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How long have you been in-house?
I have been at Holden for about four and a half years.

Before that, I was in-house at an ExxonMobil 
subsidiary for four and a half years.

What inspired you to make the 
move in-house?
I had two very young children who were aged two and 
four, and they both got chicken pox on the same day. I 
found myself angry because they were sick. I had a diary 
full of appointments and I just thought it was time for a 
life change.

Which type of law do they 
predominantly practice?
Our biggest one would be IP, as we have many trademarks, 
a merchandising program, and all of our designs. We also 
have a lot of commercial work - because of our procure
ment as an organization; we buy an awful lot of stuff!

We also focus on trade practices and consumer issues, 
since we sell a couple of hundred thousand cars per year. 
HR/IR is also a major area of law which is concentrated 
on, as we have about 9,500 employees. We also deal with 
export contracts, occupational health and safety, tax and 
finance.

Do you think its important to have 
private practice experience first?
Yes - I spent 23 years in private practice, 
where you receive good training. I do not 
think that in-house is organized for training.
For example, I wouldn't take on an articled 
clerk, because I do not think that we have the 
organizational capability to set up training 
programs for young lawyers.

I also think that it's good to work for a 
client who is very demanding, and for whom 
you have financial responsibility. I think that 
you need to be sensitized about client 
expectations and I am not so sure that you 
get that in-house as opposed to externally, 
where the partners and firms income and reputation 
depend on it.

What makes for a successful in
house counsel?
I think that one needs breadth of experience to be good 
at spotting issues, but essentially it depends on the 
business. Our business is extremely complex, and we 
would touch almost every area of the law here. I do not 
think that one necessarily requires very deep experience in 
everything, as this is unachievable. For In-house practice, 
one must adopt a strong commercial approach to problem 
solving. You must also have the proper people skills.

How big is your team?
We currently have 6 team members employed on a full 
time basis. We also have two part-time workers, each 
with children.

How is work allocated to your 
team members?
One of my part time employees specifically looks after 
projects, and does not look after the day-to-day issues 
that are brought into the office. With the rest of the 
employees, there is some division of the tasks at hand, 
in the sense that one lawyer does a lot of work on IP 
protection, and another focuses on the procurement side 
of the business. I have another person allocated to work 
of an environmental nature. However, due to the 
unpredictability of the workflow, to a degree it depends 
on who is available. As a consequence, I do expect them 
all to have a go at everything. Due to extra headcount 
this year, we now have a specialist HR/IR lawyer, 
whereas before I would expect my team to be able to 
pick up an HR/IR issue.

How is practising in-house 
different to private practice?

It is different in the sense that in private 
practice the client has already got the issue 
and has already tried to deal with it. When 
you come into a transaction, you are 
frequently not having to shape it, and can 
intervene or come up with a resolution, or 
redirect it. Except for say the big mergers and 
acquisitions, to a large degree you are not an 
initiator, whereas I think that in private 
practice, particularly where you are working 
cross-functionally, you are much more likely to 
be involved in the decision making process 
from start to finish.

In-house lawyers are expected to be advisors and 
compliance experts, in addition to the conscience of the 
company.

Do you send much work to 
external lawyers or is it mostly 
done in-house?
It depends on what work is required. Since we have an 
increased headcount, we are able to do more work in
house than before. We don't send a huge amount out. We 
don't do litigation in-house, not that we have that much 
litigation in the first place, as we are not a business 
which is highly litigious. Where there are product issues, 
a lot of that is done at the Small Claims Tribunal.

Do you prefer to send external 
work to larger or smaller firms?
Again it depends on the type of work. Mallesons have 
been GM's lawyers since 1927, so they do nearly all of 
our big transactions. Other principal firms are Freehills 
and Phillips Fox. For more minor things we look for value 
for money and use smaller firms.

How do your team keep their legal 
skills sharp?
We go to a lot of seminars that the law firms offer us. We 
like to keep a general eye on what is going on.
Essentially we are at the cutting edge with issues such as 
merchandising and brand protection, and do more work 
in those areas than most others. I don't expect my team 
to be experts in everything. I really just expect them to
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