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Beyond Collins Street

By Jane Levin, freelance writer and editor

There is often a perception 
that lawyers don’t choose to 
practice in the country or the 
suburbs, or that somehow the 
work is not challenging or 
important. David Pringle - 
young lawyer (just) and partner 
at Meerkin & Apel in South 
Yarra, and Sam McGee - 
solicitor at Stringer Clark in 
Portland, talked to me about 
their decision to practice 
outside of the CBD, as well as 
the effect practicing within a 
smaller community has had on 
their legal career and working 
environment.
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commercial litigation, such 
as: breach of contract disputes at common law 
and in equity, trade practices, intellectual 
property, as well as personal injury and 
negligence.

For David, “the philosophy of the firm was more 
important than the location,” when choosing 
where to apply for articles of clerkship. David 
himself has a history of involvement in social 
justice causes, and in Meerkin & Apel he was 
able to find ”... a strong culture of social justice 
as well as a commercially competitive nature."

Having said that, David enjoys the 
geographical advantages of working outside 
the CBD and within a boutique suburban-based 
commercial firm:

“It has a more intimate and personalised feel, 
less chaotic. South Yarra also has the benefit of 
being very close to the city and therefore there 
is little difficulty in getting there for court and 
other appointments," he says.

“Most of our clients live in the general area. We 
represent many local businesses and residents 
... we also have close ties to many local 
businesses. We have represented the South 
Yarra Traders Association,” he adds.

David even plays in the Meerkin & Apel mixed 
netball team, in a competition held for 
workplaces in the Richmond and South Yarra 
area.

And there is nothing small about the type of 
commercial cases David has been involved in. 
“The firm is a relatively small boutique firm but 
deals in large cases and complex areas of law. 
Working in a smaller firm allows you to know 
your colleagues better and have a closer 
working relationship with staff members,” 
he says. David was involved in the recent 
High Court case of The Daniels Corporation 
International Pty Ltd v ACCC [2002] HCA 49, 
dealing with the protection of the fundamental 
right of legal professional privilege. He also 
successfully sued on behalf of a plaintiff who 
suffered an asthma attack as a patron at a 
restaurant, due to the effects of passive 
smoking: Andrea Bowles v Canton Pty Ltd 
(Trading as Tien Tien Cafe Bar) (unreported, 
Magistrate Smith, Melbourne Magistrates’ 
Court, September 2000), known as the 
“Tien Tien case” case and one of the first 
decisions of its kind.

David believes that his firm encourages 
community involvement, but this is “more 
issue-based rather than geographically 
based."

“I have stayed with this firm because it has 
provided high quality work and great career 
opportunities. I have been given the 
opportunity to continue to hold and 
practice my social and political beliefs 
whilst working here. There is a genuine 
culture of tolerance and multi-culturalism at 
this firm,” he says.

Surely there must be something negative? 
“The only negative is the traffic on Toorak 
Rd!"

F
or Sam McGee, there were many 
things that attracted him to a country 
firm, such as: “greater client contact, a 
sense of being able to make more of a 

difference to a practice, greater control with 
file management, an opportunity to gain 
experience in a number of areas of law, 
and greater control over my career path.”

Sam practises in personal injury, family 
law, criminal law, wills and probate, and 
employment law - “basically anything that 
comes through the door,” he says.

Sam can't help but be involved in his 
community, as his client base is his community. 
As well as playing in his local footy team, Sam 
also volunteers, along with other solicitors at 
neighbouring law firms, as a duty solicitor every 
three weeks at the Portland Magistrates’ Court. 
Sam calls this “on the spot advocacy.”

Sam believes that both his firm and its location 
encourages community involvement:

“It is very important to get involved in some 
community organisation, for both professional 
and personal reasons. Professionally, because 
in a smaller, more isolated community personal 
reputation is extremely important. A lot of 
country people do business with those who 
they know personally rather than due to the 
reputation of a firm or company name. On a 
personal level, most social activity surrounds 
local clubs or societies, particularly sporting 
clubs. Therefore, by participating, its much 
easier to meet people.” ■
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