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Advocates for International Development (A4ID) 
arose out of the UK’s cultural tradition of pro bono 
legal assistance; harnessed by a desire to see the 
law, and the skills of lawyers, deployed effectively 
in the fight against global poverty.  At A4ID, we 
know that unequal access to legal expertise is a 
fundamental barrier to development. Therefore, 
we have always sought to ensure that the highest-
quality legal support is available to those engaged 
in the fight against poverty; and to assure that this 
support is provided free, to those that request it.

A4ID’s ROLE UK programme helps to realise 
this mission by supporting legal pro bono 
actors to deliver relevant, high-quality technical 
assistance, and thereby strengthen the rule of law 
internationally.

In mapping the landscape of the UK legal pro 
bono sector, this report is part of A4ID’s wider 
efforts to help legal pro bono providers move 
beyond providing ad-hoc, short-term, technical 
assistance, and to align their pro bono practices 
with the Sustainable Development Goals, thus 
enabling the UK pro bono sector to become more 
strategic, and impactful overall.

Some of the most instructive elements of this 
document relate to ways of increasing the 
sharing of knowledge and resources, and ways 
of strengthening peer-to-peer working with 
the judiciary and legal sector overseas. While 
governments may come and go, the legal sector 
endures – and we know the law is central to 
achieving lasting change. To that end, the ROLE 
UK programme will support A4ID’s wider work by 
developing and sharing knowledge specifically 
around improving Rule of Law work, and 
cultivating long-term partnerships between the 
UK legal sector and legal actors in developing 
countries. 

As we endeavour to realise the SDGs, the 
call to join hands and work collaboratively is 
stronger than ever. By providing stakeholders 
with an overview of the context of their work, 
we hope this contribution to the sector improves 
the management and coordination of legal pro 
bono, and with it, the hope of sustained, positive 
change.

Yasmin Batliwala
Chief Executive, A4ID
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The international pro bono sector in the UK is 
complex. It is made up of a diverse set of players 
with different reasons for doing pro bono, different 
ways of going about it and different partnerships 
through which to deliver it. What they all have in 
common, however, is a desire to improve the rule 
of law internationally: an objective shared with 
the UK government that funds A4ID’s ROLE UK 
programme that works with pro bono providers 
in the UK to help them deliver impactful technical 
assistance internationally.

Most international pro bono is not about large 
rule of law programmes. It is about individuals 
keen to do something and organisations keen to 
help them. The desire to share their skills and 
expertise pro bono with developing countries 
has driven many legal professionals to form 
associations and groups focused on an issue 
or country. Thematically focused legal NGOs 
also occupy an important place in the sector, 
leveraging valuable pro bono expertise to 
help them deliver their mandate. Professional 
bodies provide opportunities for their members 
to contribute pro bono to international work to 
promote the rule of law, through strengthening 
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ties between lawyers in the UK and abroad. 
Brokerages provide a service to UK legal 
professionals and partners in developing 
countries by matching requests for assistance 
to those wishing to work pro bono. 

For a long time, legal practitioners have looked 
to deploy their specialist skills through pro 
bono. Traditionally, in the international arena, 
this was easiest for human rights lawyers and 
criminal lawyers and judges operating a fairly 
straightforward model of responding to requests 
for assistance from their peers and those in 
need. Now commercial lawyers are also working 
directly in this space helping developing country 
governments solve commercial law and justice 
problems, using their network of global offices 
to carry out comparative law research for legal 
NGOs and assisting NGOs and social enterprises 
to start up or expand their operations.

This free resource requires investment of 
expertise and time to manage effectively and 
costs can look disproportionate until the real 
value of the service is built in to the equation. 
At its best, however, pro bono delivers a level of 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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specialist expertise that is not even for sale on the 
open market.

The sector is increasing in sophistication and 
becoming more strategic, with significant pockets of 
best practice. It has growing interest in testing and 
learning what pro bono can achieve, an increased 
tendency to see international pro bono work in 
terms of how it aligns with development goals, 
more of a focus on monitoring and measuring 
success and greater collaboration between players. 
It welcomes DFID’s interest in international legal 
pro bono. It feels it has more to learn from DFID 
and has some clear ideas about how DFID’s 
involvement in the sector can be enhanced.



03

OBJECTIVES

The DFID funded Rule of Law Expertise (ROLE 
UK) programme has commissioned this report to 
broadly describe, understand and disseminate 
learning on the landscape of the legal pro bono 
sector to better target strategic Rule of Law 
assignments and partnerships.1 This analysis 
will also be used to design future Rule of Law 
programmes: DFID plans to continue to support 
the UK’s pro bono contribution to rule of law 
through ROLE UK for a further three years and 
requires an up-to-date analysis of the nature 
and scope of international pro bono work 
undertaken by UK legal and judicial experts in 
support of the rule of law in developing countries 
in order to shape the next phase of its support 
effectively and appropriately. It is hoped that this 
analysis will also assist pro bono stakeholders 
themselves, through providing an overview of 
the overall context within which their own pro 
bono work sits and enabling a more informed 
discussion within the sector, and between the 
sector, the UK government and others.

1.1
1.2

1.3

ROLE UK defines Rule of Law as the underlying 
framework that underpins open and fair societies 
and economies, where citizens and businesses 
can prosper. The rule of law is a constraint 
on the use and abuse of power, but it is also 
an enabling framework for society to achieve 
broader outcomes. It allows individuals and 
organisations (including commercial and non-
governmental) to exist, interact and advance their 
own development and interests, and government 
to pursue the public good on behalf of society.2

This study sets out to describe the members of 
the UK pro bono sector that carry out international 
work and identify current trends in terms of;
n   Their pro bono offer
n   The channels and modalities through which     
      they prefer to deliver pro bono assistance
n   Main incentives and drivers for offering pro     
     bono assistance
n   What benefits or impact are measured
n   Partnerships in the sector

INTRODUCTION

 1 Terms of Reference June 2018.
  2 ROLE UK business case December 2013 referencing DFID’s Rule of Law Policy Approach 2013.
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1.4

n   The challenges and limitations they face
n   The potential for collaboration with DFID 
27 members of the sector were interviewed in 
August and September 2018. 

Interviewees were chosen to ensure that a 
spread of views and data were collected from 
the different types of pro bono actors present 
in the sector. Time did not allow the opportunity 
to reach everyone but efforts were made to 
ensure that the information collected was as 
representative as possible. Additional information 
was gathered from organisations’ websites and 
from previous studies of the sector.3

1.5

1.6

The UK has a comparative advantage in assisting 
rule of law reforms. This is due in large part to the 
strong reputations of both its public sector bodies 
(for example, judiciary, law enforcement agencies 
and Government Legal Service) and private 
sector bodies (law firms, the self-employed 
bar and the professional representative and 
regulatory bodies), and the standing in which its 
body of law, legal traditions and values, shared 
with many countries, are held around the world. 

OVERVIEW OF THE 
SECTOR

The UK also has a long and strong tradition of 
pro bono legal assistance, both domestically 
focused and international. The sector is made 
up of legal professionals who wish to provide 
international pro bono assistance internationally, 
and organisations who help them to do this. 
Sometimes the aim is to advance a particular 
(legal) mission but, in the case of brokerages 
and clearing houses the motivation is broadly 
to make the best use of pro bono assistance to 
further rule of law objectives.

3 Including; UK Support to DFID Rule of Law programmes: Objectives, Methods and Mechanisms Wendy Hart and Kathryn English for DFID 2013:  Business 
Case for ROLE UK (UKLJEP), DFID December 2013: Private Practice Participation in International Pro Bono, Hook International for ROLE UK April 2016.
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1.7 1.8
The international “pro bono sector” in the UK 
is highly heterogeneous, comprising; law firms 
large and small, judiciary sitting and retired, 
individual practitioner barristers and solicitors, 
in-house legal teams, government lawyers, legal 
NGOs, pro bono brokerages, academics and 
common interest bodies, groups, small peer to 
peer or special interest charities, associations 
and committees. What they have in common, 
however, is a desire to use their skills and 
knowledge to bring about sustainable positive 
change in peoples’ lives, a keen interest in 
maximising the impact they can achieve with 
the resources they have and a long-term 
commitment to pro bono.

