate, Allens, said: ‘ExpertsDirect played 
a key role in supporting Allens’ pro bono work in a 
complex veterans’ compensation matter, sourcing 
two highly qualified medical experts on a pro bono 
basis. Their efficiency and ability to identify suitable 
experts in a niche area were invaluable in assisting us 
to secure a landmark win for our client.’

Whilst ExpertsDirect engages with experts across 
wide range of professions, the early years of the pro 
bono service saw strong demand for medical, and 
specifically psychiatric, expert witness opinions. By 
way of example, in 2021 approximately half of all 
applications sought the assistance of a psychiatric 
expert.

This trend appears to be changing over time, 
with building and engineering experts together 
accounting for approximately one third of the 
experts sought in the period 2020 to 2025. Indeed, 
whilst demand for medical professionals remained 
strong in the 2025 calendar year, building and 
engineering experts accounted for one third the 
experts sought, and there was also notable demand 
for car mechanics. 

 
Case study

The client of a community legal centre had a disability 
which required major mobility modifications to a car. 
The works when done were not properly completed, 
or were done to a poor standard. Approximately 
10 items required rectification following initial 
modifications, leaving the car inoperative. In light of 
this, the client sought a refund. On behalf of its client, 
the community legal centre applied through the 
ExpertsDirect Pro Bono Service for a civil engineer 
to comment on the standard of modifications, 
and outstanding items of concern, to inform an 
administrative tribunal application.

The pro bono expert assigned by ExpertsDirect ‘went 
above all expectations’. In preparation of his report, 
he ‘personally attended [the] client’s home twice 
to inspect and then [made] a third trip for a final 
inspection’.

Bridging the Justice Gap: How the ExpertsDirect Pro Bono Service Expands Access to Expert Evidence  

Of the service, ExpertsDirect CEO, Richard Skurnik, 
says: 

‘Expert evidence is critical in many disputes but 
often out of reach for vulnerable people. Since 
2018, our partnership with the Australian Pro Bono 
Centre has changed that – watching our experts 
give their time and knowledge to those who would 
otherwise go without has been humbling, and 
at times, life-changing. More than 220 matters 
later, it remains the part of what we do that fuels 
our purpose. I am grateful to our experts, the 
Australian Pro Bono Centre, and my amazing 
team - without them, none of it would be possible’.

CEO of the Australian Pro Bono Centre, Gabriela 
Christian-Hare, says: 

‘The ExpertsDirect Pro Bono Service represents 
a practical and powerful step toward access 
to justice, delivering a focused solution to the 
persistent challenge of obtaining high-quality 
expert evidence in pro bono litigation. By 
connecting skilled professionals with those who 
could not otherwise afford them, the Service 
helps level the playing field and ensures that the 
strength of a case is determined by its merits, not 
a client’s means.’

Both the Australian Pro Bono Centre and 
ExpertsDirect are extremely grateful to all those 
experts who dedicate their time and expertise to 
pro bono service matters. With their continued 
support, the ExpertsDirect Pro Bono Service will 
proceed to provide critical assistance to clients 
involved in all manner of matters across the 
country.

If you would like to find out more about the 
ExpertsDirect Pro Bono Service, please visit the 
Centre’s website.  

BACK TO COVER

https://www.probonocentre.org.au/expertsdirect-pro-bono-service/
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The Responsibility of Writing on Justice Issues 
Since 2021 our practice and lawyers nationally have 
committed close to 15,000 hours on law reform legal 
analysis, research and writing. We aim to bring moral 
attentiveness to this work recognising that we are often 
writing on issues that we cannot fully know because we 
have not lived. 

As a practice we have made clear our recognition of 
the tensions of working across social justice issues 
from a corporate law firm. The normalisation of high 
legal fees is one of the key barriers to justice that 
prevent most Australians from accessing legal advice 
or representation. As members of the legal profession 
within a colonial and capitalist system, we may also 
benefit from the structures we seek to critique.

These systems and structures afford us privileges and 
can leave us in positions of inherent contradiction when 
working across access to justice. Our team interrogates 
how we can better address these tensions in our work. 
We are dedicated to decentring ourselves and the firm 
to ensure the voices of affected communities and front-
line service providers are heard and profiled. This is why 
we are resistant to public communication on our work. 

This perspective also guides our law reform practice. 
We recognise the moral responsibility of writing on 
issues that are experienced by communities facing 
unfairness. To manage this, we invest significant time 
in researching and reading widely across both law and 
social science while reflecting on our positionality and 
perspectives.

To us, writing is an inherently human process and an 
essential part of being a lawyer. We write personally 
and intentionally, forcing ourselves to face the tension 

of drafting without tools while we digest the complexity 
of the issues. We do not outsource our thinking. Writing 
demands significant effort and we consider that drafting 
on social justice calls for an even greater level of cognitive 
scrutiny which cannot be offloaded to automation. 

