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High Flyer

Community law and 
leadership
It’s a cold morning, people rush 
in for their coffee, and Michael 
McKiterick is gearing up to speak at 
Victoria University about his work at 
Sunshine Youth Legal Service, where 
he is supervising his second cohort of 
students. Known to his peers as Mick, he 
recounts his weekend at the snow. “Sunday 
was beautiful up there,” he says.
Mick is a busy community legal sector 
lawyer, academic and volunteer. He runs the 
Sunshine Youth Legal Service, is a co-chair 
of the YLS Community Issues Committee 
and treasurer at Darebin Community Legal 
Centre (CLC), and is currently applying for a 
research grant to study human rights issues 
among young African Australians.

Regrets? Mick laments a lack of direction 
and not having a mentor in his formative 
years. “I lacked personal initiative; that 
made me question what I was doing. It 
took me a while to identify that that was 
a problem.” His advice? “If you can't chase 
your goals in your current environment, 
change it.”
Change is what Mick did. He took a 
job at PILCH, and was then awarded a 
Community Legal Centre Fellowship, 
which provided him with an avenue for 
his current role. His fellowship report,
“The Volunteer Cycle”, charts a new path 
for the management and utilisation of 
volunteers and considers how CLCs can best 
meet increasing demand for their already 
stretched services.
Mick believes his most important 
achievement has been developing 
relationships with people and organisations

committed to what they believe in, and 
being able to share those experiences with 
his students: “They each have their own 
challenges. It is about getting students to 
find their own path - to appreciate that 
the law gives us the ability to question the 
structures around us, whether implicitly or 
explicitly”.
Mentors are hard to come by. Mick is a 
mentor, whether he realises it or not. He

encourages you to take a leap of faith, in 
such a relaxed manner that before you 
know it you're walking tall in a place you 
thought you couldn't stand.
My advice: go get a coffee with Mick (and 
make sure it's a long macc). •

CAL VINEY is Vice President of the Young Lawyers' 
Section and is currently studying a Masters in Law at the 
London School of Economics and Political Science as a 
Chevening Scholar.
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High Flyers

Law and the water of life
Rebecca Nelson’s interest in law 
and the environment has been 
pivotal in shaping her career - with 
both encompassed in her current role as 
Program Leader at Stanford University's 
Comparative Groundwater Law and Policy 
Program in California, a collaboration 
with the United States Studies Centre at 
the University of Sydney.

Rebecca never intended to become 
a lawyer. She originally studied law 
to complement her environmental 
engineering degree at the University of 
Melbourne. She saw the combination as 
a powerful set of tools to effect change in 
the environmental field. It wasn't until 
undertaking summer clerkships that 
Rebecca discovered that she actually liked 
legal work and fell into law as a career.

Her first position was with Blake Dawson's 
environment and water law team, where she 
practised for three and a half years. Almost 
half that time was spent on secondment 
to the Murray Darling Basin Commission, 
where she became aware of an array of issues 
within water law and regulation requiring 
further research and policy development. 

This, coupled with an opportunity to 
travel on country with the Arabunna 
people of South Australia, provided

the trigger for her current focus: 
the law and policy of groundwater 
management. Rebecca notes this area is 
“often overlooked despite its incredible 
importance in determining the health of 
our environment and rivers”.

A desire to engage with the reform 
possibilities she identified led Rebecca 
to step out of legal practice into 
postgraduate studies. As a John Monash 
Scholar, she completed a Master of the 
Science of Law at Stanford University - a 
course renowned for its use of empirical 
and evaluative legal skills to analyse how 
the law is implemented. It married neatly 
with Rebecca's own philosophy that what 
truly matters is whether the law drives 
better environmental outcomes on the 
ground, not what it says on paper.

Between juggling consulting work, 
lecturing, motherhood and doctoral 
research in a critical area of law of 
increasing importance, Rebecca has 
the following advice for young lawyers: 
the three most important ingredients 
to a successful career are a supportive 
family, passion for your subject matter, 
and an interested mentor who can pass 
development opportunities your way. •

SOPHIE ELLIS is a lawyer with Corrs Chambers Westgarth.

MAKING THE LAW WORK FOR 
A BETTER ENVIRONMENT 
IS THE FOCUS FOR 
GROUNDWATER LAW 
AND POLICY SPECIALIST 
REBECCA NELSON.