1.9
Other members of the sector, including some 
leading law firms, commit time and resources to 
working with international NGOs or in-country 
partners to develop long-term programmes of 
assistance to match the expertise they have 
available. Many, however, work in a fairly 
unstructured way, meeting requests for assistance 
where of interest and where it fits in around the 
daily work load.

Some legal professionals have a predefined 
market for their pro bono services by virtue of 
who they are. The Bar Council and the Law 
Society, for example, receive requests from sister 
bar associations and law societies around the 
world. Similarly, pro bono providers with a 
well-known specialist pool of expertise such as 
The Slynn Foundation and the Judicial College 
will almost exclusively receive requests from, in 
these cases, the judiciary.
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2.1
This section introduces the scope of 
international pro bono assistance delivered by 
legal professionals in the UK and then considers 
in turn the approach of the main providers of that 
assistance; solicitors firms, barristers, judges, 
and government lawyers.

2.2
The scope of international pro bono assistance 
offered by the UK sector is broad in nature and 
offered more or less world-wide. See Box 1 
below for a non-exhaustive list of types of work 
undertaken. In addition to their legal expertise, 
lawyers’ critical thinking and problem solving skills 
are valuable elements of their pro bono offer.

TYPES OF LEGAL PRO BONO 
PROVIDERS AND HOW THEY DO IT
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n Advocacy and lobbying

n Advising and representing individuals

n Legal advice clinics

n Strategic litigation

n Mediating disputes

n Giving governance and corporate legal   

      advice to NGOs and social enterprises

n Advising developing country  governments

n Assisting the governments of poorer 

     countries on international negotiations and 

      implementation of treaties

n Peer to peer experience sharing, mentoring 

      and training

n Development of toolkits, manuals, research 

      and guidance for legal professionals and NGOs

n Donation and delivery of law books

n Public legal education

n Legal empowerment

n Professional development, education and 

      training

n Building the capacity of bars and law societies 

      to better serve their members and citizens

BOX 1: EXAMPLES OF THE 
SCOPE OF INTERNATIONAL 
PRO BONO WORK
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Technical assistance is a significant element 
of international pro bono assistance work, for 
example in the form of peer to peer mentoring, 
experience sharing, training or advice on law and 
policy. For some groups of legal professionals 
and organisations, it is the core of what they do 
and, for others, an important tool that they use to 
support their core activities.

2.3

2.4

2.5

The work of the judiciary internationally, for 
example, is founded on the value of peer to peer 
technical assistance based on shared experience 
and values. The Inns of Court College of 
Advocacy similarly shares its expertise related to 
advocacy training in England & Wales with other 
jurisdictions. 

The work of legal NGOs, such as the Legal 
Response Initiative, is focused on giving legal 
advice to developing country governments on the 
legal and policy implications of climate change 
treaties and negotiations and the African Prisons 
Project provides education and training through 
the pro bono services of UK law teachers. 

2.6

2.7

Even where it is not a core activity, the capacity 
building of local lawyers, human rights defenders 
or judges is a critical element of legal NGOs’ 
work. It can support their core work of:

n   Enable scaling-up of impact through a   
      multiplier effect

n   Contribute to the sustainability of their work           
      and its impacts

n   Provide on the ground information and   
      learning to inform and develop the project

Support to NGOs and civil society forms the 
majority of international pro bono assistance 
from the UK. There is, however, a growing 
recognition that assistance to developing country 
governments, although more difficult, can have 
more impact. Support and advice on tax, for 
example, can help a fragile country increase 
its tax base and ensure that it benefits from 
international and bilateral agreements such as 
double taxation treaties as more developed 
countries do. More revenue can mean more 
budget to spend on public services, contributing 
to poverty reduction and development goals.
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UK pro bono expertise is not always appropriate: 
where familiarity with the local law, context 
and politics is required, where there is current 
or historical sensitivity around the relationship 
with the UK or where south-south cooperation 
and learning is being supported. Nevertheless, 
comparative analysis and sharing of experience 
gained from dealing with similar problems can still 
be helpful in these circumstances. Protimos, for 
example, supports the Judicial Action Group (JAG): 
a network of African judges. It is does not, as a 
rule, accept offers of help from UK law firms but, 
together with ROLE UK, has found a way to involve 
a UK legal expert in JAG’s most recent colloquium 
to facilitate a discussion (rather than train) on the 
Bangalore Principles of Judicial Conduct.

2.9

2.10

2.8 LAW FIRMS:

Large global firms with a clear focus on 
international pro bono occupy a different space 
in the sector than do smaller firms with fewer 
resources to commit or global firms that have not 
chosen to harmonise or focus their approach to a 
significant extent. Many more firms offer pro bono 
assistance to beneficiaries within the UK than 
look internationally: there is a large domestically 
focused investment of pro bono on filling the gaps 
that a shrinking legal aid provision has left.

The USP of large law firms is their global 
presence and networks, specialist expertise, 
and client relationships. Law firms like to work in 
countries where they have an office or clients. 
This both fulfils part of their strategic reasons for 
doing pro bono – giving back to the communities 
in which they work and raising their brand 
profile – and also is easier logistically as they 
have knowledge of the country and contacts 
within it. They do not, however, limit themselves 
significantly in terms of jurisdictions and some of 
the largest investments by law firms are where 
they do not have a clear business interest. See 
Box 2 below.
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2.11 2.12

BOX 2. LAW FIRM 
INVESTMENT IN 
GOVERNMENTS OF 
FRAGILE AND POOR 
JURISDICTIONS

Herbert Smith Freehills’ Fair Deal for Sierra 

Leone initiative4 delivers free, expert legal 

advice to the Government of Sierra Leone to 

support the management of foreign direct 

investment. It offers policy and legislative advice, 

training programmes, document drafting, contract 

review, deal negotiation support, and assistance 

on disputes. The support is long term (it began 

in 2010) and includes the regular secondment of 

the firm’s lawyers to the Attorney General’s 

office and Public Private Partnerships Unit.

Despite the example in Box 2, it is relatively rare 
for law firms (or any actor in the sector) to deliver 
assistance to developing country governments. It 
is seen as entailing reputational risks, potentially 
giving rise to conflicts of interest and requires 
the long-term commitment to developing a 
relationship and seeing results. Therefore, it is not 
necessarily as attractive as the more immediate 
results often available through supporting NGOs. 
It does, however, enable a commercial lawyer to 
use his or her specialist knowledge, for example 
in tax, or oil and gas, in a way that assistance to 
NGOs usually does not. 

Instead, much of law firms’ pro bono assistance 
is delivered to NGOs and social enterprises 
which they advise on regulatory compliance, 
governance and other commercial issues. 
These are typically areas that not-for-profits and 
social enterprises do not do well but that are 
fundamental to their sustainability. Having free 
professional assistance in this area enables the 
not-for-profit organisation to re-direct more of their 
resources to their core activities. The degree to 
which a UK commercial lawyer can be helpful to a 
local NGO or social enterprise is limited, however, 
unless partnered with a local lawyer who can 
advise on local law. For this reason, many law 
firms choose to assist international NGOs or 
NGOs local to their offices world-wide.

4 http://www.investinginsierraleone.com/about-us/
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Law firms 
typically offer 
pro bono 
assistance to 
NGOs and 
Social 
Enterprises on 
regulatory 
compliance, 
governance 
and other 
commercial 
issues.

For law firms, in particular, this is a relatively 
cost-effective way to deliver pro bono. It enables 
them to maximise the impact of what is an 
investment of a finite resource – staff available to 
do pro bono – through helping their partner NGO 
to maximise its impact. They will do this through 
direct relationships with a group of selected pro 
bono clients and/or through organisations that 
facilitate international pro bono (see Section 3). A 
few large law firms develop, manage and deliver 
legal technical assistance projects directly in 
developing countries.

2.13

2.14
Comparative law research is an effective way 
to use a multi-jurisdictional network of lawyers. 
TrustLaw uses its network of large commercial 
law firms in 175 countries to conduct comparative 
legal research to support advocacy campaigns 
or produce toolkits to improve legal systems. 
The NGO, Article 19, similarly, finds its partner 
global law firms invaluable for this sort of work. 
Other pro bono models for law firms include 
implementing joint projects with clients in areas 
of common interest, for example with banks in 
relation to access to finance.
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2.15
BARRISTERS:

Barristers are self-employed and, although 
usually attached to chambers, tend to engage in 
international pro bono at the individual practitioner 
level. It is rare for a chamber to have a pro bono 
strategy. The ones that do, such as Garden 
Court or Doughty Street, tend to specialise in 
the field of human rights. A 2016 survey 5 of legal 
professionals participating in international pro 
bono activities found that 60% of individual (rather 
than corporate) respondents were London-based 
barristers in private practice. Their USP is related 
to high levels of specialisation, advocacy, litigation 
and professional networks.