In our approach to law reform, we write broadly on 
systemic injustice, recognise our own positionality and 
analyse legal outcomes through a social science lens. This 
helps us to consider social justice issues from beyond the 
existing legal frameworks.

Addressing the Complexity of Systemic Injustice 

To contextualise the legal issues faced by communities 
experiencing disadvantage we identify and address the 
systems that create and sustain inequality. These include 
entrenched forms of systemic injustice and structural 
violence, such as racism and classism, that are rooted in 
colonial and patriarchal structures. 

We write to these broader contexts up front, setting 
the scene of structural unfairness and calling out the 
systems that perpetuate these harms. This requires a 
commitment to extensive analysis of academic literature 
on specific forms of structural unfairness. Discernment 
in research is critical. We engage with the material from 
leading writers and thinkers.  

“Understanding the various standpoints that seek to 
critique the legal system governing Australia is vital 
to being able to write to the lived realities of those 
experiencing systemic injustice. Our law reform practice 
often writes from a feminist and colonialist lens 
prioritising the academics that write to that perspective.” 
- Emily Rogers, Lawyer, Gilchrist Connell 
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“As members of 
the legal profession 

within a colonial and 
capitalist system, we 

may also benefit from 
the structures we  
seek to critique.”

By Jilly Field  
and Oliver Ray
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We also seek out and prioritise experts and academics 
with lived experience of the issues on which we write, 
ensuring their perspectives are centred. With the 
Australian legal system’s colonial history and present 
manifestations of colonial power, this is especially 
important for First Nations perspectives. We recognise 
that efforts to expand state powers as a form of 
protection for some communities can have unintended 
consequences for First Nations communities 
subjecting them to further state intervention. In our 
law reform work the realities and perspectives of First 
Nations people are prioritised.  
 
Recognising our Positionality 

We recognise our own positionality on issues of 
injustice and its potential to shape the way we interpret 
material and draft. In academic contexts, it is standard 
practice for researchers to explicitly declare their 
positionality, reflecting on how their background 
and experiences may influence their perspective and 
findings. Similarly, when writing on social justice issues 
there is an argument for being openly cognisant of 
our own context and perspectives. We write from a 
corporate environment as settlers working on land 
traditionally cared for by the First Peoples of this 
country. We often draft from outside our own personal 
and professional lived experience and must approach 
this task with humility and measure.  
 
Conclusion 

As pro bono lawyers engaged in law reform and social 
justice writing, it is important to think deeply about our 
context, perspectives, and limitations. We recognise 
our work has material and social consequences. And as 
beneficiaries of unfair systems and often the outsiders 
to the experiences of systemic injustice we have an 
increased responsibility to critically examine our writing 
through a moral lens. 

“We do not outsource our thinking. 
Writing demands significant effort and 
we consider that drafting on social 
justice calls for an even greater level 
of cognitive scrutiny which cannot be 
offloaded to automation.” 

Oliver Ray is an Associate in the 

pro bono practice at Gilchrist 

Connell. His work focuses on 

discrimination law and human 

rights. Oliver has worked in law 

reform, policy and advocacy for 

community legal centres and 

non-profits including supporting 

major LGBTIQ+ law reform at 

Equality Australia and steering civil society engagement with 

Australia’s Universal Periodic Review at the Kingsford Legal 

Centre. Oliver was admitted as a solicitor in 2019 and holds a 

Master of laws from New York University.

 

Jilly Field is a Partner in the pro 

bono practice at Gilchrist Connell. 

Her work focuses 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 and defence for children in the criminal justice 

system. Jilly is on the board of Women’s Legal Service NSW and 

Transcend Australia. Jilly is a Fellow of Ethics (Cranlana Centre 

for Ethical Leadership) and is studying a Masters of Sociology 

(University of New England). Jilly was awarded the Lawyers 

Weekly Pro Bono Partner of the Year 2023.
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“Understanding the various 
standpoints that seek to 
critique the legal system 
governing Australia is vital 
to being able to write to 
the lived realities of those 
experiencing systemic 
injustice. Our law reform 
practice often writes from 
a feminist and colonialist 
lens prioritising the 
academics that write to 
that perspective.”  
- Emily Rogers, Lawyer, 
Gilchrist Connell
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Stay Informed. Stay Connected.

Are you subscribed to our 
Round-Up of Pro Bono  

in the News? 

Every fortnight, the Australian Pro Bono Centre 
delivers a concise, curated snapshot of the most 
important developments in pro bono legal work 
and access to justice straight to your inbox.

