The Lawyer Project Report:
Key Findings
We asked:

What is the contribution that lawyers in Australia make – in economic, social
and political terms?

We looked at:

The literature: reports, articles and analyses and the people: real life case
studies of Australian lawyers.

We found contributions to…
ECONOMY

LARGE-SCALE CRISIS RESPONSE

The legal sector employs more than

100,000 persons in Australia.1

Lawyers are a critical part of

disaster response.

They mobilise in times of natural
disaster and in times of public
health crisis.
Legal services in Australia
generate value in excess of

$13.5b
to the Australian economy2
with a market size of

An effective legal system
is intrinsically linked to

economic growth.

PUBLIC POLICY
Lawyering is not just what happens in the
courtroom. Often it is also about aiding

policy or law reform
at a higher level.

$23b

3

ADMINISTRATION OF JUSTICE
Through its integral role in the administration of justice,
the legal profession is vital to the health of
Australian society.

Access to the law
is only possible because
of the legal profession.

Lawyers offer a

voice and tools

to those seeking justice.

SOCIETY AND COMMUNITY
Lawyers are critical to
the social capital of our
communities.

Economic Contributions

The legal sector employs more than

100,000 persons in Australia.4

Legal services in Australia
generate value in excess of

Legal services in Australia
maintain a market size of

$13.5b

$23b
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to the Australian economy.5

ECONOMIC STRENGTH AND GROWTH
An effective legal system is intrinsically linked to economic
growth.

GDP AND BALANCE OF TRADE
We also know...
•

In 2018-19, Australia’s trade balance in relation to
legal services in 2018-19 was $667 million, and this
doesn’t count major exporters which are reliant on
legal services.7

•

Demand for Australian legal services is high,
particularly in the Asia-Pacific.

•

Lawyers strengthen adherence to Australia’s rule of
law, a vital attractor for Foreign Direct Investment.

We also know...
•

Adherence to and enforcement of legal rules has
economic value:
Contracts
move goods and services to where
they are most valued.
Property
create and define rights to exclusive
use of valuable resources, giving incentives to invest.
Financial markets
enhance investor confidence.

•

Corporate lawyers are trusted advisors: they are key
intermediaturies, and help facilitate transactions.

•

In-house and government lawyers give advice that is
essential to cpmpliance and transparency.

•

Justice not provided costs.

“What is... real and substantial, is
the cost of the delay, disruption and
inefficiency, which results from absence
or denial of legal representation.”8
The Hon Murray Gleeson AC QC

ECONOMIC VALUE OF TIMELY
COMMERCIAL ADVICE
A legally compliant, well-structured and properly
governed business provides clear benefits to
the Australian economy, and key corporate
stakeholders such as creditors, shareholders, staff
and consumers.

Contribution to the
Administration of Justice

LEGAL ASSISTANCE SERVICES

PRO BONO

As at June 2021,

Lawyers in 2020-21 performed pro bono hours the
equivalent of

130,567
civil, criminal and family Legal Aid matters had
been assigned to practioners in the 2020-21
financial year.9

Through its integral role in the
administration of justice, the legal
profession is vital to the health of
Australian society.

“If there were no rules and the
lawyers did not apply them,
we would not have a peaceful,
organised and lawful society.”11
The Hon Marilyn Warren AC QC

FACILITATING SELF-REPRESENTATION AND EARLY
INTERVENTION SERVICES
Early intervention projects such as health justice
partnerships and domestic violence units are found to
result in improved safety and wellbeing, legal outcomes
and outcomes with non-legal issues.

357 lawyers
working full-time for one year, in firms which are
signatories to the Australian Pro Bono Centre’s National
Pro Bono Target.10

CHARITABLE AND NOT-FOR-PROFIT
ORGANISATIONS
Lawyers assist vulnerable and disadvantaged clients
through their work, paid and voluntary, for charitable and
not-for-profit organisations.