2.16

GOVERNMENT 
LAWYERS 

UK government (HMG) pro bono legal assistance 
is mainly government to government for strategic 
and policy reasons. In reality, the volume of 
international pro bono delivered by government 
lawyers is low. The Government Legal Department 
(GLD) has had some experience working 
internationally, most recently with the Government 

of Rwanda through the DFID LASER programme,6 

and in Kenya. Both assignments had ROLE UK 
support. There is huge value in its USP of peer to 
peer working with government legal officers in 
other countries and the GLD is keen to do more. 
Where lawyers in private practice would have the 
same understanding of legal issues, government 
lawyers also understand the workings of ministries, 
processes and procedures and the challenges of 
ensuring governments work within the rule of law.  

2.17
JUDGES

Sitting judges in England and Wales have always 
undertaken a significant amount of international 
pro bono work. Their USP is a long history of 
independence that has helped to bring the UK 
justice system to a point where it is fundamental 
to society. Over the past two years, however, their 
work has become more strategic. The Judicial 
Office, working under the Judicial Executive Board 
has developed a set of guiding objectives for the 
judiciary’s work overseas and has overseen the 
development of a wider set of partnerships, 
including working more closely with the Foreign & 
Commonwealth Office (FCO). A more strategic 
approach has the benefit of ensuring that a judge’s 
time out of court is spent well.

5 Private Practice Participation in International Pro Bono, Hook International for ROLE UK April 2016
6 Legal Assistance for Economic Reform programme 2014 - 2017
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2.19

2.18

Judicial pro bono assistance is increasingly 
offered from across the judiciary, not just by 
senior judges. Magistrates, for example, have 
recently worked in Niger State, Nigeria. The 
learning is not all one way, with experience 
being shared in both directions. The Judiciary of 
England and Wales recently, for example, has 
benefited from shared knowledge on technology 
from South Korea.

The scope of assistance offered is wide, as long 
as it does not impinge on UK government policy 
(legal aid for example) but centres on judge craft 
and case management. The offer is for remote 
support, training and mentoring. Visits in country 
are necessarily short-term because of sitting 
judges’ duties in court, but are often delivered 
within the framework of a long-term partnership. 
Although a special relationship is perceived with 
Commonwealth jurisdictions, the judiciary is 
increasingly working with jurisdictions such as 
China, Iraq, Saudi Arabia and Central America 
for the first time, often with FCO support. Topics 
include modern slavery, counter-terrorism, 
commercial law and general rule of law issues. 

The judiciary 
is working 
with China, 
Iraq, Saudi 
Arabia and 
Central 
America 
on modern 
slavery, 
counter-
terrorism and 
general rule 
of law issues. 
Pro bono 
assistance 
centres on 
judge craft 
and case 
management.
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2.20
IN HOUSE LAWYERS

Although global corporates would be the first to 
acknowledge that predictability, certainty and 
consistency in making and applying law are 
important to their business, particularly in 
jurisdictions where the rule of law is less strong, it 
can be difficult for the legal departments of global 
companies to find the budget, time and opportunity 
to offer pro bono assistance internationally. In 
addition, risks to reputation are high from what 

may be perceived as attempts to influence the 
legal environment in which they operate. As noted 
earlier, some partner with their law firms to do 
international pro bono projects and others use 
brokerages, such as A4ID. Partnerships between 
corporate legal departments and legal NGOs can, 
if the fit is right, provide a way for in-house lawyers 
to contribute to rule of law work in ways other than 
legal assistance. See Box 3 below:

BOX 3: ANGLO 
AMERICAN AND 
ILBF: PARTNERSHIP

Anglo American, a large mining company, 

partners with the International Law Book Facility 

to supply law books donated by lawyers and 

judges in the UK to universities, courts and 

NGOs in Zimbabwe, Botswana and Namibia. 

Anglo American uses its operations on the 

ground in each of those countries to establish 

relationships with the receiving institutions, 

deliver the books and continue to monitor to 

assess any specific impacts or success stories. 

The arrangement benefits both parties: the IBLF 

receives funding and logistical support and, 

importantly, a presence on the ground through 

which to monitor its work and potentially develop 

long-term relationships with partners. Anglo 

American increases its investment in the 

communities in which it works, contributes 

towards a better rule of law environment that 

benefits all and adds to its reputation as a 

responsible leader in the industry.



This section describes the networks and 
channels (professional bodies and training 
organisations, practitioner led groups, NGOs, 
brokerages and government organisations) 
that help legal professionals to do international 
pro bono work by providing mechanisms to link 
the suppliers of international legal pro bono to 
requests for assistance.

3.1
3.2

ORGANISATIONS THAT HELP 
DELIVER UK INTERNATIONAL 
PRO BONO

PRACTITIONER 
LED NETWORKS

Smaller providers such as the Bar Human Rights 
Committee and small charities, such as the Slynn 
Foundation, have developed out of pockets of 
specialist expertise and operate almost purely on 
a voluntary basis. The offer is relatively narrow 
and has a focus related either to a thematic 
mission / area of interest chosen by the group or 
the particular standing, expertise and networks of 
the members. See Box 4 below for examples.

15
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n The Bar Human Rights Committee is an 

      independent human rights organisation that 

      works through a volunteer membership to 

      uphold and protect international human  

      rights standards around the world.

n Evolve Foundation for Legal Assistance 

      promotes and secures access to justice in 

      the Ugandan criminal justice system

n The UK-Sierra Leone Pro Bono Network  

      is made up of the different sources of UK-

      based pro bono support available to Sierra 

      Leone and serves as a coordinating point  

      of contact for Sierra Leone partners   

      requesting assistance.

n The Slynn Foundation is a small charity of 

      retired judges that works with senior judges 

      and justice institutions around the world to  

      improve justice systems and the rule of law.

BOX 4. THE WORK 
OF GROUPS AND 
ASSOCIATIONS OF LEGAL 
PROFESSIONALS

Overheads are minimal and these 
organisations are run through the efforts 
of their members with very few employees 
– often fewer than one full time employee. 
With exceptions, due to their reliance on a 
small number of core volunteers and limited 
resources, they tend to be reactive rather 
than strategic in approach but often punch 
above their weight in terms of results.

3.3

3.4
The strength and USP of these 
organisations are in the core members 
themselves, often senior, always very 
committed, with the ability to develop 
strong professional and peer to peer 
relationships with counterparts in other 
jurisdictions over time. On the other hand, 
due to these unique characteristics, the 
departure of leading members of these 
organisations can pose an existential 
threat. 
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3.5
The advantages of peer to peer working across 
jurisdictions are well understood and has been a 
long tradition amongst the judiciary and legal 
professions in England and Wales. The legal 
profession’s membership organisations and 
training institutions focus their international work 
around this USP. In terms of impact, there are 
clear advantages in working with the legal 
profession and the judiciary in overseas 
jurisdictions to bring about change; including the 
key role they play in influencing policy and legal 
reform, and continuity of engagement. 
Governments come and go but the legal 
profession is always there. Peer to peer sharing of 
expertise by the legal profession in the UK is in 
demand. With its long history of independence and 
leading role in international law, the UK profession 
is seen as well placed to help developing countries 
improve rule of law and improve the environment 
for business to thrive at the same time. 

PROFESSIONAL 
BODIES AND TRAINING 
INSTITUTIONS

3.6
Both the Law Society and Bar Council of England 
and Wales involve their members in international 

Governments 
come and go, 
but the legal 
profession is 
always there; 
Working with 
them can help 
create long-
lasting impact.

projects that aim to build stronger relationships 
between the legal professionals in the UK and 
in other jurisdictions. This is done by responding 
to requests from overseas bar associations, law 
societies, judiciaries and lawyers for information 
sharing, capacity building, roundtable thematic 
discussions and partnership on areas of mutual 
interest. To facilitate long-term engagement across 
the profession, the Law Society has developed a 
strategic framework of Rule of Law programmes 
that are designed to engage the interests and 
expertise of a very diverse membership in 
international human rights and rule of law pro bono 
work and, at the same time, build partnerships with 
colleagues in developing jurisdictions. Many are 
carried out in partnership with the Bar, the Judiciary 
and legal academics. See Box 5 below. 
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3.7
The Inns of Court College of Advocacy provides 
guidance, leadership and coordination7 in advocacy 
training and practice in England and Wales. It also 
has an international mandate to help maintain the 
rule of law through high standards in advocacy. 
Its experience is in demand internationally and 
it uses a ‘training of trainers’ approach to assist 
other jurisdictions to develop, enhance and 
expand advocacy training programmes. It is 
demand-led and measures its success by the 
requests for assistance from a jurisdiction tailing 
off as home-grown expertise grows.

