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The Conference 
 
The inaugural National Access to Justice and Pro Bono Conference was held 
in Melbourne on Friday and Saturday 11 and 12 August 2006 and co-hosted 
by the Law Council of Australia and the National Pro Bono Resource Centre. 
It was a great success, with 240 practitioners from across the country 
attending the Conference. Attendees used the opportunity to engage in 
discussions, exchange information and opinions or network with other 
practitioners. 
 
The Conference followed the success of two national pro bono conferences 
and recognised the commitment of the lawyers of Australia to the ideal of 
access to justice for all members of the community.  
 

 

 
At the Conference: Mr Robert Musgrove, 
Chief Executive of the Civil Justice 
Council of the Royal Courts of Justice in 
England; Mr Tim Bugg, President of the 
Law Council; Federal Attorney-General 
the Hon Philip Ruddock MP and Mr Mark 
Woods, Chairman of the Australian Legal 
Assistance Forum and the Law Council’s 
Access to Justice Committee. 

 
 
The event featured keynote speakers including Chief Justice Murray Gleeson, 
the Federal Attorney-General Philip Ruddock MP, Mr Julian Burnside QC and 
the Chief Executive of the Civil Justice Council of the Royal Courts of Justice 
in England, Mr Robert Musgrove. 
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The Law Council and the National Pro Bono Resource Centre wish to note 
their gratitude to the Attorney-General’s Department (the primary sponsor of 
the Conference), the Law Institute of Victoria, the Australian Legal Assistance 
Forum, the Law Council’s Family Law Section, Farrar Gesini & Dunn, Baker & 
McKenzie, Mallesons Stephen Jaques and Phillips Fox for their kind support 
and sponsorship of the Conference.  
 
Overview of the Program 
 
Due to the Law Council’s liaison and close relationship with the National Pro 
Bono Resource Centre in planning the Conference, a very interesting and 
comprehensive program was developed by the Law Council’s Access to 
Justice Committee and the Centre, with assistance from the Law Institute of 
Victoria and National Legal Aid, for the participants of the Conference.   
 

 

 
Met at the Conference: Mr Mark Woods, 
Chairman of the Australian Legal 
Assistance Forum and the Law Council’s 
Access to Justice Committee, and Mr 
Frank Guivarra, Chief Executive Officer - 
Victorian Aboriginal Legal Service and 
former Chairman of the Australian Legal 
Assistance Forum. 

 
 
 
Ensuring access to justice for Australians has been a goal of the Law Council 
for decades. To this end, it lobbies Governments on justice issues and works 
with the Courts and other bodies to improve the justice system. The Law 
Council believes the provision of justice to the Australian community is 
fundamental to the acceptance of the rule of law and to the stability of the 
community at large. To reflect the Law Council’s point of view, the Conference 
program focused not only on access to justice and pro bono issues, but also 
on their inter-relationship. Topics covered integrated legal aid issues, pro 
bono practice, human rights, crime and punishment, relationships and civil 
justice. 
 
Chief Justice Gleeson opened the Conference and was received 
enthusiastically by participants. He emphasised the importance of all 
Australians having ready and equal access to legal advice and said the issues 
of legal costs, legal aid and pro bono resources went “right to the heart” of 
access to justice. Chief Justice Gleeson was followed by Melbourne barrister 
Julian Burnside QC, who urged the legal profession to ensure that the 
Australian community has the right and opportunity to access the justice 
system.   
 
Major Sessions of the Conference included panel sessions on unmet legal aid 
and the high price of litigation. The Honourable Wayne Martin, Chief Justice of 
Western Australia, reviewed various systems which may be utilised to bridge 
the gap between the cost of litigation and the capacity of litigants to afford 
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those costs. He also outlined steps that may be taken by courts to reduce the 
time and expense of litigation and thereby make litigation more affordable.  
 
Mr Robert Musgrove, Chief Executive of the Civil Justice Council of the Royal 
Courts of Justice in England, described the English system and noted that 
meeting unmet legal need through pro bono work should be stimulated by the 
ability to recover costs and by addressing the core of the issue by developing 
better public legal education programs and earlier advice intervention.  
 

 

From left to the right: Law Council 
President Mr Tim Bugg; Ms Kate 
McMillan SC from the Victorian Bar; the 
Hon Chief Justice Wayne Martin and Mr 
Glenn Martin SC, President of the 
Australian Bar Association. 

 
It was also apparent that Rule of Law sessions were highly attended by 
practitioners. Dr Joo-Cheong Tham, Senior Lecturer from the Melbourne Law 
School, identified two features of Australian anti-terrorism laws passed since 
the September 11 attacks that undermine access to justice and Philip Lynch 
from the Public Interest Law Clearing House discussed the development and 
operation of the Human Rights Law Resource Centre, the first specialist 
human rights legal service in Australia.   
 
Family law also had a big impact on attendees with discussions on the newly 
established Family Relationship Centres and collaborative justice. Dr Andrew 
Bickerdike from Relationships Australia outlined the types of services the 
Family Relationship Centres will provide and the demands and challenges 
that will face the centres in the future. Olivia Gesini, Partner of Farrar Gesini & 
Dunn Family Lawyers, which was a sponsor of the Conference, introduced 
participants to collaborative law and outlined its difference from mediation. Ms 
Cathy Gale, President of the Law Institute of Victoria, spoke also at this 
session. Collaborative law blends the principles of mediation with the skills 
and knowledge of lawyers and is ideally suited to family law which requires 
practical outcomes for the parties to enable them to move forward to the next 
phase of their life.  
 

 

More attendees: Mr John Corker, CEO of 
the National Pro Bono Centre; Ms 
Margery Nicoll from the Law Council; Mr 
Ian Govey, Deputy Secretary of the 
Attorney-General’s Department and Mr 
Rick Cullen from the Law Council’s 
Access to Justice Committee.  