Subscribe to receive:
> Key Australian news articles relevant to pro bono and community lawyers
> Updates from the sector, including upcoming events and new resources – so you never miss out
> A selection of top international stories relevant to access to justice

It’s designed to keep you feeling connected and informed with ease.    > Subscribe here 
Already a subscriber and love it? Please encourage your colleagues and friends to sign up! 

PRO BONO  
IN THE NEWS

https://probonocentre.us11.list-manage.com/subscribe?u=0ef73c7faee3c6921750870e4&id=79d0444d05


Gilshenan & Luton:  
How a Small Firm Builds a Strong  
Pro Bono Practice

 
Strategy and structure
Given the firm’s primary areas of practice, its pro 
bono focus is naturally aligned with individuals and 
groups experiencing disadvantage in these areas. 
Key pro bono focus areas include:

· Vulnerable individuals in the criminal justice 
system

  This includes accused persons without 
representation, prisoners, and those subject 
to professional misconduct investigations. The 
firm’s relationships with organisations such as 
the Prisoners’ Legal Service highlight an existing 
engagement with this cohort. 

· Individuals experiencing financial hardship and 
exclusion from legal aid

  This includes those unable to afford legal 
representation but ineligible for publicly funded 
assistance. 

 · Public interest matters

  This includes cases raising systemic issues or 
regulatory fairness, consistent with the firm’s 
expertise in regulatory law and in professional 
misconduct matters. 

These focus areas ensure that pro bono work 
aligns both with community need and the firm’s 
technical expertise, maximising impact and 
maintaining service quality.

Establishment of the program
Establishing a pro bono program within a firm 
such as Gilshenan & Luton requires structured 
planning and institutional support. The firm 
utilised the Australian Pro Bono Manual to 
identify key steps in developing its program, 
including defining objectives, setting targets, and 
embedding organisational processes. 

The establishment of the firm’s program involved:
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By Craig Pratt 

Gilshenan & Luton is a Queensland-
based firm established in 1924. It 
has a long history of specialisation 
in criminal law, regulatory law and 
employment law. The firm employs 
14 full-time equivalent lawyers. 

Gilshenan & Luton’s pro bono 
activities are best recognised 
through its broader demonstrated 
commitment to community service 
and access to justice. The firm is a 
signatory to the National Pro Bono 
Target, aspiring to undertake 35 
hours of pro bono legal work per 
lawyer annually. In the last reporting 
period, the firm exceeded the Target 
with 47.9 pro bono hours per full-
time equivalent lawyer, showing that 
small law firms can successfully run a 
strong pro bono practice. 

“Establishing a pro bono 
program within a firm 
such as Gilshenan & Luton 
requires structured planning 
and institutional support.“

https://www.probonocentre.org.au/aus-pro-bono-manual/
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· Creation of a formal pro bono policy

  This policy defines what constitutes pro bono 
work according to the Australian Pro Bono 
Centre’s definition, sets eligibility parameters, and 
clarifies objectives. In the firm’s experience, a clear 
definition is essential for consistency and internal 
accountability.  

 · Designation of pro bono leads

  These solicitors within the firm oversee case 
selection, monitor hours, and ensure alignment 
with firm strategy. 

 
· Integration with national frameworks

  As the firm is a National Pro Bono Target signatory, 
the program is structured around measurable 
outputs and reporting obligations. 

 
· Partnerships with other organisations

  The firm works closely with organisations such 
as the Prisoners’ Legal Service, community legal 
centres, and court sponsored programs to source 
appropriate matters and avoid duplication of 
services.

 
· Resource allocation and planning

  The firm ensures that supervision structures, file 
management processes, and training systems are 
in place for pro bono matters, ensuring they are 
managed equivalently to fee-paying files.

 

The program is therefore embedded as a core 
operational function within the firm.

Gilshenan & Luton: How a Small Firm Builds a Strong Pro Bono Practice

Client assessment and case selection
A critical component of the firm’s pro bono program 
is the framework used to determine which clients 
and matters are accepted. Gilshenan & Luton’s pro 
bono leads consider the following criteria when 
assessing whether to take a matter on pro bono:

 
· Financial eligibility

	 Whether the client lacks the means to obtain 
representation and is ineligible for legal aid. 

· Public interest considerations

	 Whether the matter raises broader systemic  
issues or benefits a wider group.  

· Merit of the matter

	 The legal merits, prospects of success, and 
appropriateness of the matter. 

· Alignment with firm expertise

  The firm only considers criminal law matters 
(including parole applications), responses to 
investigations, and employment law matters and 
disputes. 

· Resourcing

  Time commitment required versus capacity within 
the firm.

 
· Conflicts 

	 As with any client matter, conflict vetting is a 
mandatory step.  
 

“The firm works closely 
with organisations 
such as the Prisoners’ 
Legal Service, 
community legal 
centres, and court 
sponsored programs 
to source appropriate 
matters and avoid 
duplication of services.”