Success is 
measured by 
the requests 
for assistance 
tailing off as 
home grown 
expertise 
increases.

BOX 5: THE LAW 
SOCIETY RULE OF 
LAW PROGRAMMES: 
ENGAGING A DIVERSE 
MEMBERSHIP

n Capacity Building of the legal profession, judiciary, 

      court staff

n International Women and leadership in the Law:

      roundtables supported internationally and in the UK

n Governance (Anti-Corruption)

n Business & Human Rights

7 https://www.icca.ac.uk/international-work
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Barristers, individual solicitors, law firms, in-
house lawyers and academics will all use third 
party networks – brokerages and legal NGOs – to 
engage in international pro bono initiatives. Even 
large global law firms with their own pro bono 
programmes will use these networks to expand 
the range of opportunities available to their 
lawyers. The advantages are in low transaction 
costs, clear and delimited requests and 
administrative and logistical support.

3.8 The 
advantages of 
using pro bono 
brokerages 
are in low 
transaction 
costs and clear 
and delimited 
requests.

3.9
LEGAL NGOs

Legal NGOs develop and implement rule of 
law programming based on domestic and/
or international legal frameworks. They are 
primary users of pro bono legal expertise and 
commonly deploy a menu of activities to achieve 
their mission, including: using the legal system 
directly to obtain justice for individuals; advising 
resource-poor governments; training and 
capacity building; and carrying out advocacy, 
campaigning, education, and awareness raising. 
See Box 6 below for examples.
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n REDRESS: Is exclusively dedicated to 

      assisting survivors of torture to obtain 

      reparation.

n Fair Trials: Identifies and raises awareness 

      about problems with criminal justice systems 

      and uses legal expertise to resolve them.

n Article 19: Defends freedom of expression 

      and freedom of information.

n Equal Rights Trust: Secures the adoption 

      and implementation of equality laws.

n The Legal Response Initiative: Provides 

      legal assistance to resource poor 

      governments in climate change negotiations 

      and  implementation of treaty obligations.

n African Prisons Project: Delivers legal 

      advice, legal education and leadership 

      training for prisoners and prison staff in 

      Kenya and Uganda.

BOX 6: EXAMPLES OF 
THE WORK OF LEGAL 
NGOS Many legal NGOs such as Fair Trials, 

Equal Rights Trust, the Legal Response 
Initiative and REDRESS draw on the pro 
bono expertise they need through networks 
of lawyers with specific skills. This works 
well and enables the NGO both to extend 
its reach and to access high quality 
legal services that it could not otherwise 
afford. Setting up, maintaining and using 
these networks is not cost-free, however. 
Unless they are formalised, they can be 
inefficient and unreliable. Coordination and 
administration, however, can be difficult to 
fund adequately. Larger and better funded 
NGOs, such as Article 19, will reserve legal 
work in some areas – such as training and 
legislative review – to their own legal staff 
or a small pool of paid consultants well 
known to the organisation – often retired 
judges. It finds it more cost effective than 
using pro bono on one hand, due to the 
specialist knowledge of Article 19’s policies 
and standards that is required by this type of 
work and, on the other, the multiple potential 
conflicts of interest for law firms working on 
legislation reform.

3.10
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3.11

3.12

Brokerages (or clearing houses) facilitate the 
provision of free high quality and specialist 
legal assistance from the UK for civil society, 
government, international development 
organisations, and social enterprises in 
developing countries that otherwise would not 
be able to afford or otherwise access it. They 
provide a valuable match-making service 
between UK legal professionals, and 
international NGOs or developing country 
clients. (see Box 7 adjacent)

Each brokerage has a slightly different offer 
or model. A4ID and Trustlaw, for example, 
share a core business in helping mainly 
law firm members assist small NGOs and 
social enterprise partners worldwide. They 
both offer additional, but different, services 
to the pro bono community. Trustlaw helps 
law firms develop a pro bono culture in 
jurisdictions where traditionally it has not 
been present or widespread. It also educates 
lawyers and other professionals in the skills 
they need to advise different stakeholders in 
the social enterprise and impact investment 

BROKERAGES

  
  

BOX 7. BROKERAGES

n A4ID: Matches international legal expertise 

      from its law firm, in-house legal department 

      and barrister partners with local need, mostly 

      to NGOs and social enterprises worldwide.

n The International Senior Lawyers Project 

      (ISLP): Facilitates pro bono legal advice 

      and support to civil society, communities 

      and emerging country governments, 

      focused on six technical areas including; 

      natural resource management, tax, press  

      freedom and investment & trade.

n iProBono: Matches UK pro bono legal   

      expertise to support NGOs and local legal 

      professionals (in India, Bangladesh and 

      elsewhere) to defend the rights of poor and 

      marginalised people.  

n Trustlaw: Enables member NGOs and 

      social enterprises to access assistance  

      from its global network of law firms.

n PILNet: Is a network of public interest 

      lawyers that also manages a clearing  

      house for private sector lawyers wishing 

      to support their work.
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3.13

3.14

ISLP is increasingly focused technically and 
geographically on providing assistance to 
developing country governments for inclusive 
growth, transparency and accountability. Its staff 
are specialists in these core areas of work and 
have extensive knowledge of the main partner 
countries. Working with partner countries, they 
develop long-term programmes of assistance 
using pro bono intelligently to achieve the best 
results for ISLP’s developing country clients. 

Brokerages usually filter requests for international 
pro bono assistance before they arrive in the 
inbox of a member law firm, barrister or 
academic; tailoring requests to fit the profile of 
the pro bono provider. They will also carefully vet 
partner organisations and projects. This is of 
great benefit to most legal professionals who are 
short of time and resources but would like to do 

sector. A4ID’s Law and Development education 
programme equips UK lawyers to understand the 
development agenda and their role in achieving 
the SDGs – an understanding that evaluation of 
the programme has shown to be beneficial not 
only to the participants’ pro bono work but also to 
their day to day work. 

international pro bono work. It ensures that pro 
bono is as accessible as possible for them. In 
addition, the brokerages provide quality 
assurance safeguards for their developing 
country partners, building these into agreements 
with member law firms. At the heart of these 
agreements is a commitment to give pro bono 
legal advice the same priority as paid work and to 
complete it to the same standards.

Brokerages 
provide clear 
benefits for 
both parties: 
Projects and 
partner 
organisations 
are carefully 
vetted for 
lawyers and 
NGOs benefit 
from quality 
assurance 
safeguards.
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3.15
The Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) has 
between 25 and 30 lawyers in long-term positions 
overseas. The postings have a dual purpose. 
They serve UK interest by improving the rule of 
law in key countries and reducing the likelihood 
of crimes being committed that involve the UK 
and, where crimes involving the UK are 
committed, they help to ensure that joint 
investigations and operations run more smoothly. 
As a large proportion of CPS cases have an 
international element, this is core work. Most is 
funded by the Foreign and Commonwealth Office 
under the Conflict, Stability and Security Fund 
(CSSF) and does not have a pro bono element. 
Deployed lawyers are employed by the CPS and 
receive a full salary. There are, however, 
opportunities to bring in pro bono assistance to 
support. The CPS regularly works with the 
judiciary in this way.

3.16
The Commonwealth Secretariat, through its 
Office of Civil & Criminal Justice Reform and 
Rule of Law section, draws on pro bono 
assistance to supplement and enhance its ability 
to offer specialist legal and judicial expertise to 
Commonwealth jurisdictions, particularly since 
budget cuts have reduced its ability to deploy its 
own advisers in-country. Partnerships with the 
sector have been ad hoc in the past but it is now 
beginning to work more systematically, including 
with A4ID through its ROLE UK programme. 

