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 FOREWORD
Don Rankin, Managing Partner, October 2003 – June 2011

Don Rankin

This is a great firm. It is driven by being clear on our values 
and vision of where we want the business to go and how 
we deal with our clients and with our people. In a world 
where change and challenge are part of daily life, when 
we paused to reflect on our first twenty years, what was 
evident was that the changes and the challenges were 
always imposed from beyond the firm, whether these 
were downturns in the economy, natural disasters, or 
the recent global financial crisis. What we had—and still 
have—at our core, at the heart of the firm, is the strength 
and commitment to take on the changes, to meet the 
challenges and continue developing in a shifting world,  
while maintaining what is important to us and important  
to our clients.

The founding partners responsible for the creation of  
the firm and its values did more than simply establish 
another business: they established a way of working,  
a clear vision of the direction of the firm and the will to 
carry that through.

We value our history, which is why, at this stage of the 
firm’s development, this short document records the 
developments and highlights of our first twenty years. 
While acknowledging the great contribution of the founding 
fourteen partners and the leadership of Ron Pitcher and 
Tim Jonas, we recognize that Pitcher Partners today has 
a team as passionate and committed as those who were 
there at its formation. We have much to celebrate in this 
story and it is told by those who were there from the 

beginning, those who maintained the mission, and those 
whose working lives today are dedicated to the firm, its 
people and its clients. We hope you enjoy sharing the 
Pitcher Partners journey.

Don Rankin
November 2011



George Raftopoulos, Myth of Pooli, 2005
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 INTRODUCTION
When Pitcher Partners came into being on 18 November 1991, it was the first new financial services 
practice to be established in Australia for over twenty years. For others, the mantra had been to merge, 
thereby increasing in size. Hungerfords, whose people formed the majority of the new firm of Pitcher 
Partners, had done this when it merged with Peat Marwick in 1987 but the two very different cultures 
did not combine well.

Leaders of the Private Business Services Division, Ron Pitcher and Tim Jonas, spearheaded the 
restlessness of their close colleagues in KPMG and proposed taking much of the Division to set up an 
independent firm to continue to serve their clients in the middle market. Having worked together for 
many years, the two, with their team, had a passionate commitment to the role of the accountant in 
a broader sense, as an advisor, facilitator and negotiator on behalf of the client. Fourteen committed 
partners and 142 staff formed the new firm. Their goal was to be recognized as leaders in servicing 
the middle market. The timing was tough: economic recession, high interest rates and unemployment, 
stock market and property crashes. The new firm lost no clients, won others, and in its first year had 
billings in excess of $14 million.

By the end of 2011, nine of the founding partners are retired, with some taking on a consultancy 
role with Pitcher Partners. The firm maintains its founding principles of caring for clients in the middle 
market and giving its own people the opportunity to reach their career potential. The success of 
Pitcher Partners has meant the firm has grown: in 2011 there are 550 staff in Melbourne and almost 
a thousand in the Pitcher Partners Association across Australia. The firm is a member of Baker Tilly 
International, a group of independent accountancy and business services firms across the world with a 
common belief in providing outstanding client service. 

Within Pitcher Partners, its people regard themselves as 'the small firm with a lot of people'. While 
recognizing the challenges of growth, its core values and guiding principles remain the same as they 
did in its first days. These include a deep respect for those who established the firm, whose stories are 
passed on each year to new staff. This short history was written to capture the early days of Pitcher 
Partners and its progress throughout its first twenty years. 



Roger Byrt, Bang Bang
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Our initial collective emotion on 18 November 1991 was 
that we were free and independent. Privately I can admit 
to moments of panic. What had we done?  We had 142 
staff who expected to be paid on a regular basis as usual, 
as well as the Christmas holidays coming up, involving a 
big pay out for the holidays. And we had fourteen partners 
used to regular monthly income distributions. Whilst all our 
clients had followed us into the new firm, when we tried 
to calculate the fee base they represented, the estimates 
ranged from $11m – $14m per annum. At the lower end 
we were in trouble. 

In terms of staff numbers we had so many fine loyal staff 
members apply to join the new firm that we probably had 
taken at least twenty more people than we really needed. 
This uncertainty as to our fees base resulted in everyone 
in the firm, the whole 156, doing everything possible to 
win more work. Ron Pitcher, the great practice builder, led 
the way in this respect. I observed him ringing everyone 
he knew, seeking their support, plus doing something we 
had never done before — cold-calling bankers, lawyers and 
anyone else we could think of to arrange meetings with them 
to present the credentials of our new firm.

From the beginning, the partners resolved that they wanted 
to run the firm as genuine owners and the requirement 
for monthly partners’ meetings was established. We had 
no boardroom or large meeting room in our premises and 

 RefleCTIONs:
The early months
TIM JONAS, Managing Partner, NOVEMBER 1991 – SEPTEMBER 2003

I recall the early partners meetings being held in a client 
interview room where we all squeezed around a table 
that was not really big enough. At least we were all close 
together which provided good discussion. One of our early 
debates was whether we could afford to knock a couple of 
walls down to produce a boardroom. Eventually we had the 
confidence to do this. 

I also recall us inviting some bankers around for a lunch 
without realizing that we didn’t have a room big enough 
and we put up some trestle tables in that same meeting 
room. It was all very makeshift but  
I think our guests understood and were supportive. We 
received wonderful support from several of the banks, which 
removed a lot of the financial pressures. We had all had a 
long association with the National Australia Bank (NAB) and 
some weeks before the new firm was established the then 
State Manager came to see us to let us know that the NAB 
wanted to support the new firm — in fact he demanded that 
we bank with the NAB and that they be allowed to support 
us. They were generous with their support and to this day 
they remain Pitcher Partners’ bankers. 

Another great aspect of our good relationships with certain 
banks was that they referred us many new clients. Basically 
they said ‘if a new customer was recommended by Pitcher 
Partners’ then they would take that customer on as their 
bankers. Given that in 1991 and 1992 we were at the 
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…many of the small and medium sized growth oriented business, 
who for want of a better description, make up Middle Australia 
have never been totally comfortable with the mega-firms….They 
want pro-active advice, advisors who understand their business 
and can help shape the strategic direction of the business.
 
It is these qualities that are the hallmarks of the partnership 
group that makes up Pitcher Partners and will be reflected in 
the performance of the firm as a whole.
 
Ron Pitcher
Media Conference 22 November 1991
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bottom of the great ‘recession we had to have’ a lot of 
people were in financial difficulties, often because they 
had good trading businesses but had dabbled too much in 
properties where the values had collapsed.  
We were being referred to help a lot of these people and it 
was a huge advantage to be able to take these new clients 
to the banks once their affairs had been sorted out. A lot 
of new clients came to  the firm in the early nineties under 
these arrangements and I think that most, if not all, are still 
with Pitcher Partners. 

I recall that I personally manually prepared the first short-
term cash projection that was presented at a partners’ 
meeting. This showed to our surprise that there would 
be enough cash for the partners to receive an additional 
monthly profit distribution. Being handwritten, the partners 
were rather skeptical as to the reliability of this projection 
but nevertheless they got their distribution and have done 
so every month for the ensuing 20 years. 

Another key platform of our approach to managing the 
firm was established early on, namely that we would hold 
an annual strategy planning retreat. The first retreat was 
in March 1992 and we all trooped off to the Cumberland 
Resort at Lorne. The meeting started in high spirits with 
the first session being led by the finance partner, who 
was updating us on our finances. He decided, however, 
that he would commence his session by updating all the 
partners on their likely next income tax bill. Given that 
the amounts were higher than anyone expected, it rather 
seriously deflated the gathering. We soon recovered and 
did some good work at this first retreat, such as preparing 
our Mission Statement, the Four Pillars, which survives and 
guides the firm to this day. 

The culmination of the early months was probably our first 
anniversary. This happened to coincide with the normal 
monthly partners meetings which were held from 8.00 a.m. 
to 10.30 a.m. At about 10.15, our tea lady, Val McKinley, 

Tim Jonas

knocked on the door and came in and asked me would I 
mind stepping out of the meeting for a moment. This was 
unusual but nevertheless I complied and found to my great 
surprise the entire staff of the firm had assembled outside. 
I then asked all the partners to come out of the meeting 
at which point the staff made various speeches, and read 
out the famous poem ‘Day One who knew – Day 365 
who doesn’t?’ David Knowles, now a senior partner but 
then a manager, had written the poem. There was a one 
year anniversary cake and it was really a most happy and 
emotional gathering. It demonstrated how much all the 
156 people who had started the firm were committed to it, 
and how much everyone had contributed. 

Tim Jonas
November 2011
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1DAY 1: WHO KNEW? DAY 365: WHO DOESN’T?
There was a man called RGP, 
Who knew what he wanted to see, 
A firm — the best in the business, 
But not called KPMG.

He set about building his dream, 
And started by gathering a team, 
He looked to his Hungerfords roots 
And soon they were all in cahoots.

They were now 14 very wise men, 
Meeting secretly and talking to Ken, 
The secretaries were biting their tongues, 
Scared to speak, ’til the deed was done.

The rumours soon started to spread, 
A new firm with Ron at the head, 
Twasn’t long and the news was official, 
PITCHER PARTNERS to be launched like a missile.

The wise ones began choosing their crew, 
But just who would be going with who, 
Some pondered and swayed to and fro, 
But most knew just where they would go.

Their loyalty and faith was alive, 
All eager for the big day to arrive 
It came on November Eighteen, 
A Great Day — Truly one to be seen.

The media thought it superb, 
Lots of pictures and meaningful blurb, 
The clients were all enthusiastic, 
And the staff were simply fantastic.

The truth is we are here to applaud, 
The partners who hit the right chord, 
To show what we think the firm’s worth, 
And celebrate the day of its birth

HAPPY BIRTHDAY AND BEST WISHES FROM ALL OF US
From staff members to mark Pitcher Partners first birthday
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 FOUNDING
DAY ONE, PITCHER PARTNERS, 
18 NOVEMBER 1991

We are a firm that will make its mark on the commercial life of 
this city and State because of the commitment of the individuals 
concerned to ensuring the highest level of service to clients.
Ron Pitcher, Media Conference, 22 November 1991

There is a strongly-felt pride when the founding partners talk 
about the day Pitcher Partners was born, as the first new 
financial services firm to be established in Melbourne for 
twenty years. Its formation was a statement about inde-
pendence, about building a different kind of culture through 
a particular way of working, recognition of the distinctive 

needs of the middle market and a commitment to working with that market. 
It was also a dramatic move away from the mergers of financial services 
firms of preceding years, where frequent name changes and expansion of 
staff numbers had become the norm. 

In 1987, Hungerfords, the predecessor firm from which Pitcher  
Partners later drew the majority of its people for the new firm, had around 
300 staff and Peat Marwick around 600. When they merged in that year 
to become Peat Marwick Hungerfords, about two thirds of the previous 
Melbourne Hungerfords practice, with Ron Pitcher and Tim Jonas, formed 
the Private Business Services (PBS) Division of the merged firm with the 
PBS Division having a staff of around 250 people. Tim Jonas, who had  
been appointed the Partner in Charge of PBS at the time, called it a prac-
tice within a practice. A subsequent merger with Touche Ross & Co  
highlighted increasingly evident differences: ‘good people, but there was a 
culture clash’.

It was a time when growth through international affiliation was highly 
prized. In the late 1980s, there had been pressure from the United States 
offices of Peat Marwick International (PMI) who wanted to make a deal 
with the German and Dutch-based Klynveld Main Goerdeler to form a 
worldwide partnership. In her history of KPMG, Audrey Armitage observes 
that though ambivalent, the Australian firms were expected to follow suit. 

Ron Pitcher fought the proposed merger: ‘We were a different business 
practice; we were in the business of growing oak trees out of acorns’. 
Peat Marwick and Hungerfords finally agreed to the international deal and 
became, statistically, the largest firm in the world, with 1500 offices. ‘Too 
big’, Ron Pitcher says. Holding the position of Deputy Managing Partner 
of the Victorian firm in the late 1980s, Pitcher was also Deputy Chairman 
of KPMG on its World Council. Nonetheless, he was troubled by both the 
firm’s magnitude and focus. 

As well as his local managerial and international roles with KPMG, Pitcher 
had kept a strong foot in the Melbourne practice. Then the firm decided 
that the Private Business Services Division’s discounted fee structure was 
a concern. ‘There was a feeling that this was not right and to many it was 
an illustration of things not working.’ After the de-merger, a report in the 
Herald-Sun quoted a spokesman for KPMG saying that following the merger 
with Touche Ross, the firm’s private client business had ‘not sat as comfort-
ably with the firm’. 

Prior to the 1987 merger, Tim Jonas had held extensive practice man-
agement responsibilities, both locally and nationally, in areas such as Human 
Resources, Marketing, and Practice Management. Both Jonas and Pitcher 
were members of the KPMG Local Management committee, with overall 
responsibility for its management. It was through their membership of this 
committee that the two came to be in a position to identify and take advan-
tage of the opportunity to create the new firm of Pitcher Partners, four 
years later. 

As the effects of the collapse and subsequent recession took hold,  
there was a dramatic downturn in the economy, with Division results 
plummeting. KPMG claimed that the Private Business Services Division 
was unprofitable, citing, among other costs, the high figure for profes-
sional indemnity insurance. Adding to its pressures was its subsequent 
merger with Touche Ross; this led to an increased number of staff needing 
offices, and the firm committed itself to the lease of another two floors 
at the luxuriously-appointed 161 Collins Street, built at the height of the 
extravagant ’80s.

Things came to a head in June 1991 at what Pitcher describes as: 
a strategic meeting on a Saturday, drawing circles on the wall. 
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Private Business was on the far edge of that circle. I said ‘I will take 
that out if you like’. Then the other leaders in KPMG got their heads 
together. I let it take its course and negotiated to take out of that 
colossus the part that became Pitcher Partners.

After seven weeks of negotiation, planning and preparation, on  
18 November 1991 the new firm was born. Pitcher recalls that: 

the partners wanted to call it Pitcher Partners. I said ‘if you want to, 
that’s delightful’.

Tim Jonas had also seen the writing on the wall and by February 1991 
had begun privately planning to leave the firm. When KPMG decided to make 
different arrangements for the Private Business partners, it was the begin-
ning of the end. 

As the months went by, the idea of a new firm began to crystallize.  
It was a heart-stopping time to launch a new partnership. Australia was  
in deep recession. Jonas said that if anyone thought the 2008 Global 
Financial Crisis (GFC) that began with the sub-prime collapse in the United 
States was bad, the 1991/1992 recession, famously described in the  
words of then Treasurer Paul Keating as ‘the recession we had to have’, was  
worse. In the 1991/1992 recession vacancy rates at commercial premises  
were at twenty-seven per cent, compared with six per cent during the 
2008 GFC. 

Together, the prospective partners prepared a budget for the new firm. 
They agreed to sub-lease their premises at 161 Collins Street for at least 
eighteen months, a decision that proclaimed both the amicable nature of the 
de-merger and, less publicly, the fact that all partners had recently signed 
the Collins Street lease agreement. Clients were contacted and given the 
choice of whether or not to go with the new firm. Each graduate offered a 
position within the existing Private Business Division for 1992 was given the 
same choice and the majority chose to go with Pitcher Partners. Pitcher and 
Jonas negotiated, committed to the space at 161 Collins, and took twelve 
other ‘outstanding’ partners. Jonas described them as ‘wonderful practi-
tioners … Almost all fourteen were rainmakers. There’s never been a better 
group.’ 

By and large the split was amicable and the firms maintain ongoing good 
relationships to this day.

Ron Pitcher, Media Conference, 22 November 1991
Today’s reality is that anyone who runs a business which employs 
more than a few people requires access to specialized services 
in areas such as taxation, auditing, management accounting, 
and superannuation as well as practical strategic advice from a 
committed advisor.

The danger involved in the stratification of accountancy firms  
has been that many of the small and medium sized growth  
oriented businesses, that, for want of a better description, make  
up middle Australia, have never really been totally comfortable with  
the mega-firms. 
The service has been of a high standard, particularly from the 
standpoint of ensuring statutory compliance but these companies 
generally want much more. They want pro-active advice, advisors 
who understand their business and can help shape the strategic 
direction of the business.
This not only requires good professional skills, it requires extensive 
commercial experience and a commitment to the on-going success 
of the business.
It is these qualities that are the hallmarks of the partnership 
group that makes up Pitcher Partners and will be reflected in the 
performance of the group as a whole.

As leaders, Pitcher concentrated on practice building, winning and  
servicing clients, while Jonas divided his time between working with clients and 
management. He took responsibility for management of the firm and chaired 
the monthly and other partner meetings. There was always some crossover  
of roles between the two, with Pitcher an active participant at partners’  
meetings. There was also a separate monthly meeting, where Jonas and 
Pitcher would discuss the governance and management of the firm. From the 
outset, they put into practice the Pitcher Partners culture of sharing ideas 
and seeking opinions from colleagues, where each put forward manage-
ment issues for debate before reaching a mutual decision. Jonas adds that 
there was ‘not always saintly harmony’, with discussions becoming ‘seriously 
robust’ at times. ‘But when a decision was made either by ourselves or by the  
partners’, he says, ‘we got on with the job and there were never any lasting 
hard feelings.’

Though the paths to their working lives of Pitcher and Jonas were very 
different, their combination of business and personal qualities gave the new 
firm a very different vision. 