· Referral source reliability

	 Cases referred by trusted services (for example, the 
Prisoners’ Legal Service or court pro bono referral 
programs) are encouraged and prioritised.

Incentivising staff participation
At Gilshenan & Luton the success of the program is 
achieved through staff engagement.  The firm has 
taken a view that fostering a pro bono culture, where 
participation is valued and expected, is as critical as 
formal incentives. The firm has effective incentive 
strategies that include:

 
· Counting pro bono hours towards billable  
  or productivity targets 

· Performance and promotion recognition

Pro bono contributions are included in annual 
performance reviews and linked to other 
incentive opportunities

   · Leadership and cultural support

The firm encourages a visible commitment 
to pro bono work by its directors and senior 
practitioners, which sets expectations across the 
firm. 

	 · Recognition and awards

Pro bono contributions are acknowledged 
internally, and the firm’s efforts have also 
attracted external acknowledgement – reflecting 
a collective achievement of the entire team. For 
example, Gilshenan & Luton was named a finalist 
in the 2025 Queensland Law Society Excellence in 
Law Awards – Pro Bono Team of the Year category.  

“The firm 
encourages 
a visible 
commitment to 
pro bono work 
by its directors 
and senior 
practitioners, 
which sets 
expectations 
across the firm.”

Looking ahead
Gilshenan & Luton’s pro bono program reflects 
a structured, policy-driven initiative grounded 
in its criminal and regulatory expertise and 
broader community commitment. By focusing 
on vulnerable individuals and public interest 
matters, the firm aligns its capability with legal 
need. Thanks to clear intake criteria, robust 
policies, and institutional support, including 
incentives that integrate pro bono work into 
mainstream legal practice, the firm ensures 
that its program continues to be effective, 
sustainable and focused. 

Craig Pratt has been 
practising in criminal and 
administrative law for many 
years. During his time at 
Gilshenan & Luton he has 
practised in family law, 
dispute resolution (including 
regulatory prosecutions), and 

as the legal advisor to the Australian Medical 
Association (Qld). Alongside his criminal and 
administrative law practice, Craig is a pro bono 
lead at Gilshenan & Luton.
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Gilshenan & Luton: How a Small Firm Builds a Strong Pro Bono Practice
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Across the world, legal aid and pro bono organisations 
continue to face overwhelming demand. At the same 
time, many lawyers across private practice, in-house 
teams, government, and the Bar genuinely want to 
contribute more pro bono time.
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CaseAid Video Meeting.

clients, managing waiting rooms, onboarding 
volunteers, distributing resources, and handling 
follow-up can become a significant operational 
exercise before legal work even begins.

That friction matters.

Even highly motivated lawyers are balancing 
demanding workloads, family responsibilities, and 
competing priorities. Many would likely contribute 
more regularly if participation were simpler, more 
flexible, and easier to integrate into their schedules.

“Pro bono participation frequently 
depends on navigating fragmented 
systems, manual coordination, and 
additional administrative burden on 
already stretched organisations.”

The legal profession already contains enormous 
latent pro bono capacity. The challenge is building 
systems that make participation scalable and 
sustainable for the organisations coordinating it.

This issue is particularly important in countries like 
Australia, where geography itself can become a 
barrier to access to justice. Across regional, rural, and 
remote communities, including many Indigenous 
communities, legal assistance can be difficult to 
access consistently. Similar challenges exist globally 
in underserved and low-access regions, where 

Yet there remains a persistent mismatch 
between legal need and available volunteer 
capacity.

Removing operational barriers 
The issue is often framed as a shortage of lawyers 
willing to help. In reality, a significant part of the 
challenge is operational. Pro bono participation 
frequently depends on navigating fragmented 
systems, manual coordination, and additional 
administrative burden on already stretched 
organisations.

For community legal centres, running a virtual 
clinic can still mean stitching together video 
conferencing tools, spreadsheets, email chains, 
intake forms, and volunteer rosters. Coordinating 

The Hidden Friction in Pro Bono:  
Why CaseAid is building infrastructure for 
scalable virtual 
legal clinics

By Stevie Ghiassi
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transition similar to the shift healthcare experienced 
with telehealth. What was once considered a niche 
or temporary delivery model has increasingly 
become a normal and accepted way to provide 
services. Legal assistance may, in some instances, 
be even more suited to virtual delivery, particularly 
for intake, triage, advice clinics, and short-form 
consultations.

Virtual legal clinics offer an opportunity to rethink 
the traditional face-to-face model.

Done well, virtual clinics can make participation 
easier for both volunteers and clients. A lawyer 
may be able to assist from their office, home, or 
workplace without losing half a day to travel. In-

The Hidden Friction in Pro Bono: Why CaseAid is building infrastructure for scalable virtual legal clinics

distance, travel requirements, and limited local 
resources place additional strain on both clients and 
the organisations trying to support them.