GOVERNMENT 
AND INTER-
GOVERNMENTAL 
ORGANISATION
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LAW FIRMS

Unsurprisingly, motivations, drivers and 
incentives for doing international pro bono work 
also determine what is measured in terms of 
activity, progress and impact. This section looks 
at that connection for different parts of the sector. 
Despite the main driver of pro bono being the desire 
to support and facilitate personal and societal 
change, many pro bono actors freely admit that 
they lack the knowledge or resources to 
consistently measure those aspects of their work.

4.1

4.3
4.2

REASONS FOR WORKING PRO 
BONO INTERNATIONALLY AND 
WHAT SUCCESS LOOKS LIKE 

For law firms, pro bono is an unembarrassed 
meld of moral commitment with business 
benefits. It is a reflection of a desire to help 
bring about change in peoples’ lives and, at 
the same time, is an important tool in attracting 
and retaining the best lawyers: by ensuring that 
employees are satisfied in their jobs through 

being able to contribute to society in ways that 
are in addition to their day jobs. In addition to 
these drivers, law firms facilitate their lawyers 
to do pro bono to develop client relationships 
outside the lawyer/client sphere and to remain 
competitive in the market place. Firms that are 
less strategic in their approach to pro bono tend 
to focus on the first two reasons only although 
interest in the third, looking at pro bono as a way 
to add another dimension to client relationships, 
is growing.

Large firms with a global reach want pro bono to 
also work in the firm’s interest in terms of the 
markets in which they work or would like to work. 
International legal pro bono has become a 
significant way for law firms to demonstrate that 
they are a responsible business. To this end, it is 
increasingly described as part of a broader, 
firm-wide community, environmental and social 
strategy. In many cases law firms are following 
their client’s lead in this. Law firms are a business 



and prioritise activities to bring in more clients 
and deepen the relationship with current clients.  
This is largely what enables a firm to make the 
internal business case for doing pro bono and 
makes their commitment to pro bono sustainable.

4.4
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Benefits they choose to measure include some or 
all of the following:

n   Activity level metrics such as number of pro   
     bono hours worked, number of pro bono   
     clients helped;

n   An assumed contribution towards indicators        
     measured by their pro bono clients, in the case   
     of international NGO clients, progress towards  
     Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) targets   
     or number of beneficiaries reached;

n   Valued benefits accruing to the firm such as   
     increased convening power, greater              
     involvement and networking with clients, and   
     a bigger presence / foothold in overseas   
     markets;

n   Levels of staff satisfaction; or

n   Explicit alignment with the UN Global         
     Compact principles and SDGs.

JUDICIARY

LEGAL NGOS AND 
ASSOCIATIONS

4.5

4.6

Judges give their time pro bono for mainly 
altruistic reasons together with what seems to 
be an increasing desire to help promote the UK 
national interest. Benefits for the judiciary from 
carrying out international pro bono work include: 
an improvement in morale, enhancement of 
leadership skills, an opportunity to raise the 
profile of the judiciary with the UK public and 
within HMG, and increased insights into areas of 
law and judge craft. Monitoring and evaluation is 
light and the Judicial Office sees this as the main 
advantage of partnering with other organisations 
who may do more of it. In general, judges have a 
low level of interest in development metrics and 
tools, but do value feedback, often through the 
FCO, on changes brought about with their help.

Funders often want numbers: for example, in 
terms of how many people have benefitted from 
the NGO’s activities they have funded. This is 
easier to do in sectors such as health or education 
than it is in the legal or justice sector. Legal NGOs 
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4.7

4.8

try to frame their results in terms of numbers: 
in some areas of work where there is a defined 
beneficiary group, for example when working on 
indigenous rights or on the rights of women in a 
particular community, it may be possible to count 
the number of beneficiaries. For interventions that 
have the potential to improve a whole system, 
however, such as training a police force on the 
laws in relation to torture, or helping the judiciary 
to review sentencing guidelines, the number 
of potential beneficiaries potentially extends to 
anyone brought into custody or before a judge.

An additional problem with measuring the impact 
of rule of law interventions is that change is often 
very slow. As a result, it is common practice 
for sector actors that do monitor change to set 

Qualitative 
assessments 
better capture 
the baseline 
situation in 
terms of 
attitudes, 
capacity, and 
behaviour, and 
enable a richer 
description of 
any change 
taking place 
as a result of an
intervention.

intermediate targets, for example in relation to 
changes they would hope to see after three or 
five years. Making these intermediate targets 
meaningful, so that achieving them is a success 
in itself, is seen as key to good monitoring but 
difficult to do in advance. 

Qualitative assessments can often better 
capture the baseline situation in terms of 
attitudes, capacity, and behaviour, and enable 
a richer description of any change taking 
place as a result of an intervention. Some 
organisations have identified a need to partner 
with other professionals, such as sociologists 
or anthropologists, on methodologies to identify 
these sorts of changes
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The usefulness of trying to measure longer-term 
impact is appreciated. In the case of community 
dispute resolution or strategic litigation, for example, 
it is seen as important for organisations with limited 
resources to be able to measure and weigh up the 
potential value in terms of outcomes of expensive 
interventions such as putting lawyers on the ground 
to help solve a complex dispute that may take a 
year, or undertaking lengthy strategic litigation. In 
this context, some legal NGOs are interested in 
trying to measure the value of litigation outcomes 
that not only secure benefits for the members of 
the community concerned but can, through 
changing jurisprudence, have wider impacts for 
other communities in similar circumstances.

Supporting developing country partners to 
develop monitoring and evaluation processes 
can provide information about the success of 
the particular initiative that it would otherwise be 
very difficult and expensive to collect. It also has 
the potential to increase sustainability and build 
capacity. Members of the Protimos supported 
peer network of African judges, the Judicial 
Action Group, are considering engaging law 
schools in their respective countries to analyse 
judgements and monitor policy change to track 
improvements in relation to JAG’s areas of focus. 

PROFESSIONAL 
BODIES AND 
TRAINING 
ORGANISATIONS

4.11

4.12

The Law Society facilitates international pro bono 
opportunities for its members for three main 
reasons:

n   To nurture and protect the legal profession     
     and rule of law world wide

n   To provide a service to its members who wish   
     to do pro bono work internationally

n   To help build mutually beneficial relationships   
     between legal professionals around the world

Measures it uses to mark progress include 
quantitative indicators such as the number of 
lawyers at risks supported, numbers of letters 
of intervention written, number of subscribers 
to its International Rule of Law newsletter, and 
number of activities developed with an overseas 
partner bar association or law society. Qualitative 
measures of success have been used to evaluate 
and learn from training and experience sharing 
projects using participatory techniques.
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BROKERAGES

The Bar Association similarly looks for 
opportunities where it can, at the same time, 
engage members, assist other jurisdictions and 
promote the ability of its members to practice 
internationally. It is constrained by lack of 
resources in terms of how much it can develop 
and project manage itself. 

Brokerages and clearing houses are driven by a 
desire to maximise the skills and expertise that UK 
lawyers are willing to offer for free, to the benefit of 
those who need it most but can access it the least. 
For example, A4ID’s vision is the law and lawyers 
playing their full part in the eradication of global 
poverty. Trustlaw’s mission is to facilitate pro bono 
round the world in order to drive social change. 

Most are interested in measuring the long-term 
and developmental impact of their work but funds 
and capacity to do so are limited. iProbono is 
able to track the longer-term outcomes from 
activities such as judicial training only about one 
third of the time, analysing future judgments for 

signs of any changes in judges’ practice, skills 
or knowledge as a result of the intervention. 
Trustlaw asks partners to assess the financial 
worth of the pro bono assistance received in 
terms of their own mission. It is unable to validate 
this feedback but finds it a useful process for both 
itself and partners. 

All brokerages are interested in the number of 
members they have, the number and value of 
pro bono hours they facilitate and the number 
of connections they make between in-country 
partners and lawyer members. They are also 
interested in the quality of the relationship they 
have with their members. A4ID, for example, 
meets with each of its law firm members at least 
once a year.
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PARTNERSHIPS

5.1

5.2

Partnerships between legal professionals offering 
pro bono and organisations helping them deliver it 
have been discussed in Sections 2 and 3. This 
section looks at a selection of other types of 
partnerships across the sector or between the 
sector and partners in target countries. 