In 1951 Ron Pitcher was twelve years old and in his final year at State 
School in Fawkner, a mixed residential and industrial area fifteen kilometres 
north of Melbourne CBD, when he won a scholarship to attend Brunswick 
Technical School. ‘You needed two maths and two sciences to go to sen-
ior tech. I had those but we were a struggling family and I was going to 
be a carpenter.’ Fate stepped in through the Principal and Vice-Principal of 
Brunswick Technical School, who refused to let their promising young stu-
dent take up the scholarship. Instead, they suggested he attend night school 
at Melbourne High to study to become an accountant. Ron Pitcher had one 
question: What’s an accountant? 
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Pitcher travelled from Fawkner to South Yarra and back each week,  
carrying his books and studying on the train in every spare moment. By a 
stroke of good fortune, he heard about chartered accountancy and thought 
he might as well go for ‘the top of the tree’. To become a chartered account-
ant required extra study. Such courses were delivered by a number of insti-
tutes, such as the Hemingway Robertson Institute, located at 61B Bank 
House, Bank Place, Melbourne. The Institute advertised regularly in The 
Argus newspaper, offering ‘Graduate tuition in Accountancy, Secretarial, 
Modern Business Administration and all Business Subjects’.

Although this was where he wanted to study, there was the matter of the 
fees. A three-year-long correspondence course at the Hemingway Robertson 
Institute cost £108.0.0, at a time when an average worker took home £15 
each week. The fees would have been an insurmountable problem in the 
Pitcher household had it not been for Ron’s prudent mother, Paulena. For many 
years, since Ron and his siblings were young, she had been paying a shilling 
a week into a life insurance policy. Redeemed, the policy yielded £114.0.0, 
enough for both the course and the books Ron needed. At the end of 1955, 
Ron presented at the Exhibition Buildings to take the exam to become a char-
tered accountant. In the April 1956 list of the examinations of the Institute of 
Chartered Accountants, the name of R.G. Pitcher is listed as taking First Place 
Honours for Victoria in Auditing. At age nineteen he became the youngest 
person ever, to satisfactorily complete the examination that qualified him to 
practice as a chartered accountant. In fact he was too young to be admitted; 
this could not happen until he reached the age of twenty-one. 

But before then, in 1953 when Ron was sixteen, Ern Niemann, a ‘wonderful 
mentor’ to the young Pitcher, offered him a job at W. Kirkhope & Co., one of 
the predecessor firms to Hungerfords. ‘I was a son to him’, Pitcher says simply. 
Niemann was an insolvency practitioner and such was his expertise in the area 
that press reports referred to as ‘the doctor’. Ron remembers how Niemann

was a wonderful guy — he threw stuff at you: management 
accounting, anything he thought you could handle. He had that 
strong desire to help business and he was a great mentor. 

Niemann knew all about taking opportunities: during WW2 he contracted 
cholera in Changi Prison. He was one of the few to come out of the Cholera 
Ward alive, attributing his survival to Edward (later Sir Edward) ‘Weary’ 
Dunlop. Returning to Australia a fraction of his former size, Niemann seized 
life with both hands. Taking up the Government-funded university educa-
tion program for returned soldiers, he completed a distinguished Commerce 
degree at The University of Melbourne.

Tim Jonas also remembers Niemann as ‘a giant of a man — about six 
feet four inches, with a personality to match’. As a young man also working 
with Niemann at Kirkhope’s, Jonas recalls being faced with a huge amount 
of work. ‘I don’t have the time to get through this’, Jonas told him. ‘Son’, 

Niemann responded, ‘we had to split two metres of rock on the Burma 
Railway before we got fed: it’s amazing how you can find the time’. 

Mentoring, as an essential component of the way in which the values 
and the culture of Pitcher Partners have been passed on, is as true today as 
it has been in the past. While Ern Niemann was Pitcher’s mentor, Pitcher, in 
turn was mentor to Jonas. ‘He and I have a lifetime of working quite closely’, 
Jonas says. ‘He was the spiritual leader, the godfather.’

The words most often used within Pitcher Partners to describe Tim Jonas 
are ‘a brilliant manager’ and ‘a true leader’. His strategic mind was given full 
play at the time of the demerger with KPMG. Like Pitcher, Jonas locked into 
the values, assuming that partners would know how to run their professional 
practice themselves. 

Their styles were completely different but they were complementary 
leaders for the firm. While Ron’s personal approach to clients set the ethos 
for the firm, when combined with Tim’s incredible management skills, all 
fourteen partners were united by a common vision and value set.

The early schooling and career of Tim Jonas took quite a different path 
to that of Ron Pitcher. The expectation was that he would go into the family 
fruit business begun by his grandfather in the 1930s. Jonas’ Fruit Shop was 
an institution in the heart of Collins Street, located between the Melbourne 
Mansions and Athenaeum Club and renowned for its magnificent window 
displays. Jonas went to Scotch College, then to study commerce at The 
University of Melbourne. By the time he finished his studies, the family busi-
ness was probably the largest trader of fruit and vegetables in Victoria. As 
expected, Jonas joined the business in late 1965. His role involved getting 
up at 1.00 a.m. to go to the markets, then physically handling the huge vol-
umes of produce, in pre-palletisation days. Six months later, wanting some-
thing more intellectually stimulating, he withdrew from the family business, 
‘probably disappointing my father, who took it well’. 

At the age of twenty and quite unprepared for an alternate career, he 
visited The University of Melbourne’s recruitment office and was given a 
list of accounting firms, which included Hungerfords. At interview, he told 
partner John Miller that his ambition was management consulting. The 
response ‘encouraged his dreams’. He joined the firm and began working 
in audit, thus exposing himself to different businesses and systems. Ron 
Pitcher, at twenty-six, was Partner in Charge of the Business Audit and 
Accounting Division, which at the time numbered about twenty-five peo-
ple (in 2011 there are 160). In working with Ron Pitcher, who became his 
supervising partner, Jonas says, ‘I had met a man I could truly respect and 
who exhibited the values that appealed to me: caring for clients, hard work 
and advancement based on merit’. The development of young people came 
to be recognized as one of the hallmarks of the firm and one of its great 
strengths, a philosophy that continues today in a rather more formalized 
way. In 1970, early in his time at Hungerfords, Jonas was accepted into the 
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MBA at The University of Melbourne; at the time, this was an unusual step 
for an accountant. He took a year off from Hungerfords, and immediately 
following the successful completion of that year, with some trepidation, told 
Pitcher he would like to work overseas for a year. It was the beginning of 
the ‘great secondment opportunity’ that young people at Pitcher Partners 
are still encouraged to take. Jonas became a partner at Hungerfords in June 
1974, at the age of twenty-eight. 

Always a keen enthusiast of practice management, Jonas gave it a lot of 
thought, time and energy. His personal motivation was his belief that part-
ners be owner-managers rather than employee-shareholders in the firm, 
a belief sustained when the demerger with KPMG took place, with part-
ners ready and willing to make the move with Pitcher and Jonas. ‘We hand 
selected who we took’, Jonas said. ‘Many more wanted to come.’

Pitcher Partners developed a new framework for partners, including, ini-
tially, retirement at sixty. When it came time for Tim Jonas to retire, the age 
was raised to sixty-two, a fact that raises a knowing smile among other 
partners. When Ron Pitcher retired, he became a consultant with Pitcher 
Partners for a time. He then pursued a directorial career, including for some 
Pitcher Partners clients. This can raise questions about independence; Pitcher 
gives an example: ‘I am on the board of a company audited by Pitchers and 
a shareholder’s representative raised that very question. My answer was 
that independence, truth, honesty and integrity are important to my life.  
All through my life, my behaviour has been dictated by my Christian values.  
I answer to a much higher order.’

Stories about Pitcher’s dedication abound. A current partner relates how: 
Ron Pitcher used to work seven days a week. Now, in his 70s, he’s 
down to five and a half. There’s a story of the late night ‘phone call to 
his home and Ron’s instruction to ‘whisper — my wife’s asleep’. 

In the Queen’s Birthday Honours in June 2007, Pitcher was made a 
Member of the Order of Australia (AM), for services to business and com-
merce, particularly in the field of accountancy, and to the community 
through support for charitable organizations. Ron relates how

I rang Mum to tell her and I’ll always remember her words: ‘I never 
thought such a thing was possible for a family like us’.

He sees it as a privilege to 
have had an education and to join a profession like this ... What this 
firm has as its fundamental values are openness, integrity, caring and 
sincerity. A lot of those things can get lost and you have to keep hold 
of them. 

His career advice is: ‘Find a vocation where you bounce out of bed each 
day. Look for something stimulating, challenging — and have fun.’

Creating a new identity: name and logo 

When it had been agreed that a new firm should be created, we had 
to consider what would be its name. We agreed to call it after Ron 
because of the extraordinary respect we all had for him. He was 
probably the best business advisory middle market practitioner in 
Australia, he had been unbelievably successful as a practice builder, 
that is, winning and retaining clients, he had been a mentor to many 
of the partners including me. His commitment to the practice was at 
the workaholic level, and he was the spiritual leader. 
Tim Jonas

With just seven weeks between the decision to set up a new firm and 
the day of the launch of Pitcher Partners to the wider world, there was 
need for a distinctive new logo for media releases, for stationery and on 
business cards. The partners wanted it to represent what they stood for: a 
combination of growth and caring — for clients, for community and for its 
people. They decided to be known as Accountants, Auditors and Advisors, 
announcing the breadth of their work, rather than be known only as char-
tered accountants. This, too, announced a different kind of firm. The logo, 
unchanged since the firm’s inception, was designed by Hans Bauer from 
Impact Graphics. As a client of the firm Bauer understood first-hand what 
Pitcher Partners stood for and what the logo needed to portray. He spoke 
to the partners in an absorbing and entertaining way about how the various 
design components had been created and the messages that these can give. 
Briefly, the green (not a popular colour for business stationery at the time) 
was representative of the leaves on the Plane trees that could be seen from 
the offices at 161 Collins Street. It signifies freshness and growth for both 
the clients of the firm and Pitcher Partners. It also reflected the large number 
of clients the firm had at the time in the timber industry. The pair of styl-
ized letter ‘P’s reaching upwards and off the edge of the logo, represents the 
unlimited prospects of the firm. 

Pitcher Partners was the ideal story. It just needed to be told.
�Sean Dignum, financial journalist and media advisor,  
(Sean Dignum & Associates) 

The announcement of the founding of Pitcher Partners created a stir in 
the business press, with headlines in the Melbourne and national papers. The 
focus was on Ron Pitcher’s comments about the importance of the middle 
market and that the firm would have a ‘partner-driven’ approach, with each 
client receiving personal service from one of the fourteen partners. This was 
in marked contrast with the service delivery of the Big Six, with their man-
ager-led approach. 

Financial journalist Sean Dignum worked with Pitcher Partners to assist 
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in media coverage and says that the successful emergence of the firm—and 
its newsworthy qualities—had to be seen in the context of accounting at 
the time. 

Towards the end of the eighties, Australia was still hero worshipping the 
corporate titans — Skase, Bond, Elliott, and Holmes a Court. The Big 
Six accounting firms (now the Big Four) were all chasing the corporate 
dollar — namely the ASX Top 500. While they focused on the top end of 
town, the small end was being well serviced by the suburban accounting 
firms. The middle market - medium to large private enterprises and 
small listed companies were overlooked and weren’t getting the kind of 
service and support they needed, especially in difficult times.

Pitcher Partners was positioned in the media as the voice of the ‘engine 
room of the Australian economy’ — Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs), 
some of which were large and complex family businesses and had been with 
Ron Pitcher and his team for many years. ‘Here was the voice for an ignored 
but important sector for Australian productivity’, Dignum said. He continued:

They were offering not just to be accountants but to lobby the 
government on behalf of their clients. They showed their knowledge 
of businesses of a certain size, they knew about the red tape 
involved so they deliberately raised issues for business and offered to 
answer them. And they weren’t limited to accounting.

The testimony that the vision of Pitcher Partners was right was the shock 
they gave the big accounting firms. 

The media started to ask Pitcher Partners for comments about 
issues that affected SMEs and they became accepted as the experts 
who had something of value to contribute. It was an exciting time. 
I’m delighted to have been part of it.

The Founding Fourteen
When they talk about the demerger, even now there’s still a glimpse of the 
band of brothers these fourteen were when they started as Pitcher Partners. 
By the end of 2011, nine of the fourteen had retired, but the memories are 
fresh. Ron Pitcher recalls that within a week of formation, a culture had 
already begun to emerge. ‘It is a culture based on hard work, high profes-
sional standards and a genuine dedication to clients … The way we worked, 
it was different’, Greg Blashki says. ‘

Don’t know if it’s my star sign—Aquarius—but I hated regulations. 
We were inclusive at Hungerfords, the way we worked, the way we 
thought, and with the de-merger, we were able to be like that again. 

And they were playful as well. A birth notice appeared in the Herald Sun 

and on the first morning as Pitcher Partners, a huge banner bearing the new 
firm’s name hung through several floors of the atrium of KPMG. The press 
dubbed it ‘cheeky’. Pitcher Partners stickers decorated desks and filing cabi-
nets, to be swiftly removed – but not before they were noticed.

Tim Jonas called Pitcher Partners ‘our type of firm’. Peter Riley, a partner 
with a Peat Marwick background, recalls the ‘vibrancy and energy’ of the 
fourteen. ‘Each had business nous and we worked together. I’d be presenting 
a technical aspect of a case and Don Rankin would put a commercial overlay 
onto it.’ For Ian Stewart, it was a ‘new dawning ... At the time, the world was 
going bad and we were such a contrast — we were counter-cyclical.’ Keith 
Hall says they 

weren’t worried about the future because we knew how Ron and Tim 
had looked after the Hungerfords people. People were selected who 
matched the work and if you came to Pitcher Partners at 5.30 or 
6.00 in the morning, there would already be staff people here. 

Rob Rigoni enjoyed the reaction from clients. ‘They contacted me when 
the news came out; they were excited, curious, supportive — they saw it as 
a good move.’ Sid Catlin simply ‘changed the sign on the door and kept on 
working’ while Adrian Fitzpatrick remembers the founders as 

fourteen blood brothers ... It’s no wonder we have a strong common 
culture. We didn’t take anyone over, we developed our mission 
statement and its key messages were the marketplace, caring for 
clients and the staff. We had complete faith in each other. 

Colin Tatterson, known and loved for his highly individual style, says 
that at Pitcher Partners ‘you care for clients and you care for staff. They are 
like family.’ Geoff Walsh is known for ‘his capacity to question, because it 
needs to be questioned’, Don Rankin says. ‘He doesn’t do something because 
everybody else does. He’s the reality check.’ Terry Benfold remembers the 
reaction of his largest client: 

When I told him about the de-merger, he said ‘there’s one thing you’ll 
regret — that you didn’t do it earlier.’ 

Neil Flavel has a powerful memory of the hope and optimism on the first 
day of Pitcher Partners:

In the space of just a weekend, a re-badged Pitcher Partners, 
without physically moving offices, created a completely new 
environment that had the support of clients, a more appropriate cost 
structure, and an energized staff.
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The founding fourteen
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161 Collins Street
The Melbourne skyline
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FOUR PILLARS

By March 1992, the Pitcher Partners mission statement was 
developed; since then, it has guided the principles of the 
firm. Driven by the partners, it is reviewed every year at the 
partner planning retreat, to evaluate its relevance. Any deci-
sions made within the firm are made with reference to the 
mission statement.

Our Mission Statement
◆ �T o specialize in servicing the middle market and be recognized as the 

leading firm servicing this market;

◆ �T o have a firm whose entire culture is based on caring for clients and 

earning their trust;

◆ �T o have a firm which emphasizes a strong advisory involvement with its 

clients, providing both business and specialist advice of the highest standard;

◆ �T o have a firm whose culture is to care for its people on an individual basis 

and provide them with great careers.

To specialize in servicing the middle market and be recognized as the 
leading firm servicing this market.
Pitcher Partners’ Mission Statement, Pillar 1

We’re in the business of growing oak trees out of acorns.
Ron Pitcher

The main focus of Pitcher Partners has always been private family busi-
nesses, those occupying the middle market. Tim Jonas says this brings a 
particular responsibility: 

They’re not just institutions, every business decision they make 
probably means that the family home has been put up as security 
and every dollar paid to us is out of their pocket. We’re not only tax 
accountants, seeing them for year-end accounting and tax audits, 
we’re business advisors—good business advisors—and counsellors. 
We can spend a whole day with a client and not discuss a figure. We 
might be talking succession planning, divorce — we’d  often hear 
about it first. 

In tough times, he says, 
banks want more information and clients seek advice. We offer a 
service that goes from birth to adulthood and beyond: through 
business advisory, investment advisory and as trustees, looking after 
their estates.

One reason that the firm has such a close relationship with its clients is 
that there are few people a family business can talk to privately. Jonas says: 

There is a huge amount involved for them. A downturn in the 
business can mean a loss of stature, taking the kids out of private 
school, a whole lot of personal issues that go beyond the numbers. If 
a client is in trouble, our attitude is to get into the trench with them: 
we’re seriously involved. To use a cricketing term, we don’t just keep 
the score; we help them make the runs.

To have a firm whose entire culture is based on caring for clients and 
earning their trust.
Pitcher Partners’ Mission Statement, Pillar 2

When Pitcher Partners was formed, almost all of their existing clients 
came with them. Some, like the Wilson family, who became Reece Australia, 
leading bathroom retailers, although established for some years, were mak-
ing their mark more widely and are now hugely successful businesses. Part 
of this, Ron Pitcher says, is because the firm took executive roles with clients 
and ran the businesses financially. As Ron Pitcher put it: 

It was about relationships. We were a big family of 156 people and 
we had the vision that if you delivered good work, honestly and 
sincerely cared, and did what you could to assist 	family businesses, 
you would succeed.

One of the keys to involvement is the face-to-face interaction with cli-
ents. Instead of simply giving advice, Pitcher Partners chooses to partici-
pate, being ‘out there’ with the client. 

