The advantages of a 'dusty office
in the northern boondocks...'

An excerpt from The Terrible Truth About Lawyers

To illustrate what can happen when a
client isn’t sensitive to the question of a
lawyer’s turf, I must pass along an ac-
countof perhaps the costliest tactical error
I even made inthe election of an attorney.
A number of years ago, I and a group of
IMG clients invested inaleaseholdon 1.2
million acres in the Northern Territory of
Australia, not far from the town of Dar-
win. This parcel of land was almost the
size of Holland, and we leased it long-
term for less than a dollar an acre.

The government of Australia was the
lessor on the property; its goal, of course,
was to promote the development of the
Northern Temitory. Accordingly, the
government wrote a provision in the lease
stating that the land had to be improved
by a certain amount of investment each
year, for the building of fences and so
forth, so that the property could be used
for cattle.

Now, we had no intention of getting into
the ranching business. Wehad bought the
property as a speculaton — and had
made this very clear to the prestigious
Sydney-based lawyer who handled the
transaction for us. The lawyer, in turn,
assured us that we had nothing to worry

about. Noone had ever paid any attention
to the land-improvement clauses. They
were in the nature of a mere formality,
and no one ever inspected the property.
Besides, would anyone really insist that
we build a fence around a piece of prop-
erty almost the size of Holland?

As it happened, someone would.
Shortly after we acquired the lease,a man
named Gough Whitlam became Prime
Minister of Australi. He had run his
campaign on an Australi First theme, and
one of his primises was to discourage
foreign investment and foreign owner-
ship of Australian property and assets.
This was going on half a world away from
where we were based, you understand,
and with all due respect to the importance
of Australia’s domestic politics, Mr Whit-
lam’s sentiments were not exactly mak-
ing world news. We were dependent on
Our Man in Sydney to keep us posted.
But here we had made a terrible misjudg-
ment. Sydney is about as far from the
Northern Territory as, say, New York is
from Nevada, and, as the saying goes, all
politics is local politics. Our cosmopoli-
tanattorney simply didn’t understand how
virulent (and how opportunistic) was the
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nationalist feeling the the frontier north.
So it took us absolutely by surprise when
we were suddently informed that our Hol-
land-sized piece of land had reverted to
the state because of our failure to develop
it! We were given no warning of this turn
of events, and no chance to correct the
situation. It was just handed to us as a fait
accompli.

Eventually we went to court in northern
Australia and, after great trouble and
expense, managed to reach a resonable
settlement with the government.

But matters should never have come to
that.

All along, we would have been better
served by a sole practitioner in a dusty
office in the northern boondocks —
someone who knew the turn and was in a
position to sense the changing climate —
than by our fancy lawyer who was hope-
lessly out of touch with the local realities.
This piece was contributed by Sandy
McDonald in Alice Springs, who came
across it in a book called The Terrible
Truth About Lawyers.

The book was written by Mark H McCor-
mack, author of What They Don’t Teach
You at Harvard Business School.
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