For most actors, there is a preference to weave 
legal technical assistance into a longer-term, larger 
project where possible. Capacity building is seen 
as one element of a wider effort and not a stand-
alone activity. This can look different for different 
organisations and subject matters but the essential 
elements revolve around partnership. This may 
either be in a conventional development-type 
project over several years or in a peer-to-peer 
long-term relationship where the partnership 
supports skills and knowledge sharing towards a 
defined objective. 

LAW FIRMS

THE BAR COUNCIL 
AND LAW SOCIETY

5.3

5.4

Coordination with others is mainly limited to 
collaborations with clients: either the lawyers in a 
client’s legal department or, more widely, across 
the client’s core business. There is a willingness to 
share information across firms, however. A recent 
initiative, UK Collaborative Plan for Pro Bono,8 
brings together pro bono teams from law firms 
on a regular basis to share best practice. This is 
proving particularly beneficial for firms wishing to 
develop a more strategic approach to pro bono 
and has benefits for all in terms of knowledge 
sharing and facilitating benchmarking of pro bono 
policies, strategies and targets. It may in time lead 
to more firm to firm collaborations on pro bono.

The Bar Council and the Law Society seek to build 
long-term relationships with lawyers and judges 
overseas within which there can be exchanges of

8 https://www.icca.ac.uk/international-work
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THE JUDICIARY

5.5
The Standing International Forum of Commercial 
Courts (SIFOCC) has been a fairly recent 
initiative of the former Chief Justice, Lord 
Thomas. It aims to share best practice between 
commercial courts around the world, to enable 
joint positions to be taken on, and solutions 
found to, common problems and to support 
newer commercial courts in developing countries.
At its inaugural meeting in 2017, 25 jurisdictions 
from all continents were represented, including 
China and Kazakhstan from Asia; Nigeria, Sierra 
Leone, Uganda and Rwanda from Africa; the 
Gulf States, New Zealand and Canada. The 
second meeting took place in New York in 2018. 
SIFOCC also provides a secure online portal for 
discussions and sharing of documents.

The Bar Council training scheme (BCTS) 
for Chinese lawyers9 builds on the success 
of the Lord Chancellor’s Training Scheme 
(LCTS), which ran in partnership with the 
Bar and the Law Society from 1989 to 2011. 
It offers Chinese lawyers the opportunity to 
experience practice at the English 
commercial Bar. 

The scheme includes a bespoke academic 
programme provided by BPP University, a 
series of legal seminars and vocational 
training sessions and a placement of 
Chinese lawyers in barristers’ chambers.

For the Chinese lawyers, the benefits of the 
programme are to enhance their legal skills 
and knowledge, enable them to develop 
valuable contacts and assist them in 
building a successful international legal 
practice. The scheme has an active alumni 
network.

BOX 8: THE BAR 
COUNCIL TRAINING 
SCHEME FOR CHINESE 
LAWYERS

technical and practical expertise. In addition to the 
potential to help maintain and improve the rule of 
law, these partnerships enable the development 
of a shared understanding of values, legal 
practice and what it means to do business with 
each other.  Young lawyer exchange schemes, 
including with China, Brazil, Mexico, South Korea, 
Russia and Ukraine, produce alumni that, as they 
grow in seniority, are in strong positions to take 
forward relationships between two jurisdictions to 
mutual benefit. See Box 8 adjacent.

9 https://www.barcouncil.org.uk/supporting-the-bar/international/business-
development/placement-and-exchange-programmes/bar-council-china-
training-scheme/
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POTENTIAL FOR 
COLLABORATION WITH DFID

ALIGNMENT OF 
OBJECTIVES

6.1

6.3

6.5

6.4

6.2

There is an increasing trend to articulate and 
describe legal pro bono and legal NGO activities in 
terms of development objectives and to try to 
articulate how they contribute towards them. A global 
backlash against human rights is making legal 
NGOs in particular begin to consider how they can 
frame what they do in terms more relevant to the 
current global debate, for example with reference to 
development goals such as the SDGs. For law firms, 
pressure is coming from clients as they modify the 
way they do business to align better with the 
business and human rights / UN Global Compact 
principles and ask that their lawyers do the same.

In addition, law firms, legal NGOs and other pro 
bono or not for profit rule of law organisations or 
groups are taking the opportunity to be clearer 
about what their mandate is, what they achieve 
and their place in the broader dialogue.

ROLE UK has helped law firms to think through 
how their pro bono assistance to NGOs contributes 
to the SDGs. Its guidance, “Pro Bono and the 
sustainable development goals: a guide for 
international law firms working with NGOs”10 
is based on Clifford Chance’s model and the firm 
uses the suggested theory of change as an active 
tool to manage its work jointly with NGO clients.

Some organisations, law firms and legal NGOs 
are specific in their mission statement about their 
contribution to sustainable development and 
poverty reduction. See Box 9 below. Nevertheless, 

The Law Society of England & Wales developed 
its current suite of rule of law programmes on 
the back of a consultation with the profession on 
how it can best contribute to achieving SDG 16: 
peace, justice and strong institutions. It focuses, 
in particular, on the importance of the rule of law 
for economic development.

10 https://www.roleuk.org.uk/resources/pro-bono-and-sustainable-development-goals-guide-international-law-firms-working-ngos



The Rule of Law 
is fundamental 
to achieving 
economic, 
social and 
environmental 
development.
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BOX 9: FRAMING 
INTERNATIONAL 
PRO BONO WORK 
IN SUSTAINABLE 
DEVELOPMENT TERMS

Protimos says that it is Using the law to promote 
economic growth and sustainable development.11 
Its Green Light programme, for example, is 
developing a quality assurance mechanism for 
agreements between investors and communities, 
bringing in corporations through engagement with 
the UN Global Compact.

Hogan Lovells’ pro bono assistance programme is 
governed by the SDGs: principally SDGs 5 
(women and girls) and 16 (rule of law). The firm 
maps its engagements and work around them. It 
says Our pro bono practice represents our 

commitment to work towards Goal 16 of the UN 
Sustainable Development Goals to build peace, 
justice, and secure better access to justice for all.12

Law and policy work underpins Article 19’s work 
that it frames in terms of sustainable development 
and SDG 16 targets that include ensuring public 
access to information and ensuring public 
participation. It says There are strong links between 
the right to free expression and information, and 
public participation and basic economic, social and 
cultural rights – particularly the right to water, 
health, a clean environment, and education.13

A4ID’s mission is To be a voice of the legal 
community, to inspire and enable lawyers to join 
the global fight against poverty and to ensure that 
legal support is available for those engaged in 
that fight.14

many perceive that they have some way to go in 
successfully communicating to the development 
community how what they do contributes to the 
rule of law and how fundamental the rule of law 
is in underpinning all aspects of development; 
including economic, social, and environmental.

11 http://www.protimos.org/
12 https://www.hoganlovells.com/en/citizenship/pro-bono/stories/2017-pro-bono-report
13 https://www.article19.org/issue/sustainable-development/
14 http://www.a4id.org/
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Whereas it is relatively straightforward to make the 
link between legal empowerment and poverty 
reduction, it is a more complex task in relation to 
other types of legal interventions such as strategic 
litigation. There are ongoing efforts to articulate 
how these activities can form part of a broader 
approach to implementation of SDG 16:

n   The International Centre for Transitional   
      Justice’s Task Force on Justice. The working   
      group on Transitional Justice is reviewing   
      evidence on the impact of transitional justice   
      processes on access to justice across different  
      country contexts, considering the contribution   
      that transitional justice can make to SDG 16   
      and related SDG targets (such as those   
      relating to inequality, gender equality,                      
      education and healthy lives and well-being)   
      and synergies between them, and articulating   
      the value of transitional justice to achieving   
      sustainable peace and development in terms   
      of its contribution to these SDG targets. 

n   The Open Society Justice Initiative’s cross   
      country studies of the impact of strategic   
      litigation in the areas of land rights15 access to   
      quality education,16 access to desegregated   
      education17 and torture in custody.18

DFID’s LASER programme piloted different 
models of pro bono to test the assumption that 
legal pro bono assistance could have a 
developmental impact. Lessons learnt were 
developed into guidance for development and pro 
bono practitioners on ways in which pro bono can 
add value to development programming.19

The interest described above, particularly from 
legal NGOs, in framing international pro bono 
work, at least partially, by what contribution it can 
make to sustainable development, includes 
identifying what the nexus is between the 
objectives of the sector and those of donors such 
as DFID. There is a strong interest from all 
stakeholders in the sector in working with DFID. 
DFID is seen by the UK legal sector as the natural 
government partner for international pro bono and 
the support given by ROLE UK to date is by and 
large appreciated.