LAWYERS OFFER A VOICE AND TOOLS TO THOSE
SEEKING JUSTICE
In cases from Mabo v Queensland (No.2) to the Kilmore
East-Kinglake Bushfire Class Action, lawyers have assisted
clients to stand up for their fundamental rights.12

Contribution in Times of
Large-Scale Crisis or Disaster

TIMES OF LARGE-SCALE CRISIS OR DISASTER
Lawyers are a critical part of disaster response.
We also know...
•

Disasters can trigger many problems: personal,
family, institutional and economic.

•

A lawyer’s assistance in the wake of a disaster
endures for months and even years into the future.

•

The legal profession mobilises in times of crisis such
as natural diasters and public health emergencies.

CASE STUDY
The 2019-20 bushfires brought together a
number of organisations in the Victorian and
NSW legal assistance sector
By the end of January 2020, over

150 firms
had joined up to Justice Connect’s ‘Pro Bono
Portal’ which matched volunteer lawyers with
communities in need in a remarkably short
timeframe, providing pro bono legal services
to affected people across NSW and Victoria.

The COVID-19 pandemic has given rise to many legal
issues for individuals and organisations. From tenancy
disputes to issues of industrial relations and bankruptcy,
lawyers navigate their clients through these difficulties.

Legal Aid Queensland offered
factsheets and helplines in the
wake of major flooding in 2013,
as part of its ‘Natural disaster
legal help’ program.

“James wanted his share of the insurance payout, so
he could buy a small piece of land and mobile home to
live in. James reached out to Victoria Legal Aid, where
he was referred to Justice Connect for pro bono legal
help. Lawyers were able to provide pro bono support
to James and helped write a letter of demand to the
landowner, asking for what James was owed.”
– with thanks to Justice Connect

49

%

of all Australian businesses relied upon
external advisors, including lawyers,
in the face of the uncertainty caused
by the COVID-19 pandemic.13

Contributions to Public
Policy

LAWYERING IS NOT JUST WHAT HAPPENS IN
THE COURTROOM

The Law Council made

218 submissions

We also know...
•

Lawyers help develop and scrutinise laws and
regulations impacting corporations, community
organisations, individuals and the natural
environment.

•

Lawyers engage in advocacy and ensure
accountability and transparency (particularly
in relation to actions of the executive arm of
government).

•

to parliamentary and public sector
processes in 2020, assisted by
its Constituent Bodies, Advisory
Committees and Sections.

In 2020 alone, law societies, bar associations and
organisations from across the legal profession made many
dozens of submissions under their own banner.

Lawyers assist systemic inquiries into key public
policy issues.
Systemic inquiries such as Royal
Commissions ‘speak truth to power’ and
can shape public policy for years to come.

CASE STUDY
“Diversity matters, and I feel it is extremely
important to have Indigenous perspectives within
the legal profession. This leads to innovative
thinking and problem solving, and ultimately better
laws, policies and outcomes for all Australians”

Lawyers act as ‘counsel-assisting’ in Royal
Commissions or give a voice to clients
where they are called as witnesses.

– Timothy Goodwin, member of the Yuin people
of the South East Coast of New South Wales and
barrister, mentor and volunteer

“Lawyers should be, and often are, involved in the
process of making our laws.”14
Hon Sir Gerard Brennan AC KBE
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LAWYERS ARE CRITICAL TO THE SOCIAL CAPITAL OF OUR COMMUNITIES
We also know...
•

Lawyers empower individuals and organisations to navigate often complex legal systems – and often in times of
extreme emotional or financial stress.

•

Lawyers are ‘connectors in their communities’.

LAWYERS ARE COMMUNITY CONNECTORS
“Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff within

ATSILSs play an important role as cultural conduits
between clients, court users and justice systems”
Final Report of the Review of the Indigenous Legal
Assistance Program 2015-2020.15

A 2009 Law Council survey of RRR
practitioners indicated more than

70

%

of respondents undertook unpaid voluntary
work within their area.16

LAWYERS SUPPORT FOR INDIVIDUALS FACING
EMOTIONAL TRAUMA
Lawyers play a critical role in assisting people through disputes
which are often emotionally charged and require a high degree of
sensitivity and empathy. Through this support, lawyers have the
potential to change the lives of their clients.

“Lawyers have a recognised place in the civic identity
and economic viability of rural communities”17
Simon Rice
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