LAW AND POLITICS ARE 
BY NO MEANS STRANGE 
BEDFELLOWS, BUT FEW 
PRACTISE BOTH AT ONCE. 
JAMES RANKIN DOES.

Taking law into local government
James Rankin has recently served a 
term as local councillor on the Moonee 
Valley City Council. In his late twenties, 
James has managed - through sheer 
determination - to carry out the role of an 
elected public official while working full-time 
as a commercial lawyer at Australian Unity. 

Looking back, James says he has been “keenly 
involved in progressive politics” ever since 
finishing high school. After graduating from 
university, he completed an internship in the 
United States with a community develop
ment NGO, as well as volunteering on the 
2008 Obama for President campaign. When 
he returned to Australia, James stood for 
council election as the Labor Party candidate. 

Among his passions in office, James lists 
affordable broadband internet access and 
other forms of “digital inclusion”, and 
advancing issues affecting the culturally and 
linguistically diverse community of Moonee

Valley. He has also led the way in the council's 
use of social media. James observes that:
“The law-making role you play at a local 
government level is dealing with the same 
issues that any law-making body would deal 
with, but within a much more confined space 
and with a much more acute impact. You 
affect people's day to day lives”.

At Australian Unity, he is an in-house 
legal counsel, advising on trade practices, 
corporate law, health law and contract law. 
Acknowledging that the two roles may seem 
“completely different”, James nevertheless 
believes that “at the end of the day, it always 
provided a different perspective. It has made 
me a better councillor and a better lawyer”.
In either role, “there's always that constant 
challenge to deliver something . . . to get 
results”. •

BRUCE CHEN is a lawyer and member of the YLS Editorial 
Committee.
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Harnessing people power for change
At only 26 years of age and having 
graduated from university in 2011, 
Nick Allardice has already made 
significant contributions in the social 
campaigning space. Nick is passionate 
about global poverty and climate change. 
He is currently the Australian director of 
Change.org and the Deputy Chair of the 
Australian Youth Climate Coalition. 

Change.org is a global online platform for 
social campaigning, attracting at least 
30,000 campaigns every month. Nick 
was recently involved in supporting a 
successful campaign through Change.org 
which resulted in the Ferrero and Lindt 
confectionery companies committing to 
having 100 per cent fair trade cocoa beans 
in their chocolate products by 2020.
Nick is passionate about exploring 
how to empower people in emerging 
and developing countries with tools to 
create social change, and has travelled to 
Indonesia, Thailand and Japan to help set 
up Change.org teams in those countries.

He is excited about the scale and impact in 
these countries, particularly in Indonesia, 
where social campaigns have revolved 
around human rights abuses.

While still at university, in 2010 Nick co
founded the very successful anti-poverty 
Live Below the Line campaign, which 
challenged participants in Melbourne to 
feed themselves on the equivalent of the 
extreme poverty line for five days. This 
campaign is now an annual event and 
has since spread to the UK, USA and New 
Zealand and has already raised $5 million 
for charity.

Like many law students, when Nick started 
university he thought that post graduation 
he would go down the traditional traineeship 
path. When he became involved in social 
campaigning with the Oak Tree Foundation 
in his second year of university, however, he 
realised that he had found his calling and 
true passion. He feels incredibly privileged to 
be doing what he is doing. •

VERN PHANG is a lawyer with Ashurst Australia.

Making waves for asylum seekers
Melbourne barrister Jessie Taylor 

first visited a detention centre as 
a 19-year-old university student.
From that experience, she says, “my life 
literally changed overnight”. The events 
that followed make clear how profound this 
experience was for Jessie.

Not satisfied with carving out a career 
assisting refugees in the confines of the 
courtroom, Jessie took her own leap in 
2008, staging a dramatic middle of the 
night rescue of a group of soccer players 
who risked persecution if they were to 
return home to Afghanistan. She arranged 
for them to flee their manager to an 
apartment above her family's bookstore, 
and ultimately helped them apply for and be 
granted permanent protection in Australia. 

Not long after this, when Jessie was in 
Indonesia gathering video footage of the 
mistreatment of asylum seekers, she met 
Jaffar Ali, an unaccompanied 14-year-old 
Afghan in detention. She gave him her 
number, scribbled on a piece of paper,

A LIFE-CHANGING VISIT 
TO A DETENTION CENTRE 
LED TO DIRECT ACTION 
FOR REFUGEE ADVOCATE 
JESSIE TAYLOR.

along with a promise that if he could get to 
Australia she would look after him. Jaffar 
did make it to Australia, and Jessie kept her 
promise, becoming a foster mum at age 27.