 
Why virtual clinics matter
During the COVID-19 pandemic, much of the legal 
assistance sector was forced to adapt to remote and 
virtual service delivery rapidly. While the transition 
was often improvised under difficult circumstances, 
it also demonstrated that virtual clinics could 
expand flexibility, reduce geographic barriers, and 
create new ways for lawyers to participate in pro 
bono work.

In many ways, the legal sector is approaching a 
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“Done well, 
virtual clinics 
can make 
participation 
easier for both 
volunteers and 
clients.” 

CaseAid Virtual Waiting Room.

house legal teams may find it easier to support 
structured remote clinics that fit around existing 
workloads. Specialists can contribute expertise to 
communities they would otherwise never physically 
reach.

Importantly, virtual delivery can also broaden 
participation among lawyers who may previously 
have struggled to volunteer consistently, including 
regional practitioners, parents, retired lawyers, part-
time practitioners, and time-poor in-house counsel.

For legal aid organisations, the opportunity is 
equally significant. More streamlined infrastructure 
can reduce administrative overhead, simplify 
volunteer coordination, and support more 
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consistent clinic delivery. Instead of relying on disconnected 
systems and manual processes, clinics can potentially operate 
through unified workflows for intake, waiting rooms, lawyer 
assignment, resource distribution, and remote consultations.

This is where CaseAid can play a practical role: helping legal 
aid organisations move from fragmented, manual clinic 
processes to a more coordinated and efficient model of virtual 
service delivery.

The Hidden Friction in Pro Bono: Why CaseAid is building infrastructure for scalable virtual legal clinics

Technology alone is not the solution to the access to justice gap. 
Human relationships, trust, and frontline legal expertise remain 
central to effective legal assistance. But infrastructure matters. The 
systems surrounding pro bono work directly influence how easily 
people can participate and how far limited resources can stretch.

More connected and end-to-end infrastructure may also help the 
sector better understand patterns of unmet legal need, volunteer 
participation, and service delivery bottlenecks. Over time, this 
can support more informed decision-making around funding, 
resourcing and access to justice initiatives.

Other sectors have already experienced this shift. In healthcare, 
education, and financial services, digital infrastructure has 
expanded access by reducing coordination friction and enabling 
more flexible participation models. The legal assistance sector 
now has a similar opportunity.

“CaseAid aims to provide a more 
streamlined environment where 
clients can join virtual waiting rooms, 
complete forms, upload documents, be 
assigned to volunteer lawyers through 
a single workflow.”

“Technology alone is not the solution 
to the access to justice gap. Human 
relationships, trust, and frontline legal 
expertise remain central to effective legal 
assistance. But infrastructure matters.”

How CaseAid can help
CaseAid is a nonprofit building infrastructure for virtual legal 
clinics and pro bono coordination. The platform is designed to 
support legal aid organisations, courts, and volunteer lawyers 
with tools purpose-built for remote clinic delivery.

Rather than relying on multiple disconnected systems, 
CaseAid aims to provide a more streamlined environment 
where clients can join virtual waiting rooms, complete 
forms, upload documents, and be assigned to volunteer 
lawyers through a single workflow. Lawyers can securely join 
remote consultations, access relevant client information, and 
participate in clinics more flexibly from wherever they are 
located.

The goal is not to replace the vital work already being done 
across the legal assistance sector. It is to reduce operational 
friction around it.

CaseAid also incorporates AI-assisted workflows designed 
to help reduce administrative burden, support intake, and 
improve coordination across clinics. Over time, better tooling 
may also help organisations scale services more sustainably 
without proportionally increasing operational overhead.

Encouragingly, many organisations across the pro bono 
ecosystem are already experimenting with new approaches to 
service delivery, volunteer engagement, and remote assistance. 
The growth of virtual clinics during and after COVID-19 
demonstrated both the demand for more flexible models and 
the willingness of the profession to adapt when necessary.

The next phase is not simply about moving existing clinics 
online. It is about designing infrastructure that supports 
modern pro bono participation from the outset.

If we want to meaningfully scale pro bono participation, we 
need to make volunteering easier for both the lawyers offering 
help and the organisations working tirelessly to coordinate it.

The willingness to help already exists. The opportunity now is to 
build the infrastructure that unlocks it. 
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Moray & Agnew have been a signatory to the Australian 
Pro Bono Centre’s National Pro Bono Target since 2011 and, 
since that time, have provided more than 70,000 hours of 
pro bono legal services. In 2024, we decided to formalise 
things by launching a dedicated National Pro Bono 
Practice.

