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I was one of the candidates 
nominated by the Black 

Lawyers Association (Legal 
Education Center) (the BLA) in 
2006 to attend a thirteen-week 
Commercial Law Education 
Program. The main purpose 
of	the	program	was	to	expose	
previously disadvantaged 
lawyers to commercial law 
practice and to international 
commercial law. It was 
offered by the BLA in 
conjunction with the 
American Bar Association 
and the law firm, Brink 
Cohen	Le	Roux	Inc.	I	
was the only member 
of the advocates’ 
profession attending the 
programme.

The program covered amongst 
other commercial law topics: merg-
ers	and	acquisitions,	BEE	structuring	
and compliance, corporate gover-
nance, joint ventures and public-pri-
vate partnerships, credit and security 
and project finance. 

I must thank the BLA Legal Education 
Center for their efforts to empower previously 
disadvantaged legal practitioners. As a junior 
member of the Johannesburg Bar, I agree with 
Judge President Bernard Ngoepe when he 
said ‘there is a need for the BLA to continue 
to exist as long as there are still problems 
affecting black law practitioners in particular.’ 

After attending the program, it became 
clear to me that the transformation of the 
advocates’ profession is not only about 
the	ubiquitous	term	‘briefing	patterns’	but	
also concerns continuous legal education 
and training. I appeal to the leadership of 
Advocates for Transformation (AFT) to formu-
late well-structured compulsory continuous 
legal education programmes for their excep-
tional but disheartened black junior members 
who feel alienated from the profession. 

After completing the BLA programme, 
one of the American facilitators, Steve 
Spronz, recommended that I apply for the 
Trial Advocacy Session offered by the National 
Institute for Trial Advocacy (NITA) in the 
United States. I applied, and was accepted 
and sponsored by NITA to attend a two-week 

intensive programme in the art of trial skills. 

After the long flight from South Africa 
to the United States, I arrived in Louisville, 
Colorado, on 5 July 2007. The next day, l 
attended the Boulder Justice Centre