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Internationally it is accepted that the 
legal profession has a particular pro-
fessional responsibility to give back 

to their communities. To quote Associate 
Justice Ruth Ginsburg of the US Supreme 
Court, ‘… the noblest principles that have 
defined the legal professions: to assist the 
poor, disadvantaged, unpopular, and under-
privileged, and to perform public service 
that enhances the common good’(http://
www.abanet.org/renaissance).

ProBono.Org is a new non-profit initiative 
to support the pro bono efforts of legal 
practitioners. It serves as a clearing house, 
matching people or organisations that have 
qualifying matters with legal practitioners 
(attorneys and advocates) who are willing 
to provide pro bono legal services. 

ProBono.Org started its operations in 
Schreiner Chambers in Johannesburg on 1 
October 2006. It is a registered section 21 
company which is currently funded by The 
Atlantic Philanthropies, an international 
philanthropic organisation. It has a staff 
of three part-time attorneys and a full-time 
paralegal.

ProBono.Org focuses on facilitating pro 
bono legal services for matters in the 
public interest. Broadly, public interest 
matters are those that raise issues of broad 
public concern, impact on disadvantaged 
or marginalised groups or ultimately affect 
a number or class of people, not just the 
individual.

There are a number of reasons for the spe-
cific focus on public interest matters.

•		There is a huge unmet legal need for 
legal services in public interest mat-
ters.

•		There are diminishing resources for 
dealing with public interest legal mat-
ters, and

•		If legal practitioners apply limited pro 
bono hours focused on public interest 
matters, there is a greater likelihood 
of such efforts having a greater and 
more meaningful impact and enhancing 
access to justice more broadly. 

ProBono.Org advocates that pro bono legal 
services should be provided on a voluntary 
basis. If a legal practitioner does not give 
of his or her time voluntarily with a sense 
of commitment and purpose, the service he 
or she provides is bound to be inadequate, 
partial or lacking in competence. If a legal 

practitioner gives time freely to areas of 
law in which s/he is interested or has spe-
cific expertise, the work is more likely to 
be done with care and skill. This commit-
ment accords with the calls to engage in 
a spirit of voluntarism made upon South 
Africans by the President of South Africa 
and various national Ministers.

ProBono.Org receives a strong and steady 
stream of requests in a range of pub-
lic interest matters to facilitate access to 
pro bono legal services. These requests 
emanate from various NGOs, community 
groups, public interest organisations, the 
National Prosecuting Authority, as well 
as individuals. Matters are also referred to 
the clearinghouse by law firms who either 
lack capacity, or have a conflict of interest,

‘If a legal practitioner 
does not give of his or 

her time voluntarily with 
a sense of commitment 

and purpose, the service 
he or she provides is 

bound to be inadequate, 
partial or lacking in 

competence.’

and therefore cannot deal with a particular 
matter. ProBono.Org does initial consulta-
tions and research. Once the preparatory 
work has been done, the clearinghouse 
determines whether the matter is indeed 
a public interest matter, whether there 
are merits, and whether the client cannot 
afford commercial legal fees. If all these 
criteria are met, ProBono.Org prepares a 
detailed brief for a legal practitioner to 
take up the matter. Matters are matched 
with the stated expertise and/or interests 
of the various legal practitioners who have 
indicated their willingness to take on pro 
bono matters.’ 

The matching is important in that it ensures 
that legal practitioners deal with the kinds 
of matters that they have a passion for 
or an interest in, thereby further building 
their expertise in particular areas of law. 

Legal practitioners are requested to pro-
vide any of the following services on a 
pro bono basis: strategic legal thinking, 

A focused and streamlined Pro Bono 
approach for maximum impact

Odette Geldenhuys, director of ProBono.Org
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advice, opinions, presentations for work-
shops/seminars, policy work, legislative 
drafting and/or litigation.

In order to ensure a smooth hand-over of 
the matter, ProBono.Org attends the first 
consultation between the clients and the 
legal practitioner. Thereafter the matter is 
run in terms of the usual client-attorney 
relationship. 

The kind of matters dealt with are broad-
ranging and include: land or housing-
related issues, private and public sector 
retirement benefit disputes, family law 
in gay and lesbian families, hate speech, 
custody and guardianship and dismissal on 
the ground of sexual orientation. 

ProBono.Org also provides ancillary ser-
vices. These are:

•  Linking academics, researchers and 
specialists with the legal practitioners 
undertaking specific matters, and to 
facilitate such collaboration

•  Arranging training, workshops and 
seminars on relevant public interest 
topics

Odette Geldenhuys gained her human 
rights experience with the Legal 
Resources Centre, Cheadle Thompson 
& Haysom, Legal Aid Board, and the 
United Nations.

online

•  Promoting pro bono legal assistance

•  Participating in policy development 
regarding pro bono policies and prac-
tices generally (including the proposed 
Legal Services Charter and future BEE 
scorecard for the legal profession)

•  Tracking developments in public inter-
est jurisprudence

•  Liaison with NGOs and corporate law 
firms and facilitating co-operation 
between commercial law and public 
interest law firms

•  Accessing support from foreign and 
international pro bono entities.

Two very successful seminars have taken 
place to date. The first was a round table 
lunch with pro bono legal practitioners 
from different U.S. law firms who shared 
their experiences and practices. The sec-
ond was a housing law seminar, focusing 
on recent judgments affecting the poor 
and vulnerable, led by an attorney and two 
academics. Workshops on refugee law and 
access to information are currently being 
planned. 

Contact details: Odette Geldenhuys 
ProBono.Org, 9th Floor Schreiner 
Chambers, 94 Pritchard Street 
Johannesburg. Tel (011) 336 9510; fax 
(011) 336 9511; odette@probono-org.org; 
www.probono-org.org 

Legal Services 
Charter Update

Report by Roshnee Mansingh, 
Johannesburg Bar

The Minister of Justice, in furtherance 
of the development of the Legal 
Services Charter (LSC), embarked 

on provincial consultative workshops 
to consult stakeholders and elicit fur-
ther inputs and comments. The Gauteng 
Provincial Workshop was held at Emperors 
Palace, Kempton Park, on 9 March 2007. 
Roshnee Mansingh was invited by the 
Department of Justice and Constitutional 
Development (DOJ) to be a rapporteur 
on Commission Two, Transformation of 
the Legal Profession. (The objective of 
the LSC is to adopt a Charter which gives 
effect to the Constitution, the Equality Act 
and the BEE Act by facilitating empower-
ment of historically disadvantaged indi-

viduals (HDIs), through the transforma-
tion of the legal services sector.)

The key issues which the Draft Charter 
seeks to address were discussed, raising 
many questions regarding the transfor-
mation of the legal profession. For the 
way forward, the DOJ has invited each 
of the role players to submit two names 
for the establishment of a focus working 
group, which will draft the second draft 
LSC by July 2007. Thereafter, consulta-
tive sessions will be held and a final draft 
submitted to the Minister of Justice. The 
Minister will decide on advice from the 
steering committee whether the final draft 
is to be gazetted or submitted to Cabinet 
for approval. The Legal Practice Bill is on 
the DOJ’s parliamentary legislative pro-
gramme for this year. With the LSC and 
the Legal Practice Bill, the DOJ hopes to 
usher in later this year a single regulatory 
body and transformation imperatives.  

Email mansingh@law.co.za and mans-
ingh@webmail.co.za (plse send to both)

Cell 083 324 9342 


