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Pro bono
in the Asian century
Pro bono practice is beneficial to young lawyers as professional development, 
and the community as a vital public service. David Mejia-Canales and Jay 
Chandramohan examine how young lawyers could influence the Asia 
Pacific region to meaningfully incorporate pro bono practice.

Pro bono legal work has become 
increasingly visible in Australia 
during the 21st century due chiefly 
to the development of a structured 
and coordinated delivery of pro bono 
services.

Nine of Australia’s top tier firms reported 
exceeding the 2007 National Pro Bono 
Guidelines of 35 hours of pro bono work 
per lawyer per year in 2011/12.1 An ABS 
study found that 955,400 hours of pro 
bono legal work was undertaken in the 
2007/08 financial year, worth a total value 
of $238.2 million. This evidence suggests 
the role of pro bono has emerged from an 
unstructured ideal in the late 1960s to 
become more of a norm today.
Yet, while there have been many positive 
steps taken in recent years, particularly 
from well-resourced top tiers, there is still

more that can, and arguably should, be 
done. Young lawyers and students, as future 
professional leaders, should be driving this 
revolution from the bottom up. Not only 
as a community contribution, but also for 
the benefits pro bono practice offers young 
lawyers.
A 2008 Legal Ethics article1 stated that 
pro bono work challenges talented young 
lawyers by varying their caseload and 
allowing them to better connect with their 
communities. It is claimed that pro bono 
work reminds young lawyers of the reasons 
many of them entered legal practice in 
the first place: for the righting of wrongs, 
redressing discrimination and protecting 
the underdog. Engaging young lawyers and 
law students with pro bono work ensures 
that the initial impulse that may have 
driven them to the law is not derailed.

The benefits for firms
Herbert Smith Freehills head of pro 
bono and community Annette Bain has 
championed the firm’s growing focus on 
pro bono work. This shift has positively 
affected staff morale, development, 
attraction and retention. She also expresses 
an underlying desire to give back to the 
communities the firm operates in.

Herbert Smith Freehills is not alone in reaping 
the benefits of pro bono work. Clayton Utz 
pro bono partner David Hillard confirmed 
that his lawyers are enthusiastic about 
pro bono work and that in turn, the firm 
creates an incentive for lawyers to meet 
pro bono benchmarks. “First of all, our pro 
bono work is about helping low-income and 
disadvantaged people who might otherwise 
fall through the cracks of our justice system, 
but over the years we have found that it also 
makes for better and more engaged lawyers”, 
he said.

While the uptake of pro bono work in top 
tier firms is to be highly commended and 
encouraged, figures show that only one 
in seven firms nationwide have signed on 
to the National Pro Bono Guidelines.2 An 
opportunity exists for young lawyers and 
students to lobby current employers and the 
profession at large to shift the perception of 
pro bono from something we should do, to 
something we all do. Annette Bain suggests 
that the profession’s core focus should be to 
develop an approach to pro bono work that 
is entrenched in everyday practice across the 
profession as a whole. This shift in attitude 
to pro bono in Australia could ultimately 
influence our Asia Pacific neighbours. IS
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Pro bono across Asia
Attorney-at-law and researcher at the Japan 
Legal Support Centre, Tomoki Ikenaga, 
in his address at a pro bono conference 
in Melbourne, postulated that in recent 
years Asian countries have begun ground
breaking access to justice reforms. Over 
the past 12 years Taiwan, Japan, China and 
Indonesia have established or reformed 
their legal pro bono schemes. Where once 
pro bono work in these countries was 
undertaken by national bar associations, 
university professors or concerned parties, 
recent reforms have begun implementing 
systematic schemes, far more wide reaching 
than before.

Our Asian neighbours are increasingly 
looking towards Australia’s private pro 
bono practice and legal aid schemes to 
inform their approach. The recent Japanese 
earthquake and subsequent tsunami was 
a case in point. Japan looked to Australia’s 
handling of pro bono legal assistance 
provided to the people and communities 
affected by the Victorian bushfires in 2009 
and the more recent floods in Queensland 
to inform their response.

The Australian government has released a 
white paper about the roles Australia has 
to play in the Asian Century. The paper 
primarily focuses on economic and trade 
opportunities, but also expresses a desire 
to strengthen educational, cultural and 
people-to-people links with Asia. This is 
where we, as young lawyers, can contribute; 
by acting local and thinking global. We 
have an opportunity to entrench a healthy 
respect and attitude to pro bono legal work 
in the Asia Pacific region. The benefits of 
pro bono work for lawyers and firms are 
multiplied tenfold when sharing knowledge 
and experience across countries.

The future
While our national approach to pro bono 
work is not universal, we can still be proud 
of our achievements thus far. It is our 
role as young lawyers to ensure that the 
momentum to entrench pro bono work in 
our profession is not lost or slowed down, 
even in the face of risks such as the global 
financial crisis, cuts to legal aid services or 
changes in government policy.

As young lawyers and students we should 
be actively looking to work with firms

supporting pro bono opportunities. 
Conversations about our duty and ability 
to undertake pro bono work should be 
happening from our first day at universities 
and onwards to our workplaces, facilitating 
the implementation of pro bono guidelines 
at all levels of the profession

As David Hillard highlighted, pro bono is 
about more than producing glossy brochures; 
it is a tangible measure of our values. If by 
nurturing a robust, collaborative culture 
of pro bono practice in Australia we can 
influence our region, then our profession and 
communities stand to benefit.

If you want to know more about pro bono 
work or to find out about the National 
Guidelines contact the National Pro Bono 
Resource Centre: www.nationalprobono. 
org.au. I
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The Mentoring Program is available to all LIV members and provides an opportunity 
for you to confidentially discuss practical legal issues with a LIV trained mentor.
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Why become a mentee:
• Assistance in career planning
• Professional support and 

guidance
• Access to independent and 

objective perspectives
• Connecting with a role model 

on an individual basis
• and many other reasons!

Find out more at the Mentoring 
Information Session

Thursday 5 September:
5.15 - 6.30pm
LIV, 470 Bourke Street, Melbourne 
Register your interest at 
www.liv.asn.au/whatsoncalendar - <

Find out more at www.liv.asn.au/mentee today!
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