
Biography  

Adapted from a biography prepared by Gailene Harrison at the request of the 
Queensland Bar Association for it to use as a basis for a presentation (made by Rachel 
Taylor of the Queensland Bar) at the Queensland Bar Dinner 2019. 
 
The biography as edited by the Bar Association and actually read at that dinner is to be 
found at 
  
http://www.hearsay.org.au/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=2369&Ite
mid=203. 
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Early years 
 
Lister was born on 1 December 1944, the son of Walter Harrison and Marjorie Harrison 
(nee Hopkins).  
 
His father had formerly been at the Queensland Bar, but by the time Lister was born 
was a lecturer in law at the University of Queensland, while his mother had formerly 
lectured there in the Department of History. 
 
His father was later Garrick Professor of Law, and Dean of the Faculty of Law, at the 
University of Queensland. For more about Professor Harrison, see 
https://www.hearsay.org.au/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=411&Item
id=48. 
 
Education 
 
Lister was educated at West End State School and the Church of England Grammar 
School (now called the Anglican Church Grammar School), Brisbane.  He came second 
in the State in the Senior public examination (the then University matriculation 
examination). 
 
He obtained the degrees of Bachelor of Arts and Bachelor of Laws from the University 
of Queensland in 1966 and 1968 respectively. 
 
At one stage he started on a thesis on the subject of Accessio, commixio and confusio, 
which he never completed. 
 
While he was at Feez Ruthning (see below) Lister embarked on a Bachelor of 
Commerce degree, and completed the initial accounting and economics subjects. But 
(having majored in pure mathematics in his arts degree) he couldn’t abide the faux 
mathematics of Economic Statistics, which he had to complete before continuing with 
higher level accounting subjects, and so he never completed the degree. 
 
Early legal career 
 
During 1967 and 1968 Lister’s was employed as associate to Mr Justice Gibbs (later a 
Justice of and then Chief Justice of the High Court of Australia), initially when his 
Honour was still a judge of the Supreme Court of Queensland, continuing in that 
position following his Honour’s acceptance of an appointment as Federal Bankruptcy 
Judge, sitting in Sydney and Melbourne, and a little later, as a judge of the Supreme 
Court of the Australian Capital Territory sitting, of course, in Canberra.  
 
Lister was admitted to the Queensland Bar at the end of 1968, and to the New South 
Wales Bar in early 1969, and later in Victoria and the Australian Capital Territory. He 
started practice at the Queensland bar in early 1969. 
 
Towards the end of his second year of practice at the bar, Lister accepted an offer of 
employment for two years at Feez Ruthning & Co solicitors (now Allens + Linklaters), 
doing commercial legal work.   
 
At the end of the allotted two years he accepted an invitation to join the firm.  
However, he returned to the Bar in 1976, and took silk in 1983. 
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General overview of Lister’s practice  
 
Lister has had a varied, though mainly commercial practice at the bar. But over the 
years the revenue side of his practice expanded, to the extent that from the turn of the 
present century until the GFC, his practice was almost exclusively concerned with one 
form of tax or another.  
 
Since the GFC the non-revenue side of his practice has re-established itself, though he 
continues to do a substantial amount of revenue work.  
 
His more recent cases are listed on his main page of this website. 
 
Some other aspects or consequences of Lister’s legal work over the years  
 
In the late 1970s Peter Beattie (later Premier of Queensland) established, and asked me 
and others to join what was generally known as the Reform Group of the Queensland 
ALP. The Reform Group was seeking to have the National Executive of the ALP take 
over the operation of the Queensland Branch from what had become known as the 
Inner Executive of the QCE, later referred to as the Old Guard, in order to improve 
Labor’s prospects of winning the next Federal election, and to give it some prospect of 
eventually winning government in Queensland. 
 
A point was reached where a majority of the Federal Executive was in favour of 
intervening. But one member of the Federal Executive, Mick Young, later Special 
Minister for State in the first Hawke administration, was maintaining that the 
Queensland Branch was a separate unincorporated association from the federal body, 
and so the federal body had no power to intervene. 
 
This led a proponent of intervention, John Black (later Senator Black), who was then 
employed in the Queensland Branch of the Australian Workers Union (AWU), to 
secure an opinion from Lister affirming the power to intervene.  
 