INTEREST IN 
COLLABORATING 
WITH DFID

 15 https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/reports/strategic-litigation-impacts-indigenous-peoples-land-rights
 16 https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/reports/strategic-litigation-impacts-equal-access-quality-education

17 https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/reports/strategic-litigation-impacts-roma-school-desegregation
18 https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/reports/strategic-litigation-impacts-torture-custody

 19 https://www.roleuk.org.uk/resources/learning-lessons-laser%E2%80%99s-use-pro-bono-legal-expertise
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Government departments are also keen to do 
more with DFID. The fact that the ROLE UK 
programme is funded by DFID is highly significant 
for the Government Legal Department (GLD) as it 
de-risks its investment and contributes to its 
mission: helping HMG rule within the rule of law.
It sees helping DFID to work on rule of law 
internationally as supporting broader HMG 
objectives. Conversely, GLD would have to think 
carefully before providing pro bono assistance 
through any organisation outside HMG. The 
Crown Prosecution Service is keen to widen its 
network of pro bono partners and to use the ROLE 
UK programme to do that. From the international 
organisation perspective, the Commonwealth 
Secretariat is considering formalising a 
Commonwealth pro bono panel from which it can 
draw expertise from multiple member jurisdictions. 
In this regard, the Secretariat would appreciate 
support for the brokering role it plays in facilitating 
the delivery of training, capacity building or 
experience sharing between legal professionals 
of member countries in the same region.

Some stakeholders report problems in 
communicating to DFID how they contribute to 
development objectives (such as rule of law and 
poverty reduction) and perceive this as having 
created a barrier to, or stumbling block in, the 
relationship. Many find it easier to talk to the FCO 
and other donors and foundations. Some of this 
concerns differences in terminology and concepts. 
Some of it stems from a lack of understanding on 
both sides about how each other’s business model 
works and exactly where shared interest lies.

Small organisations, in particular, find DFID 
procedures burdensome and disproportionate. They 
do not have the resources to spend time developing 
projects to bring to DFID and perceive DFID as 
closed off to organisations they are unfamiliar with. 
They would, on the whole, prefer to be the ones 
approached for their skills and expertise once a 
project is in place and funding is secured.

There is, however, agreement that the relationship 
between DFID and the sector is still not optimal 
and that changes to the way DFID supports and 

works with the sector could go some way to 
achieving that.
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The judiciary would like to work more with DFID. 
It has provided assistance to DFID rule of law 
programmes in the past, for example in Pakistan, 
but finds it difficult to develop entry points in large 
development programmes. This makes smaller 
programmes such as ROLE UK all the more 
important in opening up opportunities for them to 
work together.

Law firms do not generally want funds from DFID. 
They also find it difficult to talk to DFID. What 
they would like is an opportunity to partner to 
deliver longer-term, impactful and interesting 
work as a counterpoint to the pro bono work they 
do through their NGO clients and to provide more 
opportunities for their staff (there is often unmet 
demand in terms of staff who want to do pro bono 
and shortfalls against internal pro bono targets). 
They would like their relationship with DFID to be 
closer to the one they have with their NGO pro 
bono clients: the NGOs provide the law firm with 
detailed information about their mission, values 
and programmes and either tell the law firm how 
they can help or ask the law firms to develop 
proposals to assist having learnt more about 
what they do.

6.15

6.16

Legal NGOs, legal charities, other legal groups 
and even law firms commonly access FCO funds 
to work internationally and, in some quarters, 
there seems to be increasing attention paid to 
HMG objectives overseas including, for example, 
in relation to cooperation on the prosecution of 
serious and terrorism-related crimes, anti-corruption 
and promoting the use of the UK legal system.

FCO funds typically accessed include from 
centrally managed programmed funds such as 
the CSSF (Conflict, Stability and Security Fund) 
and PSVI (Preventing Sexual Violence Initiative), 
and directly from Embassies and High 
Commissions for activities supporting UK priority 
objectives. The Bar and the Judicial Office are, 
for example, heavily engaged in working with the 
FCO in Mexico, where the criminal legal system is 
undergoing a transformation.

WHAT WOULD SUCH 
A COLLABORATION 
LOOK LIKE? 

CURRENT FUNDING 
PARTNERSHIPS



6.17

6.196.18
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Foundations, such as the Ford Foundation, Open 
Society Foundations and Oak Foundation 
continue to be a good source of funds.

Some legal charities and legal NGOs are 
responding to the change in the funding climate 
by exploring new partnerships. The larger UK 
based legal NGOs are, where they can, taking the 
lead on bids or funding applications to enable 
small in-country partners to continue to access 
funds. Some pro bono actors are experimenting 
with partnerships with non-traditional partners 
such as large commercial consulting firms in 
order to be able to work with HMG development 
funding. Aligning the two models – pro bono and 
for profit – can be challenging and require 
adjustments to the pro bono model. See Box 10 
below for examples.

Many members of the sector have not tried to 
access development funds before but interest is 
increasing for several reasons including;

n   Increased hostility globally to human rights   
     agendas. Being able to frame and describe   
     activities to defend and promote human rights   
     in a broader way in relation to their impact on   
     reducing poverty for example, helps to counter       
     that negative perception.

n   There is more funding available for         
     development than for human rights. This is   
     partly for the reason outlined in the previous   
     point but also as a result of the switch in focus   
     towards ‘new’ themes such as climate change.

n   For organisations that have traditionally   
     received small pots of funding from UK   
     embassies around the world, the change in the  
     FCO’s funding model towards higher value   
     contracts and larger contracting organisations   
     is squeezing them out.

n   The lack of appeal that of some rule of law   
     issues, such as criminal justice reform, have   
     for private donors.



6.20

6.21

6.20

The ROLE UK programme has largely been welcomed 
by the sector as an additional source of funds and as 
an indication of DFID’s interest in investing in the 
sector.

CHALLENGES AND LIMITATIONS 
FACED BY THE SECTOR

Pro bono is a free resource for pro bono 
clients and beneficiaries in that the advice 
and expertise comes free of charge. There 
are, however, less obvious costs in relation 
to managing the pro bono assistance to ensure
it is appropriate, relevant and useful. These 
costs can be significant. TrustLaw, for example, 
will work with individual lawyers but prefers 
to work with large law firms and their networks 
as they are easier to coordinate and allow it 
to better leverage the pro bono assistance on 
offer to reach as many non-profit and social 
enterprises as possible. Legal NGOs that rely 
on networks of pro bono lawyers to enable 
them to scale their work sometimes struggle to 
get the most out of those networks because of 
the time consuming and technically demanding 
coordination and management required.

The ROLE UK programme has largely been 
welcomed by the sector as an additional 
source of funds and as an indication of 
DFID’s interest in investing in the sector.

Coordinating, managing and 
administering pro bono assistance
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n the SPRING ACCELERATOR programme 

      that supports partnerships between the public 

      and private sectors to achieve social impact. 

      Hogan Lovells sits on the strategic advisory               

      board and also helps to deliver programme 

      inputs. The lead contractor is a private sector 

      for profit development consultancy, Palladium. 

      Hogan Lovells accordingly offers its expertise 

      ‘low bono’ (rather than pro bono) – at rates 

      sufficient to cover costs only.

n TRANSFORM GLOBAL20 is another DFID 

      project in partnership with the private sector,       

      including Unilever, one of Hogan Lovells’ 

      clients that invited the law firm into the 

      programme.

THE SLYNN FOUNDATION is working as a 

sub-contractor to PWC in Georgia with FCO/DFID 

funds. In the Slynn funding model, the Foundation 

requests that any fees its consultants earn are 

donated to the charity. 