Below, is a guide to setting up a new pro bono practice 
based on lived experience, hindsight, and a healthy 
amount of trial and error.By Lauren Stubbs 

The First Two Years:  
A Guide to Successfully Starting a Pro Bono Practice

“You will explain what you do a lot. 
However, you’ll likely be pleasantly 
surprised to find that most people 
are genuinely interested to learn 
more about what you do and 
are proud to hear their firm is 
expanding its pro bono program.”

 
Start by enthusiastically explaining your job to 
everyone (repeatedly) 

Early on, you may be the only dedicated pro bono lawyer 
at the firm and other staff may not fully understand what 
you do, why you are there or how you fit in. As a result, you’ll 
quickly discover that your job title raises more questions 
than it answers, so be prepared to explain: 

1.	 what pro bono is; 

2.	 why it matters (for lawyers, the firm and your clients); 
and 

3.	 why you are not, in fact, running a very official charity 
bake sale. 

You will explain what you do a lot. However, you’ll likely be 
pleasantly surprised to find that most people are genuinely 
interested to learn more about what you do and are proud 
to hear their firm is expanding its pro bono program. 

Moray & Agnew’s pro bono team at the 2025 National 
Access to Justice Conference’, from L-R: Tom Durkin, 

Hannah Fraser, Lauren Stubbs, and Baron Alder. 
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Talk to everyone who has already done this 

The pro bono sector is incredibly collaborative, which 
is convenient because starting a new practice can feel 
overwhelming at first. You should definitely: 

1.	 ask questions; 

2.	 schedule coffees; and 

3.	 shamelessly borrow ideas. 

The good news? Everyone is generous with their time 
and full of ideas. The bad news? You will start a sentence 
with “let’s have a quick chat” and emerge two hours 

“There is no “right way” and, 
regardless of your strategy or 
structure, what matters most is 
that you are doing good quality 
legal work that is genuinely 
responsive to community need 
and is sustainable long term.”

The First Two Years: A Guide to Successfully Starting a Pro Bono Practice

later with a new project idea and no idea how 
you’ll find the time or resources to implement 
it (details about our newest pro bono project 
below!) 

 
Build something that makes sense for 
your firm (not someone else’s)

You may be tempted to replicate another 
firm’s model because it sounds impressive, 
they genuinely do good work or because you 
admire them (and I can’t blame you!). However, I 
encourage you to resist the temptation. 

Attending the Tenants Victoria eviction clinic’, L-R: Patrick Hannan (Tenants Victoria) and Tom Durkin (Moray & Agnew).
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Instead, I recommend: 

1.	 considering, and working to, your firm’s strengths; 

2.	 understanding the firm’s culture and values and 
thinking about how the practice will fit in; 

3.	 identifying current gaps in access to justice or pro 
bono service delivery; and 

4.	working out what kind of model will be effective 
and achievable for your firm.

There is no “right way” and, regardless of your strategy 
or structure, what matters most is that you are doing 
good quality legal work that is genuinely responsive to 
community need and is sustainable long term. 

For example, Moray & Agnew has chosen not to 
engage in short term secondments to Community 
Legal Centres and our secondees are less “guest 
appearance” and more “series regulars”. Our secondee 
lawyers are hired specifically for the role – ensuring 
adequate expertise – and the secondments often run 
for years, rather than months. We chose this approach 
because: 

1.	 our CLC partners had communicated that long-
term secondments would be valuable to them; 

2.	 while short-term secondments have clear benefits, 
we identified long term secondments as a gap 
in current pro bono service delivery and saw an 
opportunity to complement existing models by 
offering something different; and 

3.	 it is consistent with our firm’s values, ensuring our 
pro bono work is done in collaboration with front 
line services and responsive to genuine community 
need. 

In summary, we asked CLCs what they needed and 
then gave it to them! 

 
Be patient (even if, like me, patience is not 
your strong suit)

Building a successful practice does not happen 
overnight. Building the relationships, systems, trust 
and internal engagement required to be successful 
takes time (more time than you think). At some point, 
you will realise it has already been two years, things are 
working well and you are getting great outcomes for 
clients. This realisation will likely happen quietly and 
without much fanfare, which feels slightly rude given 
the effort involved, but I nonetheless encourage you to 
appreciate the moment! 

 
Build strong partnerships with purpose 

Legal Aid Commissions and community legal centres 
have significant expertise and experience and 
operate on the frontlines of legal service delivery to 
marginalised communities. Listen to them, learn from 
them and work with them.

For example, Moray & Agnew has partnered with 
Tenants Victoria to establish an eviction-prevention 
clinic that provides free legal advice to renters facing 
eviction in the private rental market: an issue that is 
both significant and escalating amid the ongoing 
housing crisis. 