Besides years of selfless voluntary work 
in the refugee community, Jessie is also 
the co-creator of the award-winning 
documentary, Between the Devil and the Deep 
Blue Sea, which traces the journey of asylum 
seekers from Indonesia.

And yet, Jessie doesn't see herself as 
inspirational. She finds inspiration in 
the likes of Julian Burnside QC, for his 
sustained commitment to refugee advocacy 
over many years, and in the many people 
she works with in the law, who in her words 
are “the quiet achievers, the ones who get 
things done”.

But Jessie does acknowledge the challenges. 
“Dealing with other people's trauma 
without taking it on personally” is one of 
the toughest things she's dealt with. Then 
she smiles. “That, and the bar exam.” •

MATTHEW GARDNER is a law graduate with Herbert Geer.
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Practising human rights
Spending a year volunteering in a 
West African refugee camp led to 

Jessie Smith’s recognition that most 
refugees simply want an honest day’s 
work. This was the catalyst for creation of 
SEW (Supporting + Empowering Women)
- a social enterprise based in Tanzania that

employs HIV positive women to hand- 
stitch environmentally friendly conference 
bags. As president and co-founder of SEW, 
Jessie spent most of her university days 
coordinating the enterprise.

Jessie's international experiences with 
SEW led her to internships with the United 

Nations, as well as to the 
International Criminal 
Tribunal for the former 
Yugoslavia, where she 
worked on the defence 
team for former Bosnian 
president Radovan 
Karadzic.

However, when 
graduate traineeship 
application time came, 
Jessie explains, “I was 
apprehensive that I had 
shot myself in the foot 
in terms of my legal 
career”. Despite the 
breadth of her work and 
life experience, Jessie 
found herself regarded

HUMANITARIAN VOLUNTEERING IS 
THE BASIS OF A REWARDING CAREER 
DIRECTION FOR JESSIE SMITH.

as a potential flight risk as rejection letters 
piled into her inbox from the commercial 
law firms to which she had applied.

Taking this as an opportunity to extend her 
skills, Jessie went on to do her honours year 
in International Relations and received first 
class honours for her thesis. On the cusp 
of setting foot in the legal profession, she 
thought hard about her skills, experiences 
and interests, and where she would be best 
placed to use them - an exercise that Jessie 
encourages every young lawyer to do before 
embarking on a legal career.

Happily, Jessie is now an enthusiastic 
trainee practising in what she describes as 
“the frontline of Australia's engagement 
with human rights” at Robert Stary & 
Associates, the largest criminal defence 
firm in Victoria.

An epitome of the true grit, determination 
and sheer hard work behind being a “high 
flyer”, there is no doubt that for Jessie, the 
best is yet to come. •

SEW: www.sewtanzania.org

TERRI ABEYSEKERA is a lawyer with A. J. Macken & Co.

Challenging road to the Bar
Sitting in his chambers, barrister Oren 
Bigos recalls his career path and some 
of his achievements so far.

Oren cites his time as associate to Finkelstein 
J of the Federal Court as a particularly 
formative part of his career. Despite having 
topped his class at university, Oren jokes, 
one day early in his associateship a frustrated 
Finkelstein J took him to the court library, 
sat him down and proclaimed that Oren 
would now learn how to research.

During that year, Oren says, “I gained an 
insight into the court system that I don't 
think you can get any other way, and I 
developed the ability to form and express 
my own opinion on what the law is and what 
it should be”.

After working for a couple of years in private 
practice, Oren won a Menzies Scholarship 
to study at Oxford University. He describes 
this period as unique and one of the most 
enriching in his life. Oxford is a town of 
academics and students, and living there

is living in a “bubble”. One of the key 
advantages of studying in the UK, he says, is 
that some of the world's greatest academic 
minds and famous faces routinely appear to 
speak.

Before returning from the UK, Oren won a 
further scholarship to undertake his DPhil 
through Oxford University. While writing 
his final thesis and working part-time in 
Melbourne, He decided to go to the Bar.
Five years PQE was the right time, he says. 
Any earlier and he might not have had the 
connections, much later and he might have 
been too settled to make the move - though 
“I might have done my associateship a bit 
later, as by the time I got to the Bar, many of 
the contacts I made had moved on”.

Oren's achievements may sound 
intimidating, but they are a reminder that 
with hard work and ambition you can 
achieve what you set out to, especially while 
you are young. •

TEGAN HALL is a solicitor with Scanlan Carroll.

