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Welcome to the Community Opening of the Legal Year. Corrs Chambers Westgarth is 

proud to be a sponsor of this important event.

Access to justice

Every person has a common law right to legal representation. As a profession, our duty is 

to promote and serve the legal system with the highest of integrity. This duty, which we 

pledge to uphold when we are admitted to practice, gives rise to obligations to the court, 

obligations to our clients, and to the profession.  An important feature of our profession is 

our obligation to facilitate access to justice to members of the community.  

This obligation is met by commercial law firms through the pro bono legal assistance 

provided to:

• low income or disadvantaged individuals who don’t qualify for legal aid;

• to the not‐for‐profit organisations which work on behalf of low‐income or 

disadvantaged members of the community; and

• the law reform or policy work on issues affecting low‐income or disadvantaged 

individuals.

This work provides an important safety net for the many Victorians who are unable to 

afford legal advice, and who are ineligible for the limited sources of publicly funded legal 

assistance.

Demonstration of commitment



Victorian lawyers take their obligation to facilitate access to justice very seriously.  

In fact, Victoria’s legal profession leads the way amongst Australian lawyers in the 

provision of these services.  To mention only part of this commitment, in 2008 Victorian 

law firms on the Victorian Government Panel provided over $14 million of pro bono 

work1.

And its pleasing to see that this commitment to pro bono legal work is part of a national 

trend.  A survey of 29 of Australia’s leading law firms last year indicated that those firms 

provided over 300,000 hours of pro bono work during the year, which is the equivalent of 

180 lawyers doing pro bono work full‐time.

Examples of schemes

The strength of Victoria’s pro bono practice is also demonstrated by the work of  many 

lawyers in schemes such as:

• the Homeless Person’s Legal Clinic;

• the Seniors’ Rights Legal Clinic;

• the not-for-profit legal service of PILCH Connect; and  

• Barristers also provide substantial pro bono assistance through the Victorian Bar 

Legal Assistance Scheme.  

These, and other pro bono referral services, are inspiring examples of the community 

and commercial sectors joining forces to provide pro bono services and to address areas 

of unmet need.  In ten years of operation, pro bono lawyers working with the Homeless 

Persons’ Legal Clinic have assisted over 5,000 people who are homeless, or at risk of 

homelessness.

Bushfire and flood responses

1 Government Legal Services Annual Report 2008-2009. 



Perhaps one of the best examples of the strength of Victoria’s pro bono culture is 

the response of the Victorian legal profession to the Victorian bushfire disaster. The 

formation of Bushfire Legal Help, within two days of Black Saturday, was a unique 

collaboration of the Victorian legal profession’s peak bodies. In the months following 

the fires, Bushfire Legal Help responded to over 2,000 enquiries, and provided ongoing 

legal assistance to more than 800 Victorians affected by the bushfires.2 It was in these 

circumstances that the legal profession’s extraordinary commitment to pro bono shone 

brightest, with an overwhelming number of lawyers volunteering their time to attend 

relief centres, and provide advice on insurance claims, locating essential documents, 

wills, property law and the like.  It’s heartening to see that a similar response has 

occurred following the Queensland floods and now the Victorian floods.

Other benefits of pro bono

But beyond hours and dollars, the real value of pro bono is immeasurable and the benefits 

far reaching.  As the Hon. Chief Justice Marilyn Warren aptly said in 2008:

Without a willingness to provide legal representation on a pro bono basis, our legal 

system would fray....Without doubt, the pro bono services given by law firms, individual 

lawyers and barristers provide the oil to keep the justice system on track.3

Pro bono work is not just about providing legal advice and representation to individuals; 

it is about providing people with a voice and empowering them to be agents of change in 

their lives.  Providing access to justice is about helping ordinary people realise their legal 

rights and entitlements, and to understand their obligations when their lives intersect with 

the law.  It’s also about helping people to make links in the community and providing 

them with appropriate support to move forward with their lives.  

For Corrs, and all other commercial law firms who carry out pro bono work, it provides 

an opportunity for lawyers to “walk a mile in the shoes” of the marginalised or 

disadvantaged.  It provides the environment for lawyers to deal with clients of a different 

2 Bushfire legal help final report: http://www.bushfirelegalhelp.org.au/cb_pages/images/
BLH_project_report_final.pdf
3 Justice Marilyn Warren, The Chief Justice's Remarks at the VLF Pro Bono Awards 2008. 
http://www.supremecourt.vic.gov.au/wps/wcm/connect/justlib/Supreme+Court/resources/5/3/
534ebd804056e2f5ae94bee505682c73/Remarks+at+the+VLF+Pro+Bono+Awards+2008.pdf 

http://www.supremecourt.vic.gov.au/wps/wcm/connect/justlib/Supreme+Court/resources/5/3/534ebd804056e2f5ae94bee505682c73/Remarks+at+the+VLF+Pro+Bono+Awards+2008.pdf
http://www.supremecourt.vic.gov.au/wps/wcm/connect/justlib/Supreme+Court/resources/5/3/534ebd804056e2f5ae94bee505682c73/Remarks+at+the+VLF+Pro+Bono+Awards+2008.pdf
http://www.supremecourt.vic.gov.au/wps/wcm/connect/justlib/Supreme+Court/resources/5/3/534ebd804056e2f5ae94bee505682c73/Remarks+at+the+VLF+Pro+Bono+Awards+2008.pdf


nature to the typical commercial firm client.

Hope for continued enthusiasm

I hope that over this new legal year, which formally commences today, we will see 

continued growth of the profession’s enthusiasm for ensuring access to justice to all 

members of the community.
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