Demand for Tenants Victoria’s services is high, with 
only around 30% of renters who contact the service 
currently able to receive legal assistance. The goal of 

“Amid all the policies, meetings, emails and networking events remember the 
goal: increasing access to justice. When things get complicated or your capacity 
feels far too stretched, come back to that. It tends to clarify priorities very quickly.”

this clinic is to increase access to legal support and 
help close the access-to-justice gap for people facing 
eviction.

The clinic has recently launched and is currently being 
piloted. Over time, the goal is to expand the clinic so 
that more renters can access legal assistance and to 
create a clear, well-supported pathway for lawyers 
across different firms to volunteer or contribute pro 
bono support through Tenants Victoria.

 
The work will be meaningful but also 
complex

Doing legal work on a pro bono basis is not a licence 
to wing it and hope for the best (you will be surprised 
by how many people say something like “oh it’s pro 
bono though, so you can just have a go at anything” …
no). Pro bono work often involves complex legal issues, 
clients in vulnerable situations, high emotions and 
high stakes. It is important (and not just for insurance 
purposes) to ensure pro bono work is handled with the 
same care and skill as the firm’s commercial work. 

The First Two Years: A Guide to Successfully Starting a Pro Bono Practice
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Do meaningful and important pro bono work, but also: 

•	 invest in supervision; 

•	 provide proper training; and 

•	 support your team and the lawyers who are engaging in 
pro bono work (especially those who are new to this kind of 
work). 

Create opportunities for lawyers to get involved 
(and keep reminding them)

If you build it, they may not come. Many lawyers genuinely 
want to do pro bono work. However, there are many barriers 
that may prevent a lawyer from engaging in pro bono work. 
Those barriers will look different depending on the firm and 
individual lawyer and may include time constraints, lack 
of expertise, lack of support or recognition or inadequate 
supervision. Your job is to remove the barriers between 
intention and action. How you do this will depend on what 
the barriers are. If you don’t know, you may wish to do an 
anonymous survey so staff can give you feedback on the 
barriers they are facing. 

At Moray & Agnew, the biggest barrier to pro bono 
participation wasn’t willingness, it was opportunity. Our 
lawyers were keen, but faced a familiar set of challenges: not 
knowing where to find meaningful work, not having time to 
build relationships from scratch, and sometimes not feeling 

Lauren Stubbs is a Special Counsel at Moray & Agnew and leads the firm’s National Pro Bono Practice. 
Lauren has more than a decade of experience in the social justice legal sector, having begun her 
career at Legal Aid NSW before transitioning into pro bono practice. She has played a key role in 
the establishment and growth of multiple new pro bono practices, including the inception of a new 
Community Legal Centre in 2020. She is known for her collaborative approach to practice working closely 
with clients, colleagues, and community partners to deliver meaningful outcomes and foster strong 
partnerships across the sector. In 2024, Lauren was awarded the Not-for-Profit, Pro Bono or Community 
Legal Centre Lawyer of the Year Award at the Lawyers Weekly Women in Law Awards.

“Legal Aid Commissions 
and Community Legal 
Centres have significant 
expertise and 
experience and operate 
on the frontlines of 
legal service delivery 
to marginalised 
communities. Listen to 
them, learn from them 
and work with them.”

they had the right expertise to step in. The answer? We 
stopped expecting our commercial lawyers to figure all of 
that out on top of their day jobs and instead hired a dedicated 
pro bono lawyer (me!). With someone focused on building 
partnerships, designing projects, organising training, and 
providing ongoing support, getting involved became much 
easier and a lot less mysterious. The result? A 66% increase in 
pro bono participation across the firm since launching our 
National Pro Bono Practice.

 
Stay focused on your goals

Amid all the policies, meetings, emails and networking events 
remember the goal: increasing access to justice. When things 
get complicated or your capacity feels far too stretched, come 
back to that. It tends to clarify priorities very quickly.

 
What’s next for Moray & Agnew?

We’re continuing to grow our pro bono practice and expand 
our partnerships, ideally with slightly fewer “learning 
experiences” and slightly more foresight (realistically, probably 
a bit of both). We look forward to continuing to collaborate 
with other pro bono lawyers and the community legal sector 
more widely to ensure our practice remains responsive to 
community need especially amid the current cost of living 
and housing crisis in Australia. 

The First Two Years: A Guide to Successfully Starting a Pro Bono Practice
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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 

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

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. 

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

“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. 

BACK TO COVER

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

Trent with Natsuko Ogawa.
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During Law Week 2026, the Australian Pro Bono Centre was pleased 
to co-host a discussion on ‘Pro Bono in Practice: Motivations, Stories 
and Pathways’ with the Queensland Law Society. A panel of speakers, 
including Shaun Chng, Jaimee-Lee Jessop, Joanne Rennick and Centre 
Senior Policy and Project Officer Sally Embelton, and facilitated by Emile 
McPhee, shared a range of perspectives on pro bono work informed by 
their experiences in the Queensland pro bono sector. 

