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Courses on causes - the 3rd World Women Lawyers Conference

Sandhya Mahabeer, KwaZulu-Natal Bar

‘ on’t just be someone — be
about something!!”
Adopting causes is one of my

favourite pastimes so the quote by Karen J
Mathis, the keynote speaker at the opening of
the World Women Lawyers Conference, was
a resounding affirmation of this interest.

The conference, the third of its kind, was
held in London on 8 and 9 June 2006. I was
fortunate to have been one of the recipients of
a scholarship to attend and to be exposed to
panels of illustrious speakers and profession-
alism of an impressively high standard.

A far-reaching agenda coupled with speakers
from diverse legal and global institutions set
the stage for a conference that was largely
stimulating and interactive.

Topics included:

1 Free movement of workers (including
lawyers) — first plenary session.

Addressed by a panel which included a migra-
tion policy analyst and strategist, the discussion
dealt with the effect of globalisation on the
world employment market, both skilled and
unskilled. Particularly engaging in content and
presentation was Chris Magrath, a solicitor in
the United Kingdom, who spoke inter alia on
that country’s immigration policies such as the
tendency to ‘poach* skilled professionals from
developing countries. South Aftrica’s experience
of this receives regular media attention here and
many of us have friends or family members
who are subject to the relevant legislation so one
could relate easily to this aspect of the session.

2 Marketing

This session was presided over by a panel of
female corporate lawyers (in-house counsel
and practitioners) who dealt practically with the
challenges facing female practitioners. The ses-
sion was highly interactive and although it may
have been dismissed as basic to some, I believe
that it provided a valuable reminder not to take
the basics for granted. For instance, simple
tools like ensuring that pleadings are presented
without spelling and grammatical errors and
more time-consuming ones such as accepting
challenging pro bono briets and composing
articles for publication in your local Bar journal
() - are not to be under-estimated. The value of
selecting an area of expertise or specialization
in one’s practice is also an excellent market-
ing strategy. True, to many of us juniors at the
South African Bar, the latter may appear to be a
risk not worth taking but then again, we usually
don’t need to look far to see how successful
it has been for colleagues who have taken the
plunge and established themselves quickly in a
particular area of law.
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3 Population, Development and the

law - second plenary session

The theme that ‘the cycle of poverty aftfects
millions of women, men and families and
potentially the progress of human develop-
ment worldwide’ and may in turn affect many
international Bar members was well present-
ed. The most outstanding speaker of the entire
conference was one Joy Phumaphi, Assistant
Director-General, Family and Community
Health, World Health Organisation. Born
in Botswana, she gave a stirring discourse
on the African experience of reproductive
health, female genital mutilation and violence
against women and how these challenges are
being and can be addressed.

4 Environment

The growing demand for energy in conse-
quence of globalisation and the effects of cli-
mate change was the focus of these talks. The
session included a visual presentation on gas-
flaring in Nigeria and its exposure to the general
population who live and work nearby. The com-
mitment of the speakers (most notably Peter
Roderick of the Climate Justice Programme,
who had worked for an oil corporation and
subsequently joined Greenpeace).

Other topics that were covered in simultane-
ous afternoon sessions included Government
Lawyers, Child Trafficking, Corporate
Counsel, Women and Boards of Directors and
Merger and Acquisition Transactions. I would
have loved to have attended these sessions
as well and found it unfortunate that I was
unable to because of the unavoidably limited
structure of fora of this nature.

It was also unfortunate that the content of most
of the talks did not speak to the large number
of conference attendees from developing coun-
tries. To their credit, however, the conference
chairs acknowledged this carly in the pro-
ceedings and explained that they were simply
unable to get nominations on speakers from

these countries. I found this to be a sad com-
ment on countries such as ours’ which boasts
counsel of such high caliber and I hope that the
next conference of this nature will attract some
of these members as speakers.

Intellectual stimulation aside, the conference
provided a wonderful platform to network with
lawyers from around the world. It was striking
that a large component of the 280 attendees
were younger practitioners who came from a
broad spectrum of backgrounds and areas of
practice. Also gratifying was the large African
contingent and some familiar faces, among
them Jackie Julyan SC from the Durban Bar.
The commitment and drive that all these women
displayed was beyond measure. I was enthralled
to meet and share my own experiences with,
for instance, a practitioner from Pakistan who
had represented women sold into slave labour
and prostitution and another from Nigeria who
represented oil companies in that country. I also
met a recently admitted junior barrister from
Australia who bemoaned the inequitable brief-
ing patterns and lack of recognition that women
lawyers at her Bar experience.

It is apparent that many of the gender issues
which pre-occupy and frustrate female prac-
titioners at our Bars are not unique to South
Africa. Although some of our challenges are
specific to our country, gender discrimination
and women’s issues are a universal problem,
one which cries out for all practitioners to be
sensitive to the issue and to adopt it as a cause
to redress the imbalances that persist.

All in all, attending the World Women
Lawyers Conference was an overwhelmingly
positive experience for me and I must record
my appreciation to my benefactors from
the IBA for affording me the opportunity.
I am also grateful to Hemraj SC and other
senior colleagues from the Durban Bar for
their encouragement. Finally, I thank Lynette
Naidoo (also from the Durban Bar) for her
assistance and support. (AR
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