PRACTICAL COURT 
EXPERIENCE AND RIGOROUS 
ACADEMIC STUDY MAKE A 
WINNING COMBINATION FOR 
BARRISTER OREN BIGOS.
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Challenging the limits of the law
James Muldoon was one of the 
organisers of last year’s Occupy 
Melbourne protest. Following the 
forcible eviction of Occupy Melbourne 
from the City Square in October 2011, 
James became the litigant for the Occupy 
protesters in a civil rights case against 
Melbourne City Council. The case 
challenges the council's restrictions on the 
right to protest, and will be an important 
test case for the freedom of political 
communication in Australia.

James completed an Arts/Law degree 
at the University of Melbourne in 2010 
and has worked as a legal adviser at the 
Tenants Union of Victoria and facilitated 
workshops for the Centre Against Sexual 
Assault with young men on issues of 
sex, gender and violence. He is a lecturer 
and postgraduate student at Monash 
University in political theory, philosophy 
and aesthetics.

Despite his familiarity with the law,
James found the Occupy Melbourne legal 
proceedings to be a real eye-opener: “I got to

see first-hand just how arbitrary, fallible 
and all-too-human the law can be. I have 
always had a critical relationship with the 
law, but this has only increased the closer 
I have come to it. Law is a great tool for 
championing social justice claims, but 
there are very clear limits to its ability 
to overcome systemic privilege and 
structural forms of injustice”.

He continues to educate students on 
political philosophy and plans to open 
a philosophy school in 2013. His advice 
to law students is to think outside the 
top corporate law firms. “There are two 
types of law students: those who will end 
up at corporate firms, and those who will 
do something with their lives. Reflect on 
your role in society and think about what 
kind of contribution you want to make 
to this world.”

At the time of writing North J has 
reserved judgment in Muldoon v Melbourne 
City Council. •

DANIEL NGUYEN is Class Actions Coordinator at the 
Supreme Court of Victoria.

VIEWING THE LAW THROUGH
THE PRISM OF POLITICAL
PHILOSOPHY BRINGS A
WHOLE NEW PERSPECTIVE
FOR JAMES MULDOON.

INTERNATIONAL LAW, 
GLOBAL HEALTH AND 
COMPLEX COMMERCIAL 
LAW IS A HEADY MIX, BUT 
ALEX PHELAN KEEPS HER 
FEET ON THE GROUND.

Thinking globally
Alexandra Phelan’s story is a great 
example of how far simply loving your 
work can take you.

She holds degrees in Biomedical Science 
and Law (Honours), plus a Diploma of 
Languages, and will soon complete a 
Masters of Law specialising in international 
law. Usually a lawyer in the mergers and 
acquisitions (M&A) team at King & Wood 
Mallesons, Alex recently completed a human 
rights internship at the World Health 
Organization (WHO), and is currently a 
legal intern at the GAVI Alliance (formerly 
the Global Alliance for Vaccines and 
Immunisation) in Geneva, a global health 
partnership that funds the provision of 
vaccines to children in developing countries. 
Alex's legal career began when she found 
herself increasingly engaged with ethical 
and human rights issues associated with 
medical research. She developed an interest 
in international health and human rights 
law and completed her honours thesis on the 
application of Australian and international 
laws to global health emergencies. This 
expertise, combined with an affinity

for complex M&A transactions, fluency 
in Chinese and French and numerous 
impressive leadership roles, puts Alex 
squarely within anyone's definition of 
“high flyer”.
Perhaps more impressive than Alex's many 
achievements is her unwavering optimism. 
What others might consider a setback, she 
considers just the beginning of a new path. 
In stark contrast to the methodical and 
rational nature of transactional law, Alex 
also credits decisions based on instinct 
rather than careful deliberation for much 
of her success. Perhaps the combination of 
both instincts is the key to the balance she 
maintains across all aspects of her life.
One might be tempted to consider such 
optimism easy when Alex's career seems 
to have fallen so perfectly into place. But 
her positivity has been put to the test by 
a traumatic struggle through an abusive 
relationship, and endures nonetheless. 
Alex's advice for leading a successful career? 
Identify something you love doing and find 
a way to spend your life doing it. •

CAITLIN BROWN is a law graduate with Corrs Chambers 
Westgarth.

YOUNG LAWYERS JOURNAL 11

H
IG

H FLY
ER

S