Which in turn led to Lister’s appointment to the Interim Administrative Committee of 
the Queensland Branch of the ALP when the National Executive intervened in 1980.  
 
Lister’s opinion that there was power to intervene was ultimately upheld by the Full 
Court of the Supreme Court of Queensland in Burton v Murphy [1982] 2 Qd R 321, in 
which Lister was one of the defendants. 
 
The Interim Administrative Committee was responsible for managing the party in the 
turbulent aftermath of intervention, and for the decisions (such as choosing candidates 
like Wayne Goss to stand for State Parliament) that ultimately led to the election in due 
course of the first Queensland Labor government for many years. Other members of the 
committee included Peter Beattie (later State member for Brisbane, and Premier of 
Queensland), Denis Murphy (appointed President of the Queensland Branch by the 
National Executive, later State member for Stafford), Manfred Cross (appointed 
Secretary, previously and subsequently Federal member for Brisbane) and a number of 
then prominent trade unionists, including Hughie Williams (Transport Workers Union 
(TWU)) and Ian McLean (Australian Telecommunications Employees Association 
(ATEA), later State President of the Queensland Branch (among other things)). 
 
On the Interim Administrative Committee, among other things, Lister performed the 
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task of rewriting the Queensland Branch rules to incorporate the structural changes that 
had been imposed by the Federal Executive (and to convert them to gender neutral 
language). 
 
My Pyrrhic victory in Harrison v Brisbane City Council [1990] QdR 163; [1989] QSC 
163 (see https://archive.sclqld.org.au/qjudgment/1989/QSC89-163.pdf) was founded on 
an idea of Lister’s, though I persuaded an old friend of ours to argue it for me. It was 
Pyrrhic because the result was promptly reversed by legislation, thereby allowing the 
present Brisbane Inner City Bypass to be built. 
 
At one stage, while I was on the Board of the South Bank Corporation, the State Labor 
government proposed to take back a large part of the South Bank site to sell it for use 
for purely commercial purposes largely incompatible with the Board’s plans for the 
area. Lister played a part in my persuading the then Premier, Peter Beattie, to abandon 
the proposal, by formulating the argument that the Government had no power, without 
enabling legislation, to take back that land and sell it, and by formulating the tactic of 
making a Request for Reasons under the Judicial Review Act 1991 (Qld) setting out 
that argument, carrying the implication that I was about to challenge the decision under 
that Act in court.  
 
So the land in question – the Western parts of the present site – has continued to 
contribute to the South Bank facilities. 
 
Collateral benefits - overseas work  
 
Lister’s practice in the law has led to three overseas trips (in addition to trips to legal 
conferences, and holidays).  The first was while he was at Feez Ruthning, from where 
he was sent, in anticipation of the passage of the Trade Practices Act 1974, to a course 
on anti-trust law run by the American Bar Association at their conference that year in 
Hawaii, from which he went to New York to consult with a particular client’s Wall 
Street lawyers on the likely implications of that legislation for that client. 
 
His practice at the Bar has taken him overseas twice.  The first occasion was to 
Johannesburg – the South African rebel cricket tour, in breach of anti-apartheid 
sanctions, had gone ahead on the strength of his opinion to the effect that the restraints 
in the Australian Cricket Board’s contracts with their players forbidding to take part in 
such a venture were unenforceable as unlawful restrains of trade. In the inevitable 
litigation that followed (but which was settled before trial, with the tour going ahead), 
when the then Foreign Minister, Bill Hayden, refused to give the South Africans visas 
to come to Australia to prepare for the litigation, Lister and the other lawyers (who 
included Stephen Charles QC and Peter Heerey of the Melbourne Bar – the Australian 
Cricket Board had sued in Melbourne) had to travel to Johannesburg to take 
instructions (the Melbourne barristers acted for the players, while Lister acted for the 
South African Cricket Union, which had organised the tour). 
 
The second practice-related overseas trip while at the bar was to Ghana in connection 
with a dispute over a gold mine situated near Kumasi (in the Ashanti region of Ghana), 
that was owned by a Queensland based mining company, which involved time in both 
Accra and at the mine site near Kumasi.  
 