A testament to the success of this approach is the fact that so many 
Pitcher Partners clients have stayed with them for so long. In some cases, 
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partners are now working with third and fourth generations of clients. Over 
the years the partners have become more than just trusted advisors to their 
clients, they have become friends.

As the country came out of the 1991 recession, the firm’s way of working 
brought positive results. ‘We rose to the challenge’, Pitcher said. ‘Whatever 
their circumstances, we treated people with care and dignity. We always ran 
the extra mile, putting the clients first, second, third, fourth and fifth.’

To have a firm which emphasizes a strong advisory involvement 
with its clients, providing both business and specialist advice of the 
highest standard.
Pitcher Partners’ Mission Statement, Pillar 3

In practice, this means acting in an interpretive way, giving commercial 
advice beyond the simply technical. It also means that there is often a men-
toring role: Partner Ian Stewart mentions the loneliness of being in a closely-
held business and the fact that the firm took the decision to position itself to 
give ‘first class advice’ to the middle market. ‘We developed our audit skills 
and those in corporate transactions so we had the ability to take a client to 
listing on the stock exchange, if that was what was needed.’

One of the guiding principles of the firm is behaving with the utmost 
integrity in all of its activities. ‘Advisor involvement’ may mean that other 
parties are recommended to clients, an area which brings added responsibil-
ity for the firm. Ian Stewart gives the example of the firm’s philosophy about 
the payment of commissions: 

There are many opportunities for us to direct clients to  
particular areas for which commissions are routinely paid —  
bankers, insurance providers, investment products. Over the  
history of the firm, if these are paid, they go to the client.  
Our recommendations to clients are based purely on their needs.  
This is particularly evident in two of our Divisions, Investment 
Advisory and Transaction Services. We don’t have a success  
fee model where a successful deal leads to a sale where  
a large commission is paid. We take out the distorting aspect.  
These are the philosophies driving the firm.’ ‘It is interesting’,  
Stewart says, ‘that pressure from the community has  
now caught up with what we have been doing for years,  
with regulations for disclosure by firms who receive  
commissions.
 
To have a firm whose culture is to care for its people on an  
individual basis and provide them with great careers. 
Pitcher Partners’ Mission Statement, Pillar 4

Though it began as a small firm, the decision was made early that pay 
rates should match those of the Big Four, as was the decision ‘to invest and 
grow from within’, giving opportunities to those who felt that the Pitcher 
Partners’ culture was the right place for them. 

One of the greatest challenges faced by a growing firm is keeping the 
sense of family. When Pitcher Partners began, its ‘family’ numbered 156. 
In 2011, that number is 550. The firm has always placed emphasis on  
its people being together, both at work and beyond. It is known for its  
inventive events, the celebration of important dates, the importance given to  
opportunities to bond as a group and for including clients as part of the 
wider family. 

In the early days, it was a simple matter to keep the culture of participa-
tion and close involvement with clients and each other as an everyday prior-
ity. When numbers grew, maintaining the culture required work. That work 
began with graduate recruitment.

Ashley Davidson (Private Clients) began working with Pitcher Partners in 
July 1993 as an undergraduate, part way through his degree at Swinburne. 
He completed his degree in 1994, after six months of the co-op year, when 
undergraduates work in industry. Then, he says, growing into the culture 
of the firm was ‘a given’. Colin Tatterson was his mentor, everyone knew 
everyone else and which football team they barracked for. Because those 
in Private Clients interacted all the time, they were all on the same page. 
There were then twenty people in the Private Clients division, and there are 
now over seventy. Davidson was the first undergraduate employed by the 
firm to become a partner and says that the structure of the firm’s activities, 
with all partners sharing information and expertise, is a cornerstone of the 
difference between Pitcher Partners and other firms. ‘Everyone recognizes 
it, lives it and breathes it.’

Because of the numbers of staff with the firm today, the culture that was 
once picked up through example and association is now embedded in pro-
grams that make up part of a formal induction training. Appointing Elizabeth 
Nuñez as a senior training executive in 2001 was a key step in this direction, 
moving the emphasis to Education and Training. Pitcher Partners now runs 
four hundred training courses each year for its staff. 

Behind-the-scenes support for its people takes many forms, including 
assistance for further studies, flexible work arrangements and a practical 
emphasis on healthy eating and fitness. 

Beyond Pitcher Partners the culture of caring for its people continues 
with the Alumni program, Keeping in Touch. With almost 600 members, the 
program offers former staff, many of whom have gone to work with Pitcher 
Partners clients, a way to keep up to date with their skills, and to ‘keep in 
touch’ with their old colleagues.

Don Rankin says that one of the firm’s greatest strengths is that ‘we don’t 
have individuals who think about themselves first’.
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Recognition and Awards
2011: BRW, Great Place to Work
2010: �Australian Association of Graduate Employers (AAGE):  

Graduate Recruiter of the Year
2010: �AAGE: Finalist, Best Graduate Development Program
2009: �Australian Government Equal Opportunity for Women in the 

Workplace (EOWA) Employer of Choice for Woman Citation
2005: �BRW-St George Client Choice Awards, Best Large  

Accounting Firm
2005: �National Work/Life Balance Benchmarking Study: Ranked in 

National Top 10
2005: �HR Awards: Finalist, Use of Technology in HR
2002: �CFO Magazine Awards, Accounting Services Firm of the Year
2002: �Australian Human Resources Institute (AHRI) Excellence in  

People Management



30 PITCHER PARTNERS: A CULTURE OF COMMITMENT



31A short history of the first twenty years: 1991 – 2011

Pitcher Partners launch and 1992 Christmas Party, 
held on the roof of the Manchester Unity Building.
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OUR PEOPLE
On day one, we had a totally functional self-contained business with 
a full range of expertise. What we didn’t have was a ledger, a billing 
system, a payroll system, a mail room or a bank account. We had no 
computers and nothing to plug them into. My job was to set up the 
administrative system. The funny thing is that my recollection of 
that time is of euphoria – not of a terrible fear.
Greg Blashki, founding partner.

For new staff, we go through an oral history of the firm, passing on 
the baton of a living culture. It makes a difference when it’s told by 
someone who was there.
Don Rankin, Managing Partner, 1 October, 2003 – 30 June 2011

Every three months or so, new members of staff are invited  
to an Orientation Lunch, hosted by the Managing Partner and 
HR Director, Elizabeth Nuñez. Don Rankin tells these young 
people what accountancy was like when he started work with 
Hungerfords in 1974:
There was an intake of eight people, there were no 

calculators — we used slide rules. There were no computers, no 
whiteout, we made copies with carbon paper and if there was a 
mistake, everything had to be re-typed. 

He tells of another founding partner, Terry Benfold, who started work 
around 1968 and had to decide: ‘whether to wear a hat to work or not’. 
Rankin brings the history into the room, describing the firm’s focus on the 
middle market: ‘we wanted to own that space – and no one else wanted it 
then’. He talks about ‘running on vapour’, the stress of cash flow, the recog-
nition that by the early 2000s, the work/life balance was out of kilter and 
the programs the firm then put in place to become an employer of choice. 

As Pitcher Partners took shape, there was a David and Goliath spirit 
shared among the partners and staff. They worked long hours, took on unfa-
miliar roles and reveled in the camaraderie of bringing a new identity and a 
new style to Melbourne’s accounting world. 

Pitcher Partners’ newly appointed Director of Finance and Administration, 

Peter Jenke, had been a professional Army man for twenty-two years. In 
1990 he was a Lieutenant Colonel with years of experience in administra-
tion and human resources. While he was trying to choose whether to go with 
the Army to Canberra or to Puckapunyal, a friend at KPMG rang him with the 
offer of a job in administration. Jenke took up the offer, just as the recession 
hit. I was convinced I’d be out of a job; last on, first off — but when the split 
happened, Pitcher Partners offered me the job. I couldn’t spell ‘finance’ but  
I knew about administration. I had no doubts and no option. I had a mort-
gage and a family and I was running scared. For the first eighteen months  
or two years we worked incredible hours. Greg Blashki? He turned me into 
an accountant.

For partners and most professional staff, there was a seamless transi-
tion from Friday, 15 November when the de-merger took place to the start 
of work on Monday, 18 November as part of the Pitcher Partners team.  
Jenke says: 

There was no difference for them and the reason they could do it 
so smoothly was because of the work going on behind the scenes. 
Derek McNiel and Elizabeth Pereira were our total IT department and 
because we were no longer on the Support Level with KPMG, Derek 
had to 	establish a computer room in what was literally a crawl space 
— a converted cupboard.

The real strength of this time, Jenke says, was ‘the sense that we were all 
owners with a significant and very personal stake in the firm’.

At that time and for the first four or five years, Jenke says, there was a lot 
of learning on the job, with people putting in 

extraordinary effort … Cindy Harbour in Human Resources,  
Trish Dixon in payroll and me — we taught ourselves the payroll 
system. We had no automatic cheque-printing capability and  
once, Ron’s secretary Pam Clarke [the title of PA came much later], 
Cindy and I wrote out 150 or more payroll cheques on Australia Day 
at a barbecue at my place. I think I put on the barbecue just to make 
sure they turned up. 
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Jenke’s time as an Army Staff Officer proved useful in an unexpected 
way: the first Pitcher Partners staff appraisal forms were based on the Army 
model. And he found an organizational soulmate in Tim Jonas, who had spent 
time in The University of Melbourne Regiment of the Army Reserve and 
spoke the same language. 

Cindy Batchelor, formerly Harbour, and known widely as ‘Bridgie’ or ‘The 
Bridge’ had also been with KPMG and saw the individual casualties there 
before the de-merger but also the real excitement in those chosen to form 
the new firm. ‘The hope that the formation of Pitcher Partners gave us was 
both exciting and scary at the same time’, she said. 

We had a truly committed group of staff and partners who were com-
pletely focused on our clients and making Pitcher Partners a success — no 
matter what it took to get there!  

This was the first step in building a true culture of client focus. 

The first twelve months were not easy. As Cindy Batchelor pointed out: 
Peter and I, and many others, just did what needed to be done. It 
was a pretty small team and we were the engine room. Ron Pitcher’s 
secretary, Pam Clarke and Tim Jonas’ secretary, Jan Walters, played 
a really important role. They were a fantastic support to Peter Jenke 
and me and they made sure we had access to Tim and Mr Pitcher 
whenever we needed decisions to be made. Isn’t it funny that twenty 
years later, I still refer to Ron Pitcher as Mr Pitcher; it is a testament 
to the respect that I had for him all those years ago — and still do! 
 
One single aspect brought them closer to their clients, Batchelor says: 
We were now a small business doing it tough in tough times — 
mirroring the client base we were supporting. We had our own  
value set, we were a Greenfield site where we could create the 
business we wanted it to be and the culture we needed to be 
successful. I was there for eight years and was the first in the 
practice to job-share — in 1997, after the birth of my first son, 
Jackson. I work in business banking at NAB now so I am still in  
the same client space and I think back to that time with Pitcher 
Partners as the best part of my career.

As Ron Pitcher’s secretary, Pam Clarke (now Dickson) has very particu-
lar memories of the de-merger — and the months leading up to it. ‘Some 
people knew something was happening but not what it was. Others knew 
but had to keep the secret.’ Jan Walters agrees. For some months, only four 
people knew of the plans for the de-merger — Ron Pitcher, Tim Jonas and 
their secretaries. Jan Walters began working for Tim Jonas at Hungerfords 
in 1967, and left Pitcher Partners in 2000, due to illness. She says he was 

‘a wonderful boss’. On the subject of the de-merger, she says that although 
she and Pam were good friends and occasionally went to lunch together, 
there was ‘never any mention of the plans. I knew that she knew, but we 
were both absolutely silent’, Jan said. 

Sometimes it was quite funny. We might be making a cup of  
coffee and there would be talk among the staff and we knew what 
they were saying wasn’t right but we never said a word. We were 
very good. 

After the de-merger, when some of the partners wanted to see Tim, they 
would first sound out Jan, asking, ‘is he in a good mood?’

Pam Clarke says that her memory of the fourteen founding partners 
was that they never wavered. ‘They are extremely fine gentleman and their 
concern the whole way through was for their clients and the staff. They 
never lost sight that everyone is human.’ The excitement in the staff was 
exceptional and, she adds ‘I can categorically say there was not one person 
who regretted moving.’ Her role as gatekeeper between Ron Pitcher and 
the many who wanted to see him caused her to be known as ‘Margaret 
Thatcher’ or ‘The Iron Lady’ and it was fairly common to hear the phrase 
among the partners: ‘if you can get through the Iron Lady, you’ll be right’. 
Pam says that:

From my perspective, Mr Pitcher is a man with strong Christian 
beliefs who actually lives by what he says. There were no jobs for 
mates, no snobbery, no ‘old school’. People were employed across the 
board. He knew everyone and he always wanted to know if someone 
on the staff became engaged or had a new baby in the family and he 
would always speak to them about the event.

The day of the firm’s first birthday was a highlight for many reasons, Pam 
says. At the time, her mother was in hospital and some of the partners knew 
that. As the only person who could interrupt a Boardroom meeting, when 
she knocked at one of the two doors of the Boardroom and announced 
‘Mr Pitcher, I need to see you right now’, there was concern it might be 
news about her mother. As she ushered Ron Pitcher out of the room, at 
the other door, Val, the tea-lady, was asking Tim Jonas to step outside. It 
was a triumph of co-ordinated conspiracy. The entire Pitcher Partners staff 
was there, the famous poem written by David Knowles was read, ‘Happy 
Birthday’ was cued ready on the cassette, and everyone had signed the card. 
‘Some partners were moved to tears’, she said.

A country girl from Wangaratta in north-east Victoria, Pam left Pitcher 
Partners in 1996 to return to life in the country. She still does some work for 
Mr Pitcher (and still calls him ‘Mr Pitcher’ or ‘RGP’). October 2011 marked 
their working association of thirty years.

The Mail Room, run by Laurie Morgan, was a vital centre of activity. 
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When the first issue of Contact, the Pitcher Partners client newsletter, was 
printed, partner Ian Stewart joined those in the mailroom, stuffing enve-
lopes. ‘When kids see a partner with sleeves rolled up, they know they’re in 
a different kind of place’, Jenke says. 

The Mail Room was extra busy on Budget Night, when the tax partners 
and staff put out a screed which had to be photocopied and sent out by fax 
as quickly as possible. ‘Laurie and his team worked all night and were still 
there at eight the next morning when we all came in. People didn’t see that, 
they just saw the results.’ This was an annual occurrence for several years.

Morgan and Jenke were also the ones who, describing themselves as 
‘procurement officers’, took advantage of the time it took to build the wall 
intended as a physical division between Pitcher Partners and KPMG. Short of 
furniture at Pitcher Partners, the pair sometimes took ‘a quick walk around 
the space designated by KPMG for its outplacement group, assisting those 
being retrenched’. Because not a lot was happening, there was ample free-
dom for the two to roam, ‘borrowing’ chairs, tables and other items they 
needed. ‘It was just an extended borrow’, Jenke says mildly. ‘We left fifteen 
years later and we took nothing with us.’ 

The original tea lady, Val McKinley was succeeded in about 1994 by 
Margie Doidge, one of the memorable characters of the firm, known fondly 
for her warmth and eccentricity. She delighted in posing for staff photo-
graphs with a cigarette hanging from her lower lip. In busy times, she would 
bring her mother in to help and she had her own particular way of getting 
any equipment she felt she needed. When she got a refusal from Jenke, she 
went straight to partner Geoff Walsh to make the request, which was often 
granted; the resulting piece of equipment was then proudly shown to Jenke. 
‘They are stayers, the support staff’, Jenke says with warmth. In 2011, 
thirty-four of the original members of the firm (including retired partners 
who have stayed on in some capacity) are still with Pitcher Partners.

 In the early years, there was no marketing department and only one HR 
person. Jenke says:

We produced a marketing data base manually and we really became 
multi-skilled as a family. Our will to succeed overcame any lack of 
planning — nobody thought twice when they were asked to do 
something extra.

Megan Rankin, the wife of Don Rankin, says that there is a different 
dimension in Pitcher Partners, something she attributes partly to the num-
ber of country students who were employed and who still bring a distinct 
difference to the firm. 

Looking back, the thing that stood out was the unswerving support 
from the professional staff for the new firm and in particular for the 
partners that founded it. No-one was forced to join Pitcher Partners, 
indeed everyone was given the choice of whether to stay with KPMG 

or to take a leap of faith. For those who came and particularly for 
those who had worked with the founding partners previously, the 
choice was easy.

Both David Thomson and David Knowles (now partners) were in London 
on secondments in the months leading up to the split and Thommo remem-
bers getting a whisper that something might be up. He recalls that he didn’t 
hesitate to get on a plane and get back to Melbourne to be part of the action 
and to join the new firm. 

David Knowles remembers getting a call from Bridgie (Cindy Harbour) 
late one night asking whether he was in or out. Without hesitation David 
said he was in and the conversation soon turned to whether there was a firm 
in London they could approach to keep the secondment programme alive. 
There was, and it never skipped a beat.

Back home, all the experienced professional staff sought ways to help 
build the new firm. As there was no documentation to fall back on it all had 
to be created from scratch. 

Ian Kiefel, then a manager and now a client, set about writing a new Audit 
Manual. Another group of managers spent a week at the Elizabethan Hotel in 
Box Hill writing Audit and Accounting Training programs, including case stud-
ies for all professional staff. Still others developed checklists and procedures 
and systems by which the new firm would operate.

The partners had a big job to do talking to clients, lawyers, bankers and 
their referral network, so the Managers banded together to lessen the load 
administratively. The reality was that if something needed fixing, creating or 
controlling then that group of managers made sure it happened. They met 
regularly and the partners will tell you that they ran the firm. 

The partners generated the business opportunities and the managers 
and staff enthusiastically delivered. 