BOX 10: ACCESSING 
DEVELOPMENT FUNDING - 
PARTNERSHIPS WITH THE 
PRIVATE SECTOR
HOGAN LOVELLS IS WORKING WITH 
DFID ON TWO PROGRAMMES:

 20 https://www.transform.global/Intro.aspx
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6.22

6.25

6.26

6.23

6.24
It is in the nature of pro bono that the volunteer 
legal professionals are giving time out of their day 
jobs to help others. They do not, in general, have 
the time or the expertise to identify and develop 
pro bono opportunities or projects. Whilst being 
very happy to give their time pro bono, they 
overwhelmingly prefer to have others – 
brokerages, legal NGOs, government partners or 
development programmes – develop and support 
delivery of a project that they can contribute to 
and do some of the due diligence on. There is a 
shortage of long-term interesting development 
projects that fit the expertise of law firms.

It is becoming more common for funders to require 
that a grant or contract is pre-financed by the 
recipient with funds reimbursed up to a year after 
they have been spent. Many small organisations do 
not have the working capital to pre-finance and so 
are being edged out of the market by larger NGOs 
and commercial contractors. 

Several of the smaller, practitioner-led charities or 
groups that largely run on volunteer time, however, 
recognise that their model is only capable of 
taking on relatively small levels of additional funds 

Higher vacancy levels in the judiciary and increased 
numbers of retiring judiciary returning to private 
practice, could reduce the pool of sitting judges 
and retired judges available for pro bono work.

Legal NGOs and small charities and associations 
are resource poor. Additional funding would mean 
they could do more, including through scaling up 
their models to reach more beneficiaries. Many 
firms and organisations drawing on and deploying 
pro bono expertise say they are not able to 
respond to all requests for assistance or make 
progress on existing programmes as fast as they 
would like to due to lack of funding. As noted 
above, the funding environment is not particularly 
good for human rights at present.

Identifying projects

Market changes

Obtaining funding



without changing from a volunteer-led 
organisation to a fully-fledged legal NGO, and 
eroding their USP. They see value in their 
current model, in that it reflects the ethos of 
their profession, but also in terms of how they 
are able to engage their peers in developing 
countries. Funding is not generally a top 
priority for law firms but they do, nevertheless, 
appreciate having expenses covered.

6.27

6.28
HOW THE ROLE UK PROGRAMME 
COULD HELP

Short-term targets and indicators are a 
common frustration in the rule of law sector, 
with little funding or interest available for 
longer-term monitoring.  

The ideas outlined in Box 11 adjacent were 
suggested by interviewees as ways in which 
the ROLE UK programme could help them. 
Some of the suggestions directly address the 
challenges and limitations identified in the 
previous sub-section. Others are more 
aspirational, or are more about the future of 
the sector and what learning from and 
support from DFID could achieve.

Measuring impact
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It is acknowledged that the ROLE UK programme 

has invested significantly in MEL to date, both 
evaluating the impact of some of the interventions 
it funds and producing guidance to help others. 

Support would also be valued in:

p more evaluation or feedback of work done with 
      ROLE UK support – it can help an organisation 
      to make the business case internally to do more.

p helping partners to monitor the impact of 
      their programmes even if ROLE UK has not 
      supported them by, for example, paying for a 
      MEL expert to help evaluate outcomes and 
      impact. Several legal NGOs mentioned the 
      need to have the chance to work with and 
      learn from an expert experienced in 
      methodologies to identify and describe 
      behaviour change, for example. 

p conducting some deep dive impact 
      evaluations to learn what works and does not 
      work. This could, for example, be done 
      retrospectively (5 or 10 years after a partner’s 
      programme has finished), to try to capture 
      change in a sector where changes happen 
      very slowly. Funds for this sort of MEL are 
      rarely available.

BOX 11: MONITORING, 
EVALUATION AND 
LEARNING (MEL). 
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p Others asked for help comparing potential 
      outcomes and impacts of different types of 
      intervention to help guide decisions about       
      where to focus assistance.

n Support for networks and pools of pro bono 

lawyers. The ROLE UK programme’s new focus 
on supporting partnerships is much appreciated. 
In addition to supporting partnerships between 
UK actors and those in developing countries, 
those interviewees that rely on networks of pro 
bono lawyers, point to the need for assistance in 
managing those networks in the UK. Networks 
are core to the model of many legal NGOs, legal 
charities and groups but difficult to fund from 
project budgets. 

n Help situate pro bono interventions within 

development programmes to increase impact. 
Most actors in the sector would prefer that their 
efforts (whether short-term or long-term in nature) 
feed into a larger, longer-term programme with 
clear development objectives. Most lack the 
capability to do this themselves and, as has been 
noted, turn to other organisations to help them 
do this. Many see a bigger role for the ROLE UK 
programme in creating this type of opportunity, 
by designing and delivering such programmes 
itself, supporting other sector organisations to do 
so and helping form links between the sector 
and HMG rule of law programmes. 

n ROLE UK as a convener. Collaborations 
between actors in the sector appear to be 
increasing and perhaps ROLE UK can take 
some credit for that. Stakeholders would like to 
see the programme taking on a bigger role in 
bringing sector players together, helping to share 
information and learning and supporting joint 
working. Several interviewees mentioned the 
now defunct Justice Assistance Network and 
noted the value in meeting in person with 
colleagues from the sector on a regular basis.

n ROLE UK as a repository / sharer of good 

practice. This suggestion relates to some of the 
others above in that it is about supporting, 
gathering and sharing information about what 
works and what does not in international pro 
bono – not just from programmes it has 
supported itself but from across the sector. 

n Widening the scope of what ROLE UK will 

fund. Many in the sector find the programme’s 
criteria for funding restrictive and a deterrent 
from working together. Financial support to 
develop projects would be helpful as would 
being able to cover more expenses such as 
training materials.
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ANNEX A: LIST OF INTERVIEWEES

ORGANISATION NAME POSITION

A4ID YASMIN BATLIWALA EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

AFRICAN PRISONS PROJECT NICK JOHNSON CHAIR

ANGLO AMERICAN JONATHAN HOCH GROUP LEGAL

ARTICLE 19 BARBORA BUKOVSKA
SENIOR DIRECTOR OF LAW & 
POLICY

BAR HUMAN RIGHTS COMMITTEE KIRSTY BRIMELOW CHAIR

CLIFFORD CHANCE TOM DUNN PRO BONO DIRECTOR

COMMONWEALTH SECRETARIAT STEVEN MALBY
HEAD OF CIVIL AND CRIMINAL 
JUSTICE DEPARTMENT

CROWN PROSECUTION SERVICE KELLY MATTHEWS
LEAD ON INTERNATIONAL 
ORGANISED IMMIGRATION 
CRIME

DLA PIPER MARIE KINGSTON
INTERNATIONAL PRO BONO 
COUNSEL

EQUAL RIGHTS TRUST JOANNA WHITEMAN CO-DIRECTOR

EVOLVE – FOUNDATION 
FOR INTERNATIONAL LEGAL 
ASSISTANCE

TANYA MURSHED FOUNDER

FAIR TRIALS CHARLOTTE STEVENS DEVELOPMENT MANAGER



ORGANISATION NAME POSITION

GENERAL COUNCIL OF THE BAR 
ENGLAND & WALES

CHRISTIAN WISSKIRCHEN
HEAD OF POLICY: 
INTERNATIONAL

GOVERNMENT LEGAL 
DEPARTMENT

STEPHEN BRAVINER ROMAN DIRECTOR GENERAL

HOGAN LOVELLS YASMIN WALJEE
INTERNATIONAL PRO BONO 
DIRECTOR

INNS OF COURT COLLEGE OF 
ADVOCACY

STEPHEN MURCH
CHAIR INTERNATIONAL 
COMMITTEE

INTERNATIONAL LAW BOOK 
FACILITY

KATRINA CROSSLEY CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER

INTERNATIONAL SENIOR 
LAWYERS PROJECT – UK

SUSAN HAZLEDINE EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

IPROBONO SHIREEN IRANI FOUNDER AND DIRECTOR

JUDICIAL OFFICE BEN YALLOP HEAD OF INTERNATIONAL

LAW SOCIETY OF ENGLAND & 
WALES

LIZZETTE ROBLETO DE 
HOWARTH

INTERNATIONAL PROGRAMMES 
MANAGER

LEGAL RESPONSE INITIATIVE PASCALE BIRD ADVICE COORDINATOR

NORTON ROSE PATRICK FARRELL PARTNER 

PROTIMOS ISABEL BUTLER DIRECTOR

REDRESS RUPERT SKILBECK DIRECTOR

THE SLYNN FOUNDATION ALISON FENNEY EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

TRUSTLAW NICHOLAS GLICHER DIRECTOR
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