Opening the discussion, Sally Embelton cited Centre data 
demonstrating the significant recent efforts of that sector: in the period 
2021-2025, there was a 58% increase in the pro bono hours reported to 
the Centre by Queensland National Pro Bono Target (Target) signatories.  

By the Australian  
Pro Bono Centre

Queensland Pro Bono: Motivations, Stories and Pathways

“All panel members spoke of early 
involvement with community legal 
centres, which sparked interest in 
assisting individuals without means 
to attain paid legal services and 
provided exposure to firm lawyers 
who were working pro bono.”
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In the 2025 financial year, Queensland lawyers reported undertaking 
118,000 pro bono hours. This data speaks to the strong pro bono 
culture that exists, and is further developing, in Queensland. 

The personal stories shared by the panel were also testament to this. 
Joanne Rennick, Managing Principal of Murphy Schmidt and Chair 
of the University of Queensland Pro Bono Centre Advisory Board, was 
able to offer a perspective on the development of the Queensland 
pro bono sector during her career – something she said had been 
assisted by the establishment of referral organisation QPILCH (now 
LawRight), which made it ‘possible for need to be identified and 
addressed in a systemic way’. 

“Their motivations are varied but with 
commonalities: a desire to assist others 
with shared lived experience and a 
passion to give back to communities, 
recognising the great privilege generally 
held by legal professionals.”

Panel from L-R: Emile McPhee, Jaimee-Lee Jessop, Joanne Rennick, 
Shaun Chng, and Sally Embelton

Queensland Pro Bono: Motivations, Stories and Pathways
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All panel members spoke of early involvement with community 
legal centres, in particular Caxton Legal Centre and the Refugee 
and Immigration Legal Service, which sparked interest in assisting 
individuals without means to attain paid legal services and 
provided exposure to firm lawyers who were working pro bono.

Both Joanne Rennick and facilitator Emile McPhee, Partner 
at Hamilton Locke, had worked with the Caxton Legal Centre 
outreach service following the 2010-2011 Queensland floods, an 
experience they agreed was ‘very trying work’ and an ‘enormous 
enterprise’, but ‘really rewarding’ – noting that it is ‘always the 
people you remember’. 

Whilst panel members had divergent paths into their current 
roles, all are now involved in undertaking, coordinating or 
supporting pro bono legal work. Their motivations are varied 
but with commonalities: a desire to assist others with shared 
lived experience and a passion to give back to communities, 
recognising the great privilege generally held by legal 
professionals.

As a motivation, Jaimee-Lee Jessop, a Senior Associate at 
Robertson O’Gorman Solicitors, cited a desire to address the very 
obvious gap which she observes in criminal law matters between 
those who might not be able to obtain Legal Aid but also cannot 
afford private representation. As she noted, ‘[s]omething that may 
take 5-7 hours of your time’ might mean that you have ‘changed 
someone’s life for the next 6 months’. 

For those lawyers looking to undertake pro bono work but whose 
areas of practice do not naturally lend themselves to support 
for individuals, the panel had several suggestions: undertaking 
law reform work, such as preparing submissions to advocate for 
systemic change; providing advice to not-for-profit organisations; 
and providing advice to community legal centres on their own 
governance, employment, tenancy, and corporate matters. 

Nonetheless, whilst insufficient expertise is frequently cited as 
a barrier to undertaking pro bono work, the panel encouraged 
lawyers to become comfortable doing this work outside of their 
usual area of practice. Shaun Chng, a Senior Associate at Clayton 
Utz, acknowledged that the range of supports available at larger 
firms makes this easier, but noted that lawyers generally have 
the skills to interpret legislation, do legal research, and navigate 
relevant documentation, even outside of their usual areas of 
practice. 

These skills can be lent to assist individuals, with tangible impact. 
Whilst pro bono matters may be high profile and certainly have 
the potential to make ‘good law’, they also offer the opportunity 
to make individuals feel heard – and to assist them in practical 
ways. Assisting a client with the completion of forms to access 
services, for example, provides an opportunity for great practical 
impact. 

The panel discussion painted a clear picture of a shared 
motivation to serve, facilitating access to justice where legal need 
would otherwise go unmet. Encouraging others to do similarly 
through involvement in pro bono legal work, Joanne Rennick 
concluded: ‘it’s professionally and personally rewarding [and] you 
meet great people … You just need to be a little bit brave ... It’s a 
really great experience and you get a lot out of it’.  

Centre Senior Policy and Project Officer, 
Sally Embelton, speaking. 
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life for the next 
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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� 
•	 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 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, Garth Tinsley, Sally Embelton,  
Melanie Allgaeuer, and Jane Parkin.
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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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