Despite the economic climate and the timing of the split (in the midst of 
recession), morale was incredibly strong. The biscuits for morning tea which 
had been banned by KPMG as a cost cutting measure were back and the 
Teddy Bear became a symbol of change. 

If there was a better way of doing something, the managers  
were empowered to implement it. This generated incredible  
energy which was contagious for all the staff and the clients  
got caught up in it too.
 
Pitcher Partners has always recognised that it would achieve its differ-

entiation from other firms through the quality of its people. As the numbers 
of staff increase, the contest for talent is tough. For the firm, this means 
having a presence and the right sort of profile to attract candidates in the 
top quartile. But a good degree is not the only prerequisite needed to work 
with Pitcher Partners: ‘We want people with personality’, Don Rankin says. 
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Human Resources Director Elizabeth Nuñez says that the ongoing chal-
lenge for Pitcher Partners is to offer the resources of a large firm while main-
taining the culture of a small firm. From the outset, Ron Pitcher insisted that 
staff names be clearly visible on each desk, something of equal importance 
for clients and visitors to the firm. For the past thirteen years, any bystander 
at Pitcher Partners’ Reception desk can see this in operation under the calm, 
warm management of Dee Matthews. Along with her team, Dee is the face 
of the Pitcher Partners style. 

It is not only existing staff who are regarded as part of the wider Pitcher 
Partners family but also the Alumni, which the firm regards as an exten-
sion of the fourth pillar of the mission statement, of ‘caring for its peo-
ple’. In 2011, the Alumni numbers almost 600 members and continues to 
build inter-generational relationships. Barb Savage, who administers the 
Alumni, knows about all the births, deaths and marriages. Personally signed 
Christmas cards go to each member, there is a well-attended party each 
year around the time of the Pitcher Partners founding anniversary date, and 
in between times Alumnus receive three newsletters. ‘They’re our friends’, 
Michael Langhammer says. ‘We’d be crazy not to keep them.’ Vicki Macdermid

Michael Langhammer Mathew Pringle

Cindy Harbour
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WORK HARD, 
PLAY HARD

There is a natural love of football in Melbourne and Pitcher 
Partners, from its beginnings, planned to field a team in 
the annual Institute of Chartered Accountants round of 
Australian Rules matches. The competition is held in August 
each year and in 1992, the first year they were eligible to 
play, the firm’s team the ‘PP Green Machine’ was ready to go. 

Founding partners Ian Stewart, Terry Benfold and Sid Catlin were all players 
on the team. Paul Toner, then a senior staff member and now a partner, took 
on the task of making sure the Green Machine’s participation happened. 
In 2002, the Paul Toner Perpetual Trophy was created, recognizing his ‘10 
years of service to the PP Green Machine’ and since then, the best player 
each year has his name engraved on the trophy. 

The Green Machine always managed to field a team of eighteen, with half 
a dozen reserves. Because the match is structured as a Round Robin, there 
is a possibility that four or five games might be played, putting a lot of pres-
sure on a limited number of players. A few staff from the firm always turn up 
to watch and Toner himself has not missed seeing a game for twenty years.

‘In August we always have secondees from overseas and some of them 
take the field’, Toner said. ‘That can be interesting, because they aren’t 
always familiar with the game.’ In one year, the match was held the day after 
the Pitcher Partners Annual Ball and Toner says, ‘one player turned up in his 
tux, obviously not having been home’. There is a Presentation Night, maybe 
a Pie Night and there are jumper presentations before the game. In 2007 
the Green Machine ‘made it through to the Grand Final. We beat two of the 
Big Four, but because of their numbers, PWC [Price Waterhouse Coopers] 
fielded what was almost a fresh side and they won. I think out of that match 
there was a change in the rules, where twenty-six players are nominated 
and teams have to stick to those players.’ (The Green Machine made it into 
the Grand Final again in 2011, beaten eventually by KPMG.)

The Institute of Chartered Accountants also runs a Netball Competition 
Round Robin coinciding with the Football day and Pitcher Partners has 
always had a strong contingent of netballers. In past years, the netball and  
football competitions were held within close proximity of each other so  
spectators could move from the football to the netball to watch and support the  
firm’s teams.

The prowess of Pitcher Partners’ netballers was of a very high standard. 
The firm was always able to field at least two or three teams for the compe-
tition, with the Premier team generally making it to the finals of the Round 
Robin competition. The Women’s team beat all comers (Big Four included) 
three years running – 2001, 2002 and 2003 and took home the champi-
onship trophy.

The netball teams could be mixed, and the firm’s mixed team was also a 
force to be reckoned with, winning the championship in 1998 and 1999. 
Dallas Gerbert and Kylie Grieg, long standing employees of the firm were the 
dynamos in both of these championship teams from 1998 through to 2003.

One of the earlier extra-curricular activities organized in the new firm 
was the establishment of a Wine Tasting Group. The founder was David 
Foulds, now a Director in Superannuation Services, who wanted to share the 
pleasure of his own interest in wine. He says he also thought of it ‘as a way 
to build relationships across groups and across levels in the practice’. Though 
his first diary note about the Group is 8 June 1994, his memory (and that of 
fellow wine enthusiast, Peter Jenke) is that it was held before then. The first 
meeting was after work in an empty office at the Collins Street end of the 
sixth floor of 161 Collins and those attending were David, Geoff Walsh, Peter 
Jenke, Theo Sakell, Annette Mills and Lucy Kourill. ‘Geoff Walsh selected the 
wine for tasting on the night and we all chose a Ravenswood Shiraz as the 
favorite’, David said. After this first evening, the numbers grew to around 
thirty by ‘tapping people on the shoulder’, with around fifteen coming to 
each Tasting, held every two or three months. ‘Everyone put in $10, we had 
a host for each one who would choose the wine and we’d have cheese and 
biscuits, knocking off the biscuits from the Pitcher Partners kitchen.’ 

The group started in style, with international tasting glasses always 
used. ‘We’ve got three dozen of them, which belong to the practice, though 
I’m not sure they know that’, Foulds said. Peter Jenke was one of the early 
starters and he remembers thinking at the first meeting, that there was a 
‘remarkable cross section of people who attended — from partners and 
professional staff through to secretaries and clerical staff.’ Having come out 
of a very rigid Army structure, which frowned upon fraternization between 
the ranks, Jenke always thought it was one of the great strengths of the 
firm, that it would not only allow, but encourage this ‘one firm’ approach 
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for staff at all levels. Partners always encouraged staff to use first names, 
except with Ron Pitcher, who, in an unspoken agreement, everyone called 
‘RGP’ or ‘Mr Pitcher’. This policy paid dividends, particularly at social occa-
sions. Foulds concurs:  ‘Partners are not seen as partners when they come 
to the Wine Group. It just doesn’t matter, and that’s quite a powerful thing.’ 
The membership has changed over time, Foulds said, but every group in the 
practice has been represented, and many relationships have been started 
and built over a tasting or two.

The Wine Tasting Group is still going strong. In recent years the cost has 
gone up to $25 a head and there is usually a theme. A fair bit of ingenuity 
goes into the selection of themes, Foulds said. ‘There are the obvious ones, 
like which price corresponds with which wine; then someone chose wines 
made within 10 kilometres of where he lives. Another was a ‘girly’ wine tast-
ing, where one member picked all the labels she liked. One Christmas, Don 
Rankin chose wines with labels that related to each of the subjects of ‘The 
Twelve Days of Christmas’, so we had a partridge, a swan, a piper and so on. 
The objective of the Group is just to enjoy ourselves. You can be as preten-
tious as you wish, but you take the consequences. It comes down to the real 
questions:  ‘Do I like it?’ and ‘Why?’

Staff drinks on Friday night happens in many firms and so it was with 
Pitcher Partners, with a slight difference. Staff member and now partner, 
Michael Langhammer said that from early on, drinks on a Friday night at the 
Stable Bar of the Southern Cross Hotel was a regular occasion for young 
staff members to congregate. Michael related how:

Because of hard times, one of our clients had paid us with the leather 
briefcases they manufactured. We all had one and had to leave 
them at the door of the Stable Bar. Because they were all exactly 
the same, invariably many of us took home the wrong briefcase and 
there was a ritual swapping on Monday morning.

Domenic Saporito came as a graduate to KPMG in 1990, and eighteen 
months later he followed Ron Pitcher and his team to be part of Pitcher 
Partners, where he became a manager. HR Manager Cindy Batchelor says 
his enthusiasm ‘did a lot for the social sense of the firm’. He found it a bril-
liant place to work. As part of a team-building effort, as well as being ‘just 
into keeping fit’, he initiated and helped organize three significant activities 
within Pitcher Partners: the BRW Corporate Team Triathlon, Around the Bay 
in a Day and the establishment of the band, Double Entry.

Pitcher Partners became part of the prestigious BRW Corporate Team 
Triathlon, with up to four or five teams (including some clients) compet-
ing. Their participation began in 1992 and continued for many consecu-
tive years, apart from one memorable occasion when someone— who shall 
remain nameless—neglected to put in the entry.

There was equal enthusiasm for the cycling event Around the Bay 
in a Day, a 210 kilometre event through Geelong and Barwon Heads to 
Queenscliffe, then back to Sorrento by ferry. The ferry ride meant packing 
in more than a thousand cyclists into the space normally used by cars. In the 
first year, thirty people took part, in the second it had grown to sixty. At the 
50 kilometre mark of the bike ride, energy snacks and drinks were supplied 
by Margie, the well-loved tea lady. Megan Rankin tells how, in 2000, Margie 
couldn’t do the support role and told Don Rankin very firmly that as he  
and Megan had a house at Point Lonsdale, ‘we could take over the job — 
which we did!’ 

Saporito was also instrumental in creating the Pitcher Partners cycling 
tops in Lycra. In the first year they were trimmed with the Pitcher Partners 
signature green with the firm’s logo and, as a goodwill gesture, the firm 
invited clients to include their logos. Clients Yakka, ATCO, Drake Recruitment, 
Badger Advertising and Reece Australia all took part, their names and logos 
featured on the rippling muscles of the Pitcher Partners team. 

The strong cycling culture built up within Pitcher Partners is maintained in 
a number of ways. As well as support for the Amy Gillett Foundation, which 
is detailed below in Chapter 9, the firm has sponsored a men’s and a number 
of women’s pro teams in the Bay Criterion series. In 2011, the firm held a 
cycling day to Red Hill with lunch at a winery. Up to ten partners and a few 
senior staff went on the ride with over sixty clients and friends of the firm 
interested in cycling, meeting their families for lunch. There is also an annual 
partners’ ride, held on the morning of the firm’s staff Christmas party each 
year. At the annual partners’ retreat, a core group makes time to ride.

As well as being a driving force behind the early cycling events, Domenic 
Saporito was keen to exercise the musical abilities of Pitcher Partners. A 
trumpet player himself, and with a recently acquired guitar, Saporito wanted 
to put a band together. He recruited Cindy Harbour in HR to find those with 
musical interests. Several staffers were unearthed: Jeremy Zatorski on key-
board ‘was born with perfect pitch’; drummer Paul Engelman; Andrew Field 
on bass was a ‘gun player’; Neil Flavel and Craig Stephens as lead guitar-
ists; Christopher Town on saxophone was ‘very cool’; and Patricia Celata and 
Mary Trantino on vocals. They called the band Double Entry and performed 
at the 1997 annual ball, playing seven songs. 

When Saporito left in 1998 to start his own specialist recruitment 
agency, he was given a ‘Harry’. The Harry was the traditional send-off given  
when a Hungerfords person left having been with the firm for more  
than ten years. It began in 1977 and was named after the legendary drinker 
and Hungerfords staff member, Harry Cockburn. Originally conceived as  
a pub crawl of up to a dozen pubs, the new firm of Pitcher Partners  
adopted the tradition but changed it over the years to reflect the times.  
It is now an annual event run by the Social Club and open to all staff  
members. It is hugely popular, with groups of staff from right across the 
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firm forming teams, dressing up and taking on challenges, as well as pubs.  
Under the note for booking hotels for the Harrys in the early days was  
written the instruction: ‘never book under our name, book under Ernst  
and Young’. At Saporito’s own Harry, held at the Commercial Hotel, on 
the corner of Bourke and Collins Streets. Double Entry played seventeen  
songs. ‘It was a great event’, Saporito says. ‘We had speakers, a mixer  
and thirteen microphones. There was a mosh pit of 150 people — a  
good night.’ 

Since Pitcher Partners began, the highlight of the year has been the 
Christmas party. Cindy Batchelor was heavily involved in the early years 
and December 1998 was her grand finale. The whole firm went by train 
to Mount Macedon, which was renamed for the day as ‘Mount Pitcher’ on 
the station. She recalls it took her ‘two years to convince Tim Jonas to take 
the risk to put everyone on a train.’ The tradition continues and HR Director 
Elizabeth Nuñez says it acts as a great boost to staff. ‘June is when everyone 
starts to get busy, and by October they are feeling a bit worn. We start the 
preparations early and the theme is always a surprise—and they all want to 
keep it that way. HR sends teaser emails and limericks, and heightens the 
excitement through the months. In 2010, staff applied to train with profes-
sional dancers to give a performance at the Christmas event. Another year, 
they made their own films.’

In Melbourne each month, fifteen managers from different divisions  
of the firm meet for dinner, hosted by one of the partners in the  
Boardroom. The firm regularly holds drinks on Friday night in the Presentation 
Rooms on the nineteenth floor, to which all staff are invited. Each year, 
 a Family Day is held on the closest Sunday to the date of Pitcher Partners 
de-merger from KPMG and a Family Open Day is held each February, where 
families of Pitcher Partners staff—children, brothers and sisters, moth-
ers and fathers—come to Pitcher Partners to ‘place’ their family member  
at work. 

In 1998, staff member and later partner Michael Langhammer founded 
the Alumni, Keeping in Touch, which brings together current staff with past 
employees. 

It was on 12 May and we called it a reunion. People thought  
‘Why not? Free grog!’ 

The event attracted double the 120 expected and generated a resur-
gence of loyalty. While it promotes inter-generational relationship, there is 
also a cheerful acknowledgement within the firm that those who leave and 
take other positions might one day want to return. ‘We think of the Alumni 
as an ongoing resource’, Langhammer says. ‘Often it can be a revolving door.’ 
A common sentiment amongst Alumni is the remark: ‘It was the best time 
of my life’.

Above: L-R, Don Rankin, Colin 
Tatterson, Adrian Fitzpatrick, 
Christmas, 1998; left: L-R, 
Darren Bourke, Jim Dixon, 
Graeme Peddle, Christmas at the 
Town Hall, 1995; below: partner 
santas, Christmas at the Yarra 
boat sheds, 1994.
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ICAA Netball and Football, 2010.
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The Harry – a Pitcher Partners tradition 
named after Harry Cockburn.
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Clockwise from right: Margie Doidge; 
Michael Langhammer (L) and Barb 

Savage (R) with guest presenter, 
Academy Award winner - Adam Elliot at 

a KIT cocktail party; Group 16 - Bryce 
McLean, Ian Stewart, Phil Elliot and 

Rowan Cole at the KIT cocktail party, 
2006; Group 9 - Stephen 'The Sheik' 

Nelson, Adrian Clerici and Ash Davidson 
at a KIT cocktail party; Stefania 

Parkinson and Ron Pitcher at the KIT 
cocktail party, 2007; John Miller and 

the 'legendary' Harry Cockburn at the 
KIT cocktail party, 2007.
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Clockwise from top left: the Pitcher Partners 
basketball team at the Corporate Games in 
2010; Claire Preston and Louise Parkinson 
prepare for the Dragon Boat race, Corporate 
Games, 2010; Corporate Games, 2010; The PP 
Marquee at the games.
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BUILDING THE 
CORE PRACTICE

Much of the growth of Pitcher Partners is linked 
directly to the growth of the businesses of their 
clients whose needs changed as they grew. Ian 
Stewart says there was an advantage in starting 
Pitcher Partners in a recession when one of the big 
banks was ‘cleaning up its portfolio’, and getting rid 

of those bank customers whose businesses were under stress. The firm was 
able to build foundations with a lot of those businesses and start many long 
term relationships.

Don Rankin said that building a full service practice was always the aim 
when the de-merger from KPMG happened. While Pitcher Partners main-
tained its momentum and built on the success of its client relationships, a 
number of issues challenged the firm during its first ten years. When the new 
firm prepared its budget for the first year, they put aside funds for profes-
sional indemnity insurance, which had previously been a huge burden on the 
Business Services Division in KPMG. ‘In the first year’, says Greg Blashki, a 
founding partner then in charge of Finance, ‘we paid a quarter of what we 
had budgeted for.’

Starting a business with no brand recognition in the marketplace was a 
challenge that the founding Partners took on with relish. A huge market-
ing effort was undertaken by all Partners, but particularly by Ron Pitcher 
and Tim Jonas, to have Pitcher Partners recognised as a quality firm with 
critical mass in the Melbourne market. This included a constant effort of 
door knocking, visiting and other contact with bankers, lawyers and many 
other potential sources of business referral. This effort was clearly suc-
cessful in building recognition of the firm’s brand in the commercial centres  
of Melbourne.

Broader recognition was needed though, if the firm was to establish 
itself as a potential provider of services to the wider business community. 
In the early days a key part of this was the firm’s sponsorship of Michael 
Schildberger’s Business Essentials. Schildberger was a well-known television 
current affairs personality who had established a subscription business pro-
viding monthly tapes (and later CDs) of valuable business information aimed 
at small to medium enterprises. Peter Riley became a regular monthly pre-
senter on the series providing topical commentary on taxation issues. The 

association with Business Essentials helped position the firm as the leading 
midmarket practice in Melbourne and also took the firm’s name interstate 
because of Business Essentials’ national distribution.

The firm also had a strategy of utilizing public relations activity as a fur-
ther support to its wider brand recognition efforts. However, without any 
full-time marketing resource this was always a struggle. Tax Partners Peter 
Riley and Neil Flavel made continued efforts to keep the firm’s profile in the 
daily newspapers but were at a disadvantage because the larger firms were 
able to respond more quickly to Government policy changes, due to their 
dedicated resources.

In 1999 the firm undertook market research to gain an understanding  
of the strength of its brand. This revealed an awareness level of thirty-one 
per cent on a prompted basis and a mere two per cent on an unprompted 
basis. If the firm was to grow, this market awareness issue had to be  
dealt with. 

Later that year an opportunity presented itself. An approach came 
from Monash University Centre for Family Business to provide sponsorship  
of what became a quarterly survey of family business, entitled the  
Pitcher Partners Family Business Index. Despite the relatively signifi-
cant cost of this initiative, Managing Partner Tim Jonas and Marketing  
Partner Ian Stewart embraced the idea, as it provided widespread  
opportunities for generating public relations activity through the main-
stream media. 

There was no competition with the Big Four for the data because Pitcher 
Partners owned it and could release it in its own time and with its own  
interpretations. This led to air time on ABC Radio’s PM program, regular early 
morning news contributions on 3AW, and even an interview on CNN Asia.  
In addition, the results of the Index were picked up by mainstream  
media channels such as The Financial Review, The Age and The Herald  
Sun and led to other media opportunities with Channel 9’s Small  
Business Show. 

The Family Business Index was a ground breaking public relations  
initiative for professional service firms in its day, and has since been copied 
by competitors. 

The success of these initiatives in building the brand was clearly evident 
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in the new client statistics that were maintained to monitor the growth of 
the firm. Between 1997 and 2000, they showed an increase of some eighty 
per cent. It was then that the Partners realized that the brand itself was 
gaining momentum and opening the door for new business opportunities. 

As the firm grew in size it was able to employ more specialist market-
ing resources in-house and since becoming a national association, the brand 
awareness has grown remarkably.

By 1994, the firm believed its core was strong enough for them to take 
the momentous step of appointing a new partner. Matthew Pringle, who 
had joined Hungerfords in 1982, was thrilled to be invited. At that time, the 
appointment process was much more ad hoc than it is today. Matt recalls find-
ing out in late April or May that it was to happen on 1 July in the same year. 
There was virtually no counselling or preparation and little opportunity for him 
to conduct a ‘due diligence’ on the firm. ‘Greg Blashki gave me a quick look at 
the books, Keith Hall gave me an overview of the tax arrangements and that 
was it’, he said. After his appointment, he learnt that Terry Benfold, his spon-
soring partner, had canvassed clients as to his suitability, something unlikely to 
happen today. In another marked contrast with today’s practice, Matt had to 
arrange the necessary registrations, practice certificate and other formalities 
himself. His moment of ‘sheer terror’ came when he was told on the after-
noon the announcement was to be made that he would be making a speech. 
To this day he has no recollection of what he said. Of great benefit to Matt 
was his being sent, at the insistence of Tim Jonas, to a four week course at 
The University of Melbourne’s Winter School, to undertake an Executive MBA 
program. This exercise showed great foresight on the part of the firm and a 
commitment to the ongoing education that remains to this day. For Matt, it 
was ‘a very enjoyable experience’ and the first time he had time out for study 
since his taking his degree. Only later did he become aware of the widespread 
concerns the partners had of the need ‘to get it right’ when appointing the 
first partner in the new firm. One of the fondest memories of his first day as a 
partner was having his morning tea and lunch delivered to his office by Margie, 
the tea lady. ‘I thought it was terrific then; now I wonder if it’s just a way to 
make sure we don’t leave our desk!’, he said.

Just a year later, Gess Rambaldi became a partner. A personal insolvency 
specialist working with KPMG’s Insolvency Division, Gess had heard rumours 
about the formation of Pitcher Partners and wondered if there was to be an 
insolvency division. Tim Jonas had been working in insolvency but had been 
out of the area for several years and was then a trustee in bankruptcy. Gess 
said that as the proposed date for the de-merger drew closer, he started to 
think about his possible prospects with the new firm but had almost given 
up on the idea that he might be in contention when he was called to see Tim 
to discuss a bankruptcy case. 

At the end of the brief discussion about the bankruptcy matter, Tim 
asked me whether I would 	 consider being part of the new firm. 

Throwing out all of the negotiation skills I had learned at that time, 
I replied in the affirmative immediately and then set about defining 
my role and setting out my expectations. We started with 100 per 
cent commitment and a willingness to succeed. The early days were 
long hours and huge obstacles, but exciting and very rewarding, 
particularly as the division grew and the work came in.

Partnerships are a unique beast – this one is well disciplined. 
 �Tim Jonas, Managing Partner, 18 November 1991 – 30 
September 2003

If you want partners to do anything, you’ve got to get them to 
believe in it. 
Don Rankin, Managing Partner, 1 October 2003 – current

If you’re a partner, your voice is as strong as the others. The young 
ones speak up too. One of the key things is that there are no secrets 
in this practice.
Greg Blashki, founding partner

You ask yourself: am I going to have absolute trust in the other 
partners? The answer is yes.
�Vicki Macdermid, first ‘home-grown’ female partner,  
appointed 2001

Tim Jonas says that Pitcher Partners tries to 
behave like a genuine partnership, where the partners are the 
owners of the firm. This is what creates the ongoing high morale. 
Most want to be practitioners, not practice managers … There is 
a partners’ meeting every month to discuss and decide policy and 
strategy and a rigid rule that a decision made at a partners’ meeting 
is binding. In other firms, if some partners don’t like the decision, they 
go and do what they want. That doesn’t happen here … One of our 
deep cultural commitments was to have an office where there were 
no office politics. We went to great lengths to ensure this occurred, 
which on occasions meant breaking up staff groups that had become 
political.

It is essential that all partners individually are a mix of ‘finders and mind-
ers’. That they generate the work and are good at doing it.

New business is often generated by networking and referrals and comes 
not only from family businesses, but also from the not-for-profit sector and 
professional firms. Referrals also come from other sources, including law-
yers, banks, and former staff. 
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Ron Pitcher describes those who work with the firm as being trustees or 
stewards, and adds: 

Our financial structure is such that there is no golden handshake. 
Everyone has a chance to make a good living while they are here 
and if they use that income wisely, they will never be a burden on 
the young people coming through. That’s what makes it a vibrant 
organization: the younger ones start at the lower level and they 
don’t have a sense that there are hangers-on. 

Don Rankin says that there is a certainty for those in the firm because 
there is no concept that the business will ever be sold. ‘It’s not for sale: it’s 
perpetual, enduring. It’s less like a business, more like a family.’

Prospective partners now undertake a two-to-three-year preparation 
and during that time are mentored by one or two partners in what has been 
described as ‘being hot-housed’. During this time, they also have oppor-
tunities to demonstrate their strengths and overcome areas of weakness. 
Partners need ‘presence, poise — and they need to fit’. Tim Jonas describes 
it as a ‘fairly informal process’, where a manager will have worked extensively 
with certain partners and one partner is nominated to work with the partner 
candidate. It is the responsibility of that partner to address other partners 
on behalf of the candidate when the decision is to be made whether he or 
she will become a partner. ‘They answer all the tough questions’, Jonas says.

As Managing Partner, Tim was always extremely thoughtful. If he 
thought an issue was divisive, he would say ‘let’s leave it on the 
table’. If there was likely to be a difference of opinion, he would sit 
with people beforehand and put time in to get it right.
Greg Blashki, founding partner

Pitcher Partners follow the Harvard ‘one firm’ principle, where partners 
do not compete with each other for clients. Because partners work co-
operatively, there is no disincentive to give internal referrals.

Peter Riley said that because the partner service delivery 
doesn’t create silos, where you keep all aspects of the business 
to yourself, there are two important consequences: we retain our 
culture, doing everything we can to honour the mission statement, 
and we care for our clients in the best way we can. 

MAB Corporation is a privately-owned development company and since 
its inception in 1995, has been a client of Pitcher Partners. Don Rankin is 
Chairman of their Cashflow Committee and when partner Peter Riley retired 
from Pitcher Partners in June 2010, he was immediately invited to join 
MAB’s Board of Management. Managing Director Andrew Buxton says: ‘I 
would trust Peter Riley with my life.’

Partner Stephen Whitchurch said that this way of working means that 
partners compete for work as a collective group and a potential client would 
speak to one person in the firm, rather than five. He says it ‘doesn’t make 
sense to do anything else. The business is only as good as the relationship 
with clients.’

Another important part of the service philosophy is attending clients’ 
premises. As Stephen puts it:

If you’re at the factory, you’re likely to see things to be able to 
engage, and identify additional opportunities. Existing clients are the 
best referral source. You go there for one thing and there may be five 
other things that you see.

The future brings challenges for this face-to-face communication style. 
Both generational change in communication styles and the increased avail-
ability and use of technology can mean that younger staff might default to 
text or email. Whitchurch suggests:

Making yourself personally available reinforces the critical behaviours 
we value …To ensure this remains a key aspect of the culture of the 
firm in our care for clients, we have a 	Deliver the Difference program 
for staff, developed by the Internal Communications Committee.’ 

The role of senior partners in educating and aiding the development of 
younger members of staff is a further way in which the culture valued by the 
firm is passed on. 

Tim Jonas said that the way the firm worked in its first few years raised 
constant discussions in relation to achieving a balance between 
partners managing the firm on a part time basis as compared to 
employing professional management. I recall partners telling me at a 
strategy retreat that I needed to substantially reduce my chargeable 
hours and spend more time managing the firm.  
We were also constantly challenged in relation to increasing the size 
of our marketing staff, and increasing the size of our HR group. The 
appointment of 	 senior training executive Elizabeth Nuñez in July 
2001 was a specific decision for us to bolster the training function.

Partners retire at age sixty-two and, if they wish, can become consult-
ants with the firm. Once retired, former partners come to a commercial 
arrangement with the firm and are still included in most aspects of the life 
of Pitcher Partners, including being invited to the partners’ lunch, held each 
Friday. Tim Jonas says 

this clause of our partnership agreement is very much there  
to protect partners from themselves and so they adjust their  
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work/lifestyle balance to ensure they continue to live long  
and healthy lives.

The pressure during the firm’s early years led to people working too hard, 
a fact evident in the regular staff surveys held since 2001. In April 2001, 
Tim Jonas released the policy paper ‘Career and Lifestyle Balance’. In his 
accompanying memo to partners and staff, he wrote: 

The contents of this policy paper result from extensive consultations 
and debate throughout the firm and incorporate the feedback from 
the surveys. It sets down, probably for the first time, the core values 
involved in working at Pitcher Partners. 

In this seven-page document, Jonas outlined the ways in which career 
and lifestyle balance can be achieved and how the firm regards its staff. ‘One 
of Pitcher Partners’ key reasons for its existence is to provide great careers 
for everyone who works here’, he wrote. But he points out that this will vary 
during different times of an individual’s life. The paper addressed the issue 
of work hours, making them more flexible, always with care for clients being 
the major consideration, especially when staff or partners are working with 
clients on particular projects. It addressed the issue of part time work and 
maternity leave, well before this was generally accepted within the business 
community. Time in lieu, where staff members who have spent extra time in 
busy periods take time out later, was another innovation, with encourage-
ment for staff to take that time to create long weekends. Staff studying 
for their professional year received extra study leave; extra (unpaid) time 
for annual leave became available, as did family leave. Maternity leave was 
formalized and the paper encouraged staff to adopt the healthy life pro-
gram also launched in 2001. It quoted another principle of the firm’s Mission 
Statement: ‘To have a firm whose entire culture is based on caring for clients 
and earning their trust’, and urged ‘mutual flexibility’ when balancing work 
and lifestyle. The paper also set out the parameters for flexible and part-
time work. 

This was groundbreaking policy and led to the Australian Human 
Resources Institute giving Pitcher Partners the award for Excellence in 
People Management in 2001.

Among the issues that challenged the partners in the early years, Jonas 
says, was 

persuading ourselves to increase charge rates. We had been so 
bruised by the high charge rate policies of KPMG that we were 
almost obsessed with keeping charge rates low. After a few years, 
this started to seriously impact on our profitability and we eventually 
came to a more balanced view on the subject. 

Jonas also notes that another challenge was building a successful  
insolvency practice, 

particularly with the difficulty of obtaining bank work in a firm that 
was robustly representing ts clients who got into financial difficulty. It 
was about a decade before the Critical Point Network was proposed 
and then successfully implemented with huge effort.
 
The year 2001 was a watershed for many reasons; but the lasting mem-

ory, Don Rankin says, is that it broke the shackles of paper-based audits. 
He explains:

We searched the world for IT-based audit methodology and set 
about rebuilding the practice in every division. 2001 was the year 
that reflected what we first became aware of in 1998, which was 
the start of the realization that we had to change. We had worked 
staff hard, it didn’t fit our core values, we didn’t feel comfortable and 
we made a really big change to the work/life balance. 
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Clockwise from top left: Maxine Ambrosini nee Mills, 
a client, Anthony Bateman, Around the Bay, 1997; 
Rob Rigoni, Richard Russell, Around the Bay; David 
Foulds, Around the Bay, 1997.
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Clockwise from above: Vicki Macdermid with 
her grandson Kaine at the post-ride lunch; 

Riders tackle one of the hills on the PP Ride 
to Redhill, 2010; The PP peloton on the way 

to Redhill; Mark Burton and Melanie Kent, 
Christmas 2008; Erdem Uzuner, Tak Chau and 

Michael Jozwik, Christmas 2008.
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Above: Braving the elements on the Pitcher 
Partners Ride to Redhill, 2010.

Left: Mary Bartolo (L) and Margie Doidge (R) 
at the Christmas Party, 2008.
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The Pitcher Partners Christmas party is widely 
considered the envy of other accounting firms.
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Pitcher Partners' culture was to 'work hard, play 
hard', right from the beginning.
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Clockwise from left: Firm picnic 1992; 
firm picnic 1995; firm picnic.
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EVOLUTION AND 
EXPANSION

From its beginning, Pitcher Partners had clients throughout 
Australia, many of whom had overseas interests. The firm knew 
that to meet their needs, it needed to offer immediate inter-
national affiliations. Nationally, representation was not an issue, 
for although clients were located in various states, airfares and 
accommodation were relatively inexpensive, especially during 

the recession, and it was feasible to meet their needs from Melbourne. Tim 
Jonas says that in fact, as a general rule, ‘the clients preferred the work 
to be done by us from Melbourne because it was being done by people 
who knew their business, a situation that remains largely the same today’. 
Internationally, it was different. Distances were too great and too costly to 
cover, and each country had its own legal and taxation systems, requiring 
local knowledge.

Throughout the firm’s first years, the question was frequently raised 
as to whether Pitcher Partners should remain an independently-branded 
Australian firm or take on an international brand. Having decided to stay 
independently-branded, a viable international group was needed.

The worldwide KPMG network was still available to Pitcher Partners, 
as were loose associations with a number of individual firms in key com-
mercial centres around the world, which had come from prior arrangements 
in Hungerfords. Some of these Hungerford clients had not switched when 
Hungerfords and Peat Marwick merged, remaining with previous Hungerford 
associates. Pitcher Partners therefore quickly had firms they could use in 
London, Singapore and Hong Kong and could call on the KPMG network to 
fill the gaps. As Jonas said, ‘Obviously, this was not a satisfactory arrange-
ment in the longer term’.

Initially, the firm tried to address the issue by linking with the Grant 
Thornton network. Before 1980, in the Hungerfords firm, the network now 
known as Grant Thornton had been an affiliate and Pitcher Partners still had 
quite a few contacts within the group. For a year Pitcher Partners became 
an associated firm of Grant Thornton. When the firm asked Pitcher Partners 
to change its name to Grant Thornton in Australia, its refusal brought the 
alliance to an end.

Late in 1996 Pitcher Partners was contacted to see if there was inter-
est in the firm becoming a member of an international firm called Summit 

International (later to become Baker Tilly). Pitcher Partners’ enquiries found 
that it had a strong network of large independent middle market firms. Jonas 
said they had 

a good firm in Sydney, a small, rather weak firm in Melbourne 
whom they wished to replace with us and a very strong firm in New 
Zealand. The latter was of particular interest to us because many of 
our larger clients had operations in New Zealand.

In October 1997, Don Rankin and Tim Jonas attended a Summit Regional 
Conference in Queenstown, New Zealand. Soon afterwards, the firm com-
mitted to joining the Summit Group, an arrangement which was formalized 
in November 1997. Unfortunately, within six months the Sydney firm sold 
out to Deloittes and the Brisbane firm swapped to the BDO network. Left 
as the only Summit representative firm in the country, the task fell to Jonas, 
as Managing Partner, to rebuild the network throughout Australia. Initially, 
this was achieved by adding the Sydney firm Young Barndsall, followed by 
Douglas Heck & Burrell in Brisbane, Lawler Partners in Newcastle, Perks in 
Adelaide, and Norgard Clohessy in Perth. 

All these firms kept their local names and brands. Jonas says it was quite 
difficult to build a network because there were very few non-aligned firms 
to choose from and 

as we were only offering an Australian brand, rather than an 
international brand, firms often judged that linking with us would not 
be beneficial.

At the same time that Pitcher Partners was growing, a number of the 
firm’s clients were also growing very quickly, becoming substantial busi-
nesses and substantial fee earners for Pitcher Partners. Jonas recalls that ‘as 
this happened, our larger competitors increasingly tried to persuade clients 
to leave Pitcher Partners on the basis that we were really a Melbourne-
based firm, and that they needed to be serviced by a national and inter-
national firm’. Accordingly, the firm decided it needed a nationally-branded 
Pitcher Partners network, with interstate offices. Jonas adds that ‘this was 
mainly motivated for defensive purposes to retain clients, rather than with 
any great expectation of referrals’.
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Pitcher Partners negotiated with Young Barnsdall in Sydney, Douglas 
Heck & Burrell and all the firms in their loose network in Australia. The 
Sydney, Brisbane and Perth firms agreed to rebrand as Pitcher Partners 
but Lawlers and Perks declined. It was not necessary to replace the firm in 
Newcastle, but Perks in Adelaide was replaced with Fennell Allen & Co. By 
2007 there were Pitcher Partner branded firms in each of the main capital 
cities in Australia. Subsequently, the Brisbane firm collapsed but has been 
replaced by Johnston Rorke.

While all of this was happening, Summit International changed its name 
to Baker Tilly International, and a large number of the member firms have 
rebranded under that name. Tim Jonas said that ‘from the very beginning 
we had a need to provide staff with international secondment opportuni-
ties’, a sentiment echoed by Cindy Batchelor, the firm’s first HR manager. 
‘We literally went out and found partners for an international swap’, she said. 
International placements were (and still are) important to graduates because 
of the time spent in study and professional practice. Batchelor says: 

After their degree, graduates need twelve months’ experience, then 
they do a professional year, which takes most people two years to 
complete. There are difficulties with some countries, particularly 
the United Kingdom, in working overseas after age twenty-seven. 
By the time some graduates finish their professional training, they 
are edging towards this barrier. Big firms can offer international 
secondments and we needed to do that as well, to give us a 
competitive advantage to attract the best graduates. 

At the time, not being linked with any international group, Pitcher Partners 
used a couple of firms in London for secondments and those arrangements 
worked reasonably well for some years. Partner Ian Stewart says that now, 
Pitcher Partners sends more people around the world than any of its other 
member firms, and the firm in Melbourne takes the most people from over-
seas. ‘Short term secondment placements are essential because you don’t 
lose your young people. They want to travel and we can structure something 
that retains them.’ And secondments make ‘good commercial sense … We 
get people here to supplement us during our peaks and we can send ours 
to major financial centres.’ Secondments are usually taken in early January, 
when the work of Pitcher Partners is at its least demanding. Air fares are paid 
by Pitcher Partners and there is a modest allowance towards accommoda-
tion. Each secondment takes thirteen weeks, with an option to take a further 
thirteen (unpaid) weeks for travel.

A constant challenge faced by the firm is the retention of staff in a highly 
competitive worldwide market. With the global economy growing strongly 
the demand for experienced accountants in large financial centres such as 
London is an irresistible lure to many young accountants. Pitcher Partners 
has long recognised the need to provide young people with an international 

experience as part of their career progression and has attempted to retain 
its people while providing these opportunities.

In London, this reached a peak in 2007 where the firm identified that 
there were nearly eighty Pitcher Partners people working in that city, in 
some cases for several years. 

In the year prior to that peak, in an effort to maintain contact, the firm 
held a UK Alumni event, on 19 October 2006. This was attended by forty-
one staff from all of the national offices as well as Australian-based part-
ners Theo Sakell, David Thomson and Wayne Wilson (Managing Partner of 
Sydney). This first event, organized by Marcus Thomas, was held on the 
motor vessel Silver Barracuda which was docked at the Savoy Pier near the 
Embankment on the River Thames. 

Given the strong support for this function, a second event was held on 
1 November 2007 at One Leicester Square, with fifty staff in attendance. 
On the ground in the UK, organizing the event were Kate Wilkie and Andrew 
Johnson, with Ian Stewart and Theo Sakell representing the partnership. The 
support for the event by the attendees was outstanding with staff travelling 
from all over the UK to attend. The bar tab— almost £4,000—was a record. 
The mood of the evening was like a gathering of old friends, showing the 
strength of relationships in the Pitcher Partners community.

With the onset of the Global Financial Crisis in 2008 the UK economy 
was hit particularly hard. Consequently the number of Pitcher Partners staff 
in London decreased and the need to continue with the Alumni event was 
lessened. Nevertheless, the intention is that this event will be revived in the 
future as the need arises. 

Pitcher Partners maintains its position of promoting its own name as an 
Australian brand, served by the international network Baker Tilly. In 2011 
Baker Tilly is represented by 150 firms in 120 countries and is placed in the 
top ten  networks in the world by fee income.

On Secondment  
Matthew Bellchambers (Business, Audit and Accounting), to Baker Tilly, 
London.

Matthew slotted into a team at the Holborn office of Baker Tilly in Central 
London, one of the three Baker Tilly offices in that city. He had a ‘proper 
induction’on his first day, a laptop and desk were ready for him and he went 
straight to work. Because his time there coincided with the Global Financial 
Crisis, he estimates the firm was working at around half its usual capacity. 

Matthew shared a flat with another Pitcher Partners person and immedi-
ately became involved in after-work activities, including playing AFL football 
with the Wandsworth Demons, which has become something of a tradition 
for male staff members going to London.

He says the benefits from a career viewpoint are many: the opportunity 
to see other ways of working from the inside and become more aware of 
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the global scene. And because secondment is a two-way process, he was 
asked to present his work in different ways, which also gave him another 
perspective. 

At his London workplace, he saw many different techniques used and felt 
there was less emphasis on the analytical approach used by Pitcher Partners. 
He also observed a different balance in staff numbers, with a greater pro-
portion of senior people. He also realized how advanced the technology and 
software programs of Pitcher Partners are. Another point of difference was 
the informality in the Pitcher Partners office: ‘Here in Melbourne, you might 
see people throwing soft little balls to each other as a way to relax, or toss 
an idea around: that didn’t happen in London. Everyone sits at their desk and 
does their work. And it’s more formal. You wear a tie every day, whereas 
here you are expected to do that only when you’re seeing a client.’ His advice 
on secondment is:  ‘watch, listen and learn for the first two weeks’. 

Internal Expansion
As Pitcher Partners matured, anticipating and responding to a growing 
number of clients whose needs were changing for a variety of reasons, 
the firm put time into the development of specialist divisions. This was a 
challenge, Tim Jonas says, because Hungerfords had always had a general/
business advisory focus and had never been successful in building up any 
specialist division, mainly because of its culture that partners should be 
multi-disciplined. 

Most of us aimed to be good at audit and management/business 
advice and tax. We didn’t understand the culture of a significant 
time commitment spent on training and research that led to lower 
chargeable hours and of course required higher hourly charge rates. 
It was Peter Riley’s leadership and determination to give us an 
outstanding tax division that eventually taught us about running 
specialist divisions, and of course the tax group is now one of our 
great assets. 

Gradually, six services were added to the firm or substantially changed 
from their initial operation. 

Although there was an IT Consulting capability in place at the formation 
of Pitcher Partners, at one stage in the early years, with the exception of one 
member who was persuaded to stay, the whole team walked out of the firm 
and set up their own IT business. 

Tim Jonas says that subsequently there were many trials and tribulations 
in establishing a viable IT group and the firm only achieved satisfaction with 
the headhunting recruitment of Frank Zahra in 1999. Zahra had twenty-five 
years in the IT industry and had established several IT consulting practices 
during his career. The Pitcher’s IT consulting practice is especially tailored for 
smaller to middle market clients, enabling more complex IT service offerings 

to be recommended and implemented for clients. With the speed of devel-
opment of IT, especially in the first few years, the division grew rapidly from 
six people to the thirty people it is today. The division works with the selec-
tion, upgrade and implementation of many different types of IT packages 
for clients, giving guidance and advice. Because investments in IT depend on 
how the economy is running, in about 2001 there was a considerable slow-
down when people in the IT industry were losing their jobs and competed for 
consulting work. ‘That’s when we got out of products completely, moving to 
an IT advisory service business’, Zahra says. He explained that:

Lotus Notes consulting was retained as the firm used the product 
internally and we believed it gave us a great springboard in the 
marketplace because the division could promote it to new clients 
who were not aware of our IT consulting services … Lotus Notes 
provides work flows, improved efficiency of processes and helped 
build our IT profile in the marketplace … With the expansion of the IT 
Consulting Services, we were able to bring more senior people into 
the IT consulting group and we continued to grow and expand into 
clients that had not previously used Pitcher Partners’ services. In the 
last few years we have moved away from Lotus Notes and into the 
Microsoft SharePoint arena, enabling us to promote IT consulting to a 
larger and broader contingent. 

Because the market has matured over the last few years, he says, there 
is a change of emphasis from using IT for Enterprise Resource Planning to 
Customer Relationship Management, Human Resources Management to 
Web-based services such as Portals and Intranets/Extranets. ‘We built 
proper methodologies in the right time frame and clients like it. It’s adapt-
able to the size of their operation and they understand its functionality.’ 

The future looks brighter for IT Consulting Services as the firm has seen 
that the SharePoint work can improve operational efficiencies for clients and 
ourselves as well as provide interactive communications between clients and 
their customers/suppliers.

Investment Advisory has also been in existence since 1991 when the firm 
was formed, being run by senior staff member Steven Mulvihill for direct 
share advice and investment implementation. What it lacked at that time 
was scale, structure, and systems. It also did not have a significant profile 
either within or outside the firm. Christine Buckland joined the firm, to head 
the investment advisory section initially, before returning to Sydney for per-
sonal reasons.

When Sue Dahn came to Pitcher Partners in 1998, Tim Jonas recognized 
she could add those features to the existing core of acting in clients’ best 
interests. The opportunity was there to provide a growing set of services to 
meet the needs of clients who were building wealth and/or realizing wealth 
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through their businesses. While the 1991-92 recession was difficult for 
many businesses, the late 1990s and early 2000s were good years. Dahn 
pointed out that

Many clients sold their businesses and there were sizeable sums 
coming in. The only choices open to them at the time were 
stockbrokers or financial planners and neither of these could  
be relied upon to always act in the best interests of their clients …  
The goal of the Investment Advisory team is to be good at one  
thing: ‘independent, fee only investment advice. 

Twenty per cent of the clients won by Investment Advisory have gone 
on to use other areas of Pitcher Partners, which reflects the firm’s view that 
if clients’ interests come first, then commercial results will follow. Dahn says 

When a typical family business wants or needs to sell, they know 
there is an investment path they can take safely and conservatively, 
consistent with the values of the firm.

John Laidlaw, whose father started the iconic Australian company Yakka, 
has been a client of Pitcher Partners since its formation. He relates how, 
after Yakka was sold to Pacific Brands in 2007, he went to Sue Dahn in 
Investment Advisory 

from Day One … Ron Pitcher said to me ‘You should look at our 
people first’ so I did. They made sure we were comparing apples with 
apples and that’s good.

With a team of thirty people and a new partner, Adam Stanley, Investment 
Advisory has grown to advise on some $1.5B of funds for the firm’s clients and 
increasingly for Melbourne's not-for-profit associations, trust and charities.

Risk Services as a specialist division was formed in 2006 by Graham 
Noriskin, who was attracted by Pitcher Partners’ size and culture after sev-
enteen years with a Big Four firm. Tim Jonas says that one of the reasons for 
the establishment of Risk Services was an experience of Pitcher Partners over 
a professional indemnity matter, which resulted in the firm being left for a few 
days without liability cover. The division interrogates the internal systems and 
processes of clients, identifying risks and weaknesses and giving advice on 
improving processes. This was an area where Pitcher Partners had little expe-
rience; Risk Services has had a complementary effect during external audits.

Transaction Services, formed in 2007, brings specialist valuation ser-
vices to clients in a range of areas, such as valuing partnerships, working 
on partnership agreements, on dissolutions for the potential sale of busi-
nesses and matrimonial disputes involving family lawyers. It also handles due 
diligence for mergers and acquisitions where strong systems are required. 

Traditionally, this work was done by Business Advisory and Assurance and it 
has been developed as a centre of excellence where the division can call on 
other areas of Pitcher Partners when needed. Adrian Fitzpatrick says that 
the aim is to ‘build systems from cradle to grave’, working to give structure 
to acquisitions and helping clients prepare for the sale of their business.

The Business Consulting division has always been an important part of 
Pitcher Partners’ work, creating strategies, assessing opportunities, identi-
fying solutions and supporting the implementation and delivery of intended 
outcomes for clients. It was formed to foster the growth of expertise in 
emerging service offerings, such as the bus industry contract negotiations, 
as well as advanced financial modelling and business strategy. Another area 
showing rapid growth in this division is that of Business Evolution, which is 
about building, retaining and passing on wealth from generation to genera-
tion. This is crucial to the survival and growth of middle market businesses. 
Pitcher Partners rates its importance so highly that it has contributed 
$750,000 worth of people-hours to Swinburne University through the 
Australian Research Council in a three-year research project to understand 
why middle market businesses find it so difficult to address the issue. 

Superannuation Services has always been part of Pitcher Partners but 
after what Tim Jonas calls ‘trials, tribulations and false starts’, a separate 
group was formed at the beginning of the 2000/01 financial year. Part of 
the firm’s superannuation practice was in the administration of larger super 
funds, which were eventually handed over to another provider. Jonas says 
that much thought was given to ‘becoming a big player in super administra-
tion but eventually we knew that this wasn’t our type of business’. The firm 
deals with 700 self-managed super funds to ensure they are audit com-
pliant, an area that was previously part of Tax Accounting. Partner David 
Thomson says that ‘the previous model was unsustainable, so the superan-
nuation work was stripped out and a separate group was formed’. The firm’s 
Superannuation Services now has two areas: Super Compliance which deals 
with the administration and audit of funds and Super Consulting, which is a 
more strategic consultancy. Thomson said that the area is one ‘where pro-
cesses, protocols and procedures are continually re-engineered’.
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Ian Stewart, Andrew Johnson and Patrick 
Harrington at the UK alumni event.

Keeping in Touch cocktail party.
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Partner Retreats continue to be held each year focusing 
on the strategic direction of the firm and providing a social 

environment for the partners and their spouses.
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Brisbane
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Pitcher Partners’ firms in 2011
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A VOICE BEING HEARD
Clients come because you fight for them.
Don Rankin

From the day Pitcher Partners was established, it took an advo-
cacy role on behalf of its clients. Peter Riley, taxation specialist 
and founding partner, says that this was a fundamental princi-
ple for the practice of the firm. 
We have been on task forces and committees since 
the firm began and involved in every material piece of 

tax legislation passed during that time. There is no coalition for 
the middle market it serves, as there is for big business, which is 
represented by the Business Council of Australia. For a firm not in 
the Big Four, that’s very unusual and it is an important part of the 
recognition of the quality of the tax practice. Initially, we forced 
ourselves into the market and now we’re invited into it.

When the firm began, Riley says, it did everything it could to get the 
Pitcher Partners’ name into the wider world. 

We sent a media release to The Age on a particular tax matter and 
so did Ernst & Young. They got five paragraphs published, we got ten. 
We [Riley and Neil Flavel] were the two tax partners and we would 
speak anywhere, any time. We talked to tax related bodies, needing 
to impress on others our quality and credibility. We were immediately 
seen as offering service delivery that the Big Four didn’t have.

As Riley puts it, the Tax Division had a basic but important formula: 
the Three Ps: People (by that I mean good people), Professional 
Development and Practical 	Advice. If you get those three right, you 
can fall down in other areas and still do well.
 
The firm made submissions on virtually all of the Ralph Committee meas-

ures (headed by businessman John Ralph) in 1999 and the early 2000s 
that affected the middle market. It has also been heavily involved in every 
Australian Taxation Office (ATO) working party regarding trust losses and 
private company loans since mid-1995. Pitcher Partners has made submis-

sions on every key piece of legislation and every key draft ruling or determi-
nation affecting the middle market. Most recently, it took part in the 2009 
Henry Review of Australia’s taxation system. Every Tax Executive Director 
and Director is an active member of at least one revenue authority con-
sultative group and the firm is active in the technical committees of the 
Taxation Institute of Australia, CPA Australia and the Institute of Chartered 
Accountants in Australia. The firm also has involvement with and on behalf 
of other professional bodies, including the Property Council, Victorian 
Employer’s Chamber of Commerce and Industry, and the Victorian Transport 
Association. Executive Directors of Pitcher Partners have been members 
of the Commissioner of Taxation’s National Tax Liaison Group and its sub-
committees, which is the peak consultative body working directly with the 
Commissioner of Taxation. These sub-committees deal with issues ranging 
from international tax, fringe benefits tax, capital gains tax and GST. 

Ray Cummings, a former partner, and now consultant, in Tax Consulting, 
says that advocacy is an important part of ‘how we do tax practice’ because 
it combines both technical depth and practical experience. He says

we look at legislation, rip it apart, put it back together again and 
convey it to clients. In the process we might see things that are 
either philosophically wrong or technically wrong.

Because government legislation is often directed to the big end of town, 
it can have compliance costs or other implications that don’t necessarily 
apply to the middle market. But it is framed in such a way that it ‘catches 
everything’, Cummings says. 

We have built relationships with government to the point that we are 
able to make them aware of anomalies; in this way, legislation can be 
reviewed and if appropriate, amended. 

Since the formation of Pitcher Partners, the firm has held the view that 
if it is to be true to its mission of caring for clients and being recognized as 
the leading firm servicing the middle market, it must invest significant time 
and resources to being strong advocates to help protect clients from ill-
considered legislative change. Cummings suggests:
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If we don’t do it, no-one else will. The smaller firms don’t work on 
the scale we do and the big firms are servicing the likes of BHP. It is 
important that we are a presence with senior ATO, Government and 
Treasury officers: we chip away and build relationships.
A significant step was taken by the ATO in October 2009, with the 

announcement of the Tax Design Advisory Panel. The purpose of the Panel 
is to allow Treasury to engage particular Panel members on a case-by-case 
basis in respect of tax design and tax review.

Pitcher Partners was chosen as one of thirteen organizations appointed 
to the panel. Of the five accounting firms appointed, Pitcher Partners is 
the only non-Big Four firm, and the only one dedicated to representing the 
middle market. The panel members give their views on tax policy issues to 
Treasury before changes are publicly announced. This represents a significant 
and important departure from what has existed as the ‘Legislation by Press 
Release Policy’, because it allows a practical review and road-testing of an 
issue before it hits the public arena. 

Being closer to Government decision-making also brings the responsibil-
ity of what Cummings calls ‘negotiating the fine line’ between confidentiality 
and information to the business media, which are naturally always keen to 
know what is happening and get the story first. And as he says: 

We need to be conscious we aren’t talking out of school … A lot 
of what is being discussed is confidential and it would be a breach 
of various laws to talk about it. But sometimes there is simply an 
impasse and months can be spent on a technical issue. Then you 
need to judge whether it’s a good idea to selectively talk to the 
media or not.

The firm participates regularly in forums and is represented on the 
National Liaison Committee. It was instrumental in having the ATO modify a 
decision that would have had an adverse impact for employers across many 
industries. In May 2004, the Federal Government proposed the Bankruptcy 
Legislation Amendment (Anti Avoidance and Other Measures) Bill. Pitcher 
Partners’ position was that this was a proposal for a fundamental change to 
the current law that would have the effect of overriding property rights and 
creating a high level of financial insecurity, particularly for small businesses. 
Effectively, the proposals would prevent small businesses taking adequate 
and prudent steps to safeguard independent family wealth from the conse-
quences of a financial catastrophe. 

Sometimes, advocacy can find support in less formal settings but still 
have the desired result. 

While the Legislation was under discussion, Don Rankin happened to 
sit at a dinner next to Robert Gottliebsen, financial journalist, editor and 
small business owner, and raised the matter with him. Gottliebsen took up 

the cause, gaining valuable media coverage and wide discussion in busi-
ness and other circles. Pitcher Partners’ ran an intensive campaign, which 
included having clients and contacts write to the Government, and mak-
ing presentations to various lobby groups including the National Farmers’ & 
Graziers’ Association, the Bankers’ Association of Australia and many other 
professional bodies. Pitcher Partners was invited by the Senate Estimates 
Committee to make personal submissions — the only private insolvency 
practitioners to make such representations as the insolvency profession as 
a whole was represented separately through the Insolvency Practitioners 
Association of Australia. On 21 July 2004, the Federal Attorney General, 
Phillip Ruddock, withdrew the proposed legislation.

All of this work is part of Pitcher Partners’ commitment to the health of 
the business environment for their clients. None of the time spent on this 
advocacy work is billable and some of the committee work takes a huge 
amount of time. The time quotient is organized, Cummings says, 

by doing what has to be done … We fit it in around clients’ work and 
find the extra hours where we need to. Fortunately we have a depth 
of resourcing here and it’s a group combination so we can spread the 
work around.

In the area of Financial Reporting, Pitcher Partners has a strong liaison 
role with ASIC, Treasury and the standard setters for financial reporting. 
Partner Dianne Azoor Hughes has been a member of the Australian Auditing 
and Assurance Standard Board since her appointment and actively partici-
pates in the development of audit regulation and legislation in Australia. 
Azoor Hughes spends a significant proportion of her time on advocacy to 
ensure that the needs of the middle market are not overlooked. She points 
out that international regulations are generally developed with large global 
corporations in mind and therefore are not always a good fit when adopted in 
Australia, except in respect of Australia’s largest corporations. Azoor Hughes 
says that that among the reasons that regulations tend to be developed with 
Australia’s largest businesses in mind is that the top 500 companies account 
for approximately fifty per cent of GDP. 

Although we agreed that regulatory oversight for large corporations 
is needed, we pointed out that another 20,000 smaller companies 
were being constrained by those regulations. 

In this way, Pitcher Partners has been able to influence the development 
of regulation by demonstrating that a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach will not 
necessarily benefit the Australian economy. 

Ian Stewart says that Pitcher Partners is the only mid-tier firm with a 
committed role in advocacy. This commitment was also recognized in 2002 
when Pitcher Partners was named as ‘Accounting Services Firm of the Year’ 
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by CFO Magazine Awards, in recognition of work done in raising issues relat-
ing to Australian business. 

 A further challenge in delivering a clear message when lobbying on vari-
ous issues is that the Big Four each present a ‘one firm’ view about regula-
tions, whereas the mid-tier firms have mixed views, reflecting the diversity 
of the sector. Consequently, it can be difficult for regulators to find consen-
sus on middle market views. To work on reaching consensus and because 
of the commonality of interest of mid-tier firms, Pitcher Partners formed a 
group comprising all major large national networks except for Big Four firms, 
to share concerns and preferred outcomes based on the combined knowl-
edge and experience of participants. Pitcher Partners’ relationship with ASIC 
has also had benefits for other mid-tier firms in the field of audit inspection. 
Here, in what has been a step-by-step process, ASIC has been receptive to 
modifying their approach to audit inspections, responding to the differences 
which exist between governance procedures adopted in Big Four firms and 
those appropriate for mid-tier firms. 

 After representation about a general lack of resources in smaller mid-
tier firms, and the amount of time needed to write pertinent submission 
about changes to regulations, Treasury has started to convene round tables 
to canvass views on proposed legislative changes, thus enabling more par-
ticipants in the middle market to put forward their point of view in the most 
time-efficient way.

One of the challenges for regulators, Azoor Hughes says, is their move 
to cut red tape while still maintaining appropriate regulatory governance. 
For example, economic growth in the Western world over the past century 
has been supported by the audit function which promotes good govern-
ance practices. However, the relevance of audit for smaller entities is now 
being questioned in various parts of the world. Pitcher Partners has strongly 
advocated the value of an audit and recognizes that the challenge is to ‘get 
the balance right’. 

Partner John Brazzale says that there are two areas where firms will be 
challenged in the future. The first is that there is turmoil in mid-tier firms, 
which puts a spotlight on others. The second is the changes in technology, 
where clients expect information instantaneously. In terms of advocacy, he 
says, the firm 

takes pride in putting clients first … As advocates for our clients, 
we can influence regulatory decisions and outcomes and make 
regulators aware of the costs of compliance for the middle market. 
We are bringing the coalface to regulators, showing how their 
thinking can impact on commercial issues for our clients.

Above top: Boardroom meeting.

Above: Preparing for a client property briefing.



70 PITCHER PARTNERS: A CULTURE OF COMMITMENT

8  



71A short history of the first twenty years: 1991 – 2011

OUR OWN BUILDING

The memo was dated 8 July 2004, and addressed to ‘All Staff’; 
its subject: ‘An Exciting Announcement — Pitcher Partners 
on the move … ’ Don Rankin began with the words: ‘We 
are about to embark on a new beginning.’ The firm needed 
more space, its name and logo would take its place in the 
Melbourne skyline and there would be benefits for all. Four 

floors of the building at 15 William Street, at that time owned by AMP, were 
to have a fit-out, to be custom-designed for the current and future needs 
of the firm. The estimated time frame was a year, with the move anticipated 
to be in mid 2005. 

David Thomson, Private Clients partner, was asked to chair the Property 
Committee which was charged with leading the team responsible for the fit-
out. The other members were Tim Jonas, Partner Vicki Macdermid, General 
Manager Peter Cannan, and Peter Jenke.

While it might have seemed a natural transition for a growing partner-
ship, Don Rankin says that one of the reasons the firm even looked beyond 
the premises shared with KPMG at 161 Collins Street was that 

the landlord in Collins Street played hardball — so we went to the 
marketplace in the city to see what else was there. When we found 
this building, the partners took a vote 	on whether to move. It was 
one of the very few meetings where the vote went exactly 50/50. 

When the firm went back to negotiate a better deal, the landlord at the 
William Street building made further concessions, which included the illumi-
nated signage on the roof. It was one of the few facing upriver, and would 
place the firm as a very separate identity. Part of the reason for the deal, 
Rankin says, was that the building had been ‘largely empty’ for two years 
and there were predictions about vacancy rates going up: ‘they needed a 
key tenant’.

Some partners voiced a philosophical view of the location, talking about 
the advantage of ‘being off Collins Street’ as a signal that Pitcher Partners 
was a place where exciting things happen — in similar vein to being ‘off 
Broadway’ where great productions are launched out of the public eye. 
Others simply said that it would be great to be in their own building, but the 
shopping wasn’t as good in that part of town.

Once the decision was made, the Property Committee began work. 
Several project managers were interviewed, with the successful firm being 
Case Meallin & Associates Pty Ltd. Then followed a rigorous process to 
appoint architects, builders, consulting engineers and associated contrac-
tors. An important part of the choice, Thomson says, is ‘at every stage, 
whether project managers, architects, builder and contractors, we picked 
people we thought we could work with’. A weekly meeting took place every 
Friday at 8.00 a.m. for almost a year, and continuing for two months after 
the move was made, on Friday, 17 June 2005, in order to be 100 per cent 
operational at William Street on Monday, 20 June 2005.

The new office layout concepts and drawings were displayed throughout 
the office and a series of focus groups was held, giving staff the opportunity 
to comment.

One aspect that influenced the layout of the new premises was the firm’s 
experience at 161 Collins, where the various parts of the firm were sepa-
rated. In Tim Jonas’ words ‘we made the best of what was there’. David 
Thomson says that in the new premises, they ‘wanted accessibility between 
floors so the decision was made to put in a central stairwell, which meant 
drilling down through three floors of the building’.  Among other important 
early considerations was to deliver ‘the look and feel’ of the Pitcher Partners 
identity. 

We were particularly concerned with the front of house. We didn’t 
want it to look like the foyer of a luxury hotel, there was to be no 
marble, no mirrors, no black leather, no silver, no	ostentation. 

Don Rankin felt that the feeling of the reception area should be ‘warm’. 
He wrote: 

We have a lot of clients involved in timber and associated industries 
and I would like, as a personal preference, to see reasonable amounts 
of timber involved. 
He sums up the desired atmosphere as ‘Friendly, warm, comfortable.’ 

Given the amount of work to be done, it is surprising, Rankin says, that the 
architect’s renderings of the design for the reception area so closely echo 
what is there today. 

An early memo from Tim Jonas made the point that the premises ‘must 



72 PITCHER PARTNERS: A CULTURE OF COMMITMENT

reflect our mission and values’. He cited a key value: ‘care for our people’ and 
he wrote that this value must be reflected in the design and in particular 
‘we should not be setting up partners in large offices but leaving all our staff 
in ‘battery hen’ accommodation that isolates them from everyone else. We 
need to be generous with the desk space and generous with natural light’. He 
continued: ‘we need to design our office for our people to help us be identi-
fied as an Employer of Choice’. A separate point in his memo addresses ‘other 
facilities’ and asks if there are ‘adequate rooms for the massages, healthy life 
classes and a proper sick bay’. He wrote of the ‘maximum use of technol-
ogy’ when faced with setting up premises for the next millennium and also 
signalled the desirability for flexibility within the premises, to allow for the 
contraction and expansion of various divisions and groups. 

Planning started, Thomson says, ‘with a blank sheet, an office on site in 
what is now the boardroom with just power and a table’. There were issues 
and delays, but ‘we had to move on’. An electrician was injured and the 
CFMEU shut down work for a week. The floor coverings on Level Nineteen 
were damaged and there were further minor union issues; but, given the 
scope of the work and the time frame, things went mostly according to plan. 

On 18 November 2004, five months after work began, it was the thir-
teenth anniversary of the founding of Pitcher Partners. Always a celebra-
tory highlight for the firm, special permission was granted by the building 
owners to hold the annual update for staff in ‘the raw shell’ that was Level 
Twenty, the level which had been added by AMP to the original building. 
Special preparations were needed for the event and the Minutes from the 
Building Committee’s meeting the week before noted: ‘Inter floor stair works 
area will be tidy and safe. External window clean will be complete’. 

Permission was required from Melbourne City Council for the Pitcher 
Partners illuminated sign to be placed on the top of the building, and there 
were specific height restrictions on the size of the letters. The sign came in 
two pieces and was erected by crane, with William Street closed to traffic 
on a Saturday afternoon. David Thomson was in town that weekend with his 
sons and Peter Cannan and says that on the original drawings, the letters 
didn’t seem to be so large. ‘Standing in the street near them, they were huge 
— about two metres high.’

The whole firm was moved on the weekend of 18 June 2005 and on the 
Friday before, staff were told ‘Don’t go to Collins Street on Monday, come 
to William Street’. 

The lighting of the sign came later, in September 2005. In a firm ‘known 
for enjoying ourselves’, the first lighting of the sign was the occasion for a 
party, held at Southbank with a perfect view downriver. The night was clear 
and at approximately 7.00 p.m., the lights went on. Founding partner Peter 
Riley recalled: 

I am a man not usually given to overt displays of emotion but when 

the lights were turned on at the new building, I remember hugging 
Tim. I normally think that pride is self-indulgent, but we were all 
proud to achieve that. 

Ron Pitcher was there with his mother, Paulena, and there were tears 
in the eyes of many as the Pitcher Partners name took its place in the 
Melbourne skyline for the first time. 

In his first memo to staff about the proposed move, Don Rankin ended 
with the words 

Our Collins Street premises have served us well for many years, 
but it is time to move on. We see this move as a milestone in the 
development of our identity and another positive step in the future 
of the firm. 
David Thomson summed up the feeling of the work of the Property 

Committee in another way: ‘It was a lot of fun and hard work. It was a huge 
learning experience, it consumed our lives for well over a year — but it met 
a great purpose.’

In his end-of-year memo to partners in December 2005, Rankin wrote: 
Moving to the new building and giving us something to market from 
was a terrific achievement. The move to the new building has taken 
the profile of the firm to another level and since the move we have 
seen a continual flow of opportunities and pressures for growth. My 
only caution is that we do not see ourselves as corporate and still 
retain our traditional service/relationship culture.

‘The building is part of us and part of Melbourne’, Rankin says. ‘Our cli-
ents saw us literally in a new light. We created our own identity in a different 
way. It was fantastic.’
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Pitcher Partners,  
15 William Street, Melbourne
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BEING PART OF THE 
WIDER COMMUNITY

Contributing to the community has been part of Pitcher 
Partners’ culture since inception but became more for-
malized in 2006 with the formation of a Corporate Social 
Responsibility Committee (CSR). The objective of the 
committee was to co-ordinate the approach of the firm 
to CSR and to provide a variety of opportunities for staff 

to participate in CSR-related activities. These include working professionally 
with charitable organisations, giving time, or making donations.

In 2011 the firm provided services to forty charitable organisations on 
a pro bono or significantly discounted basis, amounting to over $400,000 
annually. Among those receiving long term support from Pitcher Partners 
are organisations dedicated to providing shelter for homeless people, includ-
ing Kids Under Cover, The Victorian Homeless Fund, and the Lighthouse 
Foundation, which is committed to ending youth homelessness. Other long 
term support has been provided to Uncle Bob’s Club, which is the fund rais-
ing arm of the Royal Children’s Hospital, and the Victorian Deaf Society. 

Staff involvement in CSR is encouraged; one of the popular programs 
is participation in the Breakfast Club, managed by the Brotherhood of St 
Laurence. Commencing at 7.30 a.m., staff give time one morning a week 
for three or four consecutive weeks to help prepare breakfast for primary 
school-aged children at the Atherton Gardens Housing Estate in Brunswick 
Street, Fitzroy. The program began because teachers were concerned that 
students from disadvantaged backgrounds (including asylum seekers), 
lacked concentration at school without a proper breakfast. The firm makes 
a cash donation to the Brotherhood to fund the breakfast for the year. As 
well as preparing breakfast, the staff engage with the children in games and 
activities. ‘Around eighty staff are involved and we really enjoy it’, Partner Ian 
Stewart says. ‘It is hands-on involvement, and after breakfast it’s fun to play 
soccer on the basketball court with the kids. It’s a great way to start the day.’ 

A charter for CSR began development in 2006, following the return from 
a year of private voluntary service in Laos of staff member Jeff Tulk. Ian 
Stewart described Tulk as 

a man with a very strong social conscience. Jeff was instrumental in 
putting some structure around what we were doing and promoting 
CSR throughout the firm. 

CSR now has its own Mission Statement: 
Pitcher Partners culture is based on caring for our staff and clients. 
Pitcher Partners recognizes that this responsibility extends to the 
community within which we work. Pitcher Partners is committed to 
providing business and specialist advice of the highest standard to 
support organizations within our community. 

A CSR panel, which meets quarterly, has seven members, including two 
partners, and rotates two members annually. Selection criteria were devel-
oped to prioritize requests to identify those organizations in greatest need 
of assistance and which share the same values as Pitcher Partners. 

Because there are many requests for assistance, the CSR panel decided 
to have a selected day each month in which to hold an extra charity support 
morning. On these occasions the Pitcher Partners team provides a morning 
tea that Ian Stewart describes as ‘rather superior to the usual’; donations are 
collected from those who attend and the firm matches all staff donations 
dollar for dollar. In December 2010, for example, the Clown Doctors of The 
Humour Foundation was the chosen charity, giving comfort, support and 
entertainment to children in hospital and raising almost $1400. 

An initiative of the staff about fourteen years ago was the suggestion 
that they make donations under the Salary Sacrifice Donations to Charity 
program. This was seen as groundbreaking when the Government was 
setting up its Workplace Giving Program. Mark Harrison (now a Partner) 
who, together with Peter Jenke, was responsible for setting up the system 
within Pitcher Partners, says that it is tax beneficial for staff and that over 
$200,000 has gone to agreed charities, including the Salvation Army, The 
Smith Family and Very Special Kids. ‘There’s no individual recognition’, Jenke 
says, ‘but that’s not the point. The upside is the warm glow.’ It involves ‘a 
little bit of administration, but that’s easy’.

Another very personal donation is made by the firm’s support of Club 
Red, which provides an opportunity for people in business to regularly 
donate blood. Pitcher Partners co-ordinates groups of staff every quarter 
to donate blood and donors are driven by a free shuttle to the Southbank 
Donor Centre, just across the Yarra River from 15 William Street.

The commitment to CSR of Pitcher Partners staff came to the fore fol-
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lowing the death of Amy Gillett. Amy was an elite cyclist tragically killed in a 
roadside accident in Germany in 2005. In the large cycling community within 
Pitcher Partners, several of her cycling friends assisted the Foundation that 
was created in her name, by setting up the infrastructure for the Foundation 
Committee. They also helped to raise funds for the Foundation, which aims 
to reduce death and injury between cyclists and motorists. 

Pitcher Partners also responds to Victorian emergencies, offering help to 
affected businesses. Historically, the firm has had many clients in the timber 
industry in Marysville. When the town was hit by the devastating bushfires 
in February 2009, Pitcher Partners gave assistance and continues to partici-
pate in various ways to aid the rebuilding of the town. 

Many of the organisations supported by the firm are based in Victoria, 
but Pitcher Partners extended its reach to the international sphere in 2008. 
This followed a proposal for the establishment of an orphanage in Nepal that 
was brought to the CSR Committee by panel and staff member Elissa Hall. 
Elissa had family connections with ex-AFL footballer Carl Steinfort who, with 
his Finnish-born wife, Tuuli Vikstedt, had been working with children who had 
been orphaned. Carl and Tuuli, through Wind of Change International (WoC), 
a not-for-profit incorporated association based in Melbourne, planned to 
start their own orphanage in partnership with Namaste Children’s House in 
Pokhara, Nepal. The proposal had appeal to the CSR panel and the Partners 
generally because it was aimed at some of the most disadvantaged people 
imaginable. It aimed to provide them with a home in a safe, family environ-
ment and, importantly, an education so that their lives could be transformed. 
It was also a project on a small scale, meaning that the sponsorship of the 
partners and staff could make a very real difference.

Pitcher Partners committed to provide half the start-up costs of the 
house and ongoing funding until at least 2015, in conjunction with employee 
contributions that will be matched dollar for dollar by the firm. Onni House 
has sixteen children in residence and provides educational scholarships  
for another sixty children still living with their families in poverty. Ian  
Stewart says: ‘we are always looking for ways to do it better and for the 
next program to get behind. I would like us to do something with indigenous 
Australians next’.

Top to bottom: Some participants show off their 
Movember efforts; Cathy Clare and Tracie Gane 

practising their moustaches for Movember;  
Ian Jackman, Geoff Gray, Rob McKie and Neil 

Schmoll complete the Oxfam Trailwalker.
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Clockwise from top: Elissa Hall (back row, second 
from left) visits Onni Children's House; Some of the 
children and teachers at Onni Children's House.
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THE SECOND DECADE 
AND BEYOND

Don Rankin was Managing Partner of the firm for most of 
Pitcher Partners’ second decade, succeeding Tim Jonas in 
October 2003. He stepped down from that role on 30 
June 2011. Within the firm, the Managing Partner is rec-
ognized as having overall responsibility for its strategic 
direction and brand building and is freed from attachment 

to a particular division. When Rankin moved from his role as head of the 
firm’s largest division, Business, Audit and Accounting, to become Managing 
Partner, his main goal was to institute changes so that the business had a 
self-sustaining internal infrastructure. 

When the firm began, all the division heads reported to Tim and that 
was possible because of our size. When we numbered more than 
300 people, we needed a platform for internal growth and that 
meant freeing up the Managing Partner. We appointed a General 
Manager and an 	Executive team that enabled the day-to-day 
operations to go ahead without the need to report to the  
Managing Partner. 
This step, Rankin said, took a year to bed down, allowing him to work on 

the professional side of the practice, developing business units and concen-
trating on the firm’s international links, with Tim Jonas working on building 
national links. 

Between 1994 and 2003, the firm had acquired seventeen further part-
ners and one of Rankin’s first tasks was to negotiate a revision of the original 
Partners’ agreement, which would be in place for all those partners who 
joined the firm subsequently. Allied to this was managing the retirement of 
the founding partners.

By the end of 2004, there was a critical shortage of accountants, which 
caused the firm to reflect further on its 2001 goal to become an Employer 
of Choice. Headhunters attempted to poach senior staff and the call was 
made to remind staff of the Pitcher Partner benefits. Rankin notes that, in 
contrast to other firms, ‘we do not have a history of making redundancies 
when workloads shift’. He highlighted forthcoming changes to International 
Accounting Standards and linked these and other changes in regulations, 
with an increased focus on the firm’s technical capability. Specialist divi-
sions took an increased role in marketing their services, with a greater focus  

on Superannuation, Investment Advisory, Valuations, Private Clients and  
Tax Accounting. 

The schedule to move from Collins Street to 15 William Street in 2005 
was on track and Rankin’s enthusiasm at the time is evident in one of his 
memos to staff. He wrote, for example, ‘I think the move to the new building 
will be just terrific. Everyone will get an enormous boost.’ On reflection, he 
says the move was ‘a great step to develop and confirm our own identity’. 

By 2005, the firm was beginning to feel the effects of its success in 
the marketplace, with increased opportunities bringing new challenges. 
Decisions needed to be made about whether or not to take up these chal-
lenges; to do so would mean a significant increase in the numbers within 
the firm, a focus on specialization, and a consequent greater need for expe-
rienced senior people. Prime concerns were to retain the Pitcher Partner 
culture, and whether it was still appropriate for the firm to keep growing 
organically. Don Rankin raised these issues in his annual memo, usually sent 
pre-Christmas to ‘provoke a little thought’. He noted the change in the 
nature of the firm’s business and mentioned what was to become a theme: 
the challenges of increased regulation for clients and how the firm could 
monitor its structure to provide the level of services they needed.

In 2005 also, Pitcher Partners won the BRW–St George Client Choice 
Awards for the Best large accounting firm. The BRW article written by 
Andrew Heathcote and published on 3 March of that year, begins: 

Pitcher Partners’ success in the best large accounting firm category 
is a wake-up call to the country’s Big Four accounting firms. What 
the award demonstrates is that size does not matter in the ultimate 
test for a professional services organization — client satisfaction.

By the end of 2006, Rankin considered the positioning of the firm as a 
highlight, with the firm  ‘strongly seen as the next alternative to the Big Four 
in Melbourne, both in size and capability’. The challenges of the regulatory 
environment were again a theme. 

The firm set up a Future Directions Committee, with six practice leaders 
to act as a think tank, observing what was happening in the accounting and 
business world and developing strategies for the ‘big picture’.

By the end of the 2008, other challenges were evident, including 
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resourcing, issues with interstate associates, the commitment of the firm 
to the national association, and what Rankin foreshadowed as ‘a crum-
bling economy’. The annual partners’ memo for this year was a call to arms, 
emphasizing the extra involvement needed to get through what was going 
to be a more-than-challenging 2009, where the difference in the market-
place would be ‘excellence in client service’. Rankin took the historical view, 
reminding partners of the great clients Pitcher Partners acquired ‘when it 
was first formed, on the back end of the last recession’. Rankin’s address 
closed with the words: 

We are people who like doing things and getting on with them and 
this will be a great strength for 2009. Other firms will fight and 
compete against each other — we won’t. We will work together  
and do whatever we can to assist each other to protect and grow 
the practice.

At the same time, the firm was experiencing very fast growth, with its 
number of staff growing from 300 to 500 in just five years, something that 
also required careful management. 

Each year, staff gathers for the Managing Partner’s Communication 
Update, given on the closest day possible to the anniversary of the found-
ing of Pitcher Partners. On 18November 2009, this was held on the sev-
enteenth floor of Melbourne’s RACV Club. Don Rankin began ‘Last year, the 
world was in freefall’, and went on to relate the impact of the GFC on the 
world economy and, in particular, on Pitcher Partners. He listed the positives: 

We took on all our graduates, did normal promotions at the normal 
time, had our Christmas party, refocused on marketing and at  
our Partners’ retreat asked ourselves the question 'what are we 
doing well?’ 

Secondments went ahead in the US and the UK, which required some 
‘leaning on the firms’ to continue taking them at such a difficult time. There 
were some redundancies, which were ‘not without pain’. While the tone was 
encouraging, the message was clear: even more commitment is needed in 
difficult times. Rankin said 

This was truly a time that tested our values and culture. Traditionally, 
in times like this, a business goes into protection of itself. We didn’t 
do that. 

Coming out of the GFC, the firm put an enormous effort into market-
ing and reinvigorated the Partnership and the Practice. The firm, however, 
is now in a far more competitive environment, Rankin says, ‘with almost all 
major players now wanting to play in our space’. 

Two of the great challenges facing clients of the firm—and therefore 
faced by the firm itself—are globalization and changes in technology. In the 

1990s, there was a focus on developing business in the UK, Europe and the 
US, whereas now the focus is Asia, Rankin said. 

Many of our clients have moved their manufacturing operations 
offshore or set up joint ventures or begun retail operations in Asia. 
Some IT clients have outsourced work to overseas. The amount of 
cross-border business has exploded. This means that client needs 
have changed and, as well as our own expertise we need to have 
people we know and trust in those countries, working on our behalf. 

This should also bring new opportunities to Pitcher Partners, through 
investment by Asian clients into Australia. Rankin believes that globalization 
is ‘on the edge of a tidal wave’. ‘Within five years, borders won’t mean any-
thing. When data are transferred, you won’t know if it is happening a suburb 
away or a country away.’ He cites a recent teleconference, involving national 
and international participants, all with iPads or laptops open, all looking at 
the same screen, talking through the document. And another, where the 
purchaser completed all the due diligence on buying a business in Melbourne 
while he was in Texas. ‘We have no idea how far it will go’, Rankin says, ‘but 
we need to be prepared for it.’ Previous ideas of what was normal in business 
need to be abandoned. ‘We don’t know what the ‘new normal’ looks like’, he 
said. ‘We just need to be ourselves — and be across it.’

The implications for Pitcher Partners are great. Rankin explains:
Because of these changes, clients are looking to us to give answers. 
In HR, in technology, in business systems, clients are aware that you 
need to get out there with the professional capacity for dealing with 
businesses online.

Staff members are now being seconded to Asia in far greater numbers than 
ever before, while those to the United Kingdom and Europe have diminished.

To best service the needs of clients, Pitcher Partners is developing an 
electronic portal, to which clients will connect by computer or smart phone. 

They will have their own icon, log in and have immediate access to all 
the information we have on that client, from regulatory forms that 
need completing, various administrative assistance and information 
tools — to something as simple as knowing what room they are 
coming to for the next meeting at Pitcher Partners. 

Within the last two years it has been decided to ‘seriously upskill’ the 
firm’s managers, directors and partners about innovation and entrepreneur-
ship. When Pitcher Partners looked for suitable courses, it found nothing 
that fitted its exact needs. ‘We decided to set up our own Institute, in part-
nership with the University of Adelaide’, Rankin says. In 2011, the Pitcher 
Institute for Innovation and Entrepreneurship has twenty Pitcher Partners 
people currently studying for either a Diploma, which takes one year,  
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or a Masters, which takes two. ‘So far it has received huge accolades’,  
Rankin says. 

We have some external people, including lawyers, who are taking the 
course and have had interest from clients wanting to get their skills 
up in this area. We expect the Institute will take between twenty and 
forty people next year.

Today, twenty years after its founding, the Pitcher Partners federation 
numbers almost one thousand, with seventy-five per cent having joined the 
firm less than ten years ago. The average age of staff is changing. In 2011, 
sixty per cent are Generation Y, being born anywhere from the late ’70s 
to the early ’90s, the children of Baby Boomers. Only five per cent of the 
firm’s current staff is aged over fifty. And because fewer people are studying 
accounting than in previous years, there is strong competition for the best 
graduates. 

As he stepped away from the role of Managing Partner, Rankin reflected 
that there has been

substantial change in our industry and the market place and through 
that time we have stayed clearly focused on our middle market 
advisory positioning, a genuine care for clients and a one firm 
approach. It has been this unwavering commitment which underpins 
the firm’s position today.

In 2011, the main change I see us having achieved in a decade is 
that Pitcher Partners is now run and operated by those who are 
not founding partners. This next generation of partners is just as 
passionate about our core values, and they have integrated that 
into a much larger firm, facing a complex economic and social 
environment while retaining our strong culture and service standards.

Most of the leadership positions in the firm are now held by non-found-
ing partners. This is highlighted by the appointment of John Brazzale as 
Managing Partner. John became a partner in 2000 and has what Rankin 
described as an ‘outstanding commercial skill set’. He took up the role of 
Managing Partner, succeeding Don Rankin, on 1 July 2011. 

Rankin says of this change: ‘It is truly a transfer to the next generation’.

John Brazzale – appointed Managing Partner, Melbourne 1 July 2011
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George Raftopoulos, Itpilikis, 2005
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Appendix1:
Contributors (in alphabetical order)

Cindy Batchelor 

Matthew Bellchambers

Terry Benfold

Greg Blashki

John Brazzale

Brendan Britten

Andrew Buxton

Kylee Byrne

Sid Catlin

Ray Cummings

Sue Dahn

Ashley Davidson

Pam Dickson 

Sean Dignum 

Adrian Fitzpatrick

Neil Flavel

David Foulds

Keith Hall 

Mark Harrison

Dianne Azoor Hughes

Peter Jenke

Tim Jonas

Melanie Kent

David Knowles

John Laidlaw OAM

Michael Langhammer

Vicki Macdermid

Dee Matthews

Elizabeth Nuñez

Ron Pitcher AM

Matthew Pringle

Gess Rambaldi

Don Rankin

Megan Rankin

Rob Rigoni

Peter Riley

Domenic Saporito 

Barbara Savage

Richard Shrapnel

Ian Stewart

Colin Tatterson

Hayley Taylor

David Thomson

Paul Toner

Jan Walters

Stephen Whitchurch

Frank Zahra
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 Jan Senbergs, Angahook, 1996 (Image courtesy the artist and Niagara Galleries, Melbourne)
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APPENDIX 2:
FOUNDING PARTNERS, LEADERS, OTHER PARTNERS

Founding Partners

Ron Pitcher (Retired 1999)

Tim Jonas (Retired 2006)

Geoff Walsh (Retired 2011)

Keith Hall (Retired 2001)

Sid Catlin (Retired 2009)

Terry Benfold	 (Retired 2011)

Greg Blashki (Retired 2009)

Don Rankin

Colin Tatterson

Ian Stewart

Adrian Fitzpatrick

Peter Riley (Retired 2010)

Rob Rigoni

Neil Flavel (Resigned 2002)

Leaders

Ron Pitcher AM	F ounding Partner

Tim Jonas	� Managing Partner, 18 November 1991 
– 30 September 2003

Don Rankin	� Managing Partner, 1 October 2003  
– 30 June 2011

John Brazzale	 Managing Partner, 1 July 2011 – 

Other Partners

John Jeffreys (Appointed 1997, resigned 2000)

Christine Buckland (Appointed 2000, resigned 2003)

Ray Cummings (Appointed 1996, resigned 2011)
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Roger Byrt, Bang Bang
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APPENDIX 3:
CURRENT PARTNERS (In order of appointment)

Terry Benfold

Don Rankin

Colin Tatterson

Adrian Fitzpatrick

Ian Stewart

Rob Rigoni

Matthew Pringle

Gess Rambaldi

David Thomson

David Knowles

Michael Langhammer

Frank Zahra

John Brazzale

Michael Hay

Stephen Schonberg

Vicki Macdermid

Mark Northeast

Sue Dahn

Peter Jose

Andrew Yeo

Mark Harrison

Paul Toner

Theo Sakell

David Vasudevan

Graham Noriskin

Dianne Azoor Hughes

Brendan Britten

Ashley Davidson

Kylee Byrne

Craig Whatman

Stephen Whitchurch

Adrian Clerici

Denise Honey

Piera Murone

Greg Nielsen

Adam Stanley

Daniel Byrne

Nick Bull

Alexis Kokkinos

Peter Braine

Gavin Debono

Rob McKie

Dr Richard Shrapnel



88 PITCHER PARTNERS: A CULTURE OF COMMITMENT

Ben Shearer, Kokkana Creek Crossing, 2001
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APPENDIX 4:
Staff Members of Pitcher Partners as at 18 Nov 1991 
who are still with the firm.

A total of twenty-four staff members who were with the firm when it 

commenced, are still with the firm in June 2011. Of these twenty-four, nine are 

now Partners.  

Alex Cocchiara

Alex Marchione

David Foulds

David Thomson (Appointed Partner 1 July 1996)

Dianne Burge (nee Jansz)

Gess Rambaldi (Appointed Partner 1 July 1995)

Greg Cartwright

Ian White

John McCarthy

Louise James

Matthew Pringle (Appointed Partner 1 July 1994)

Maxine Ambrosini (nee Mills)

Michael Langhammer (Appointed Partner 1 July 1999)

Patricia Zamparo (nee Schalwijk)

Paul Toner (Appointed Partner 1 July 2004)

Peter Jenke

Peter Jose (Appointed Partner 1 July 2003)

Scott Laing

Stephen Perryman

Stephen Schonberg (Appointed Partner 1 July 2000)

Theo Sakell (Appointed Partner 1 July 20005)

Trish Dixon (nee Saunders)

Vicki Macdermid (Appointed Partner 1 July 2001)

David Knowles (appointed Partner 1 July 1998) was on secondment at the 

time of the split and not included in the staff listing of 142. However, he was 

regarded as a member of the new firm, Pitcher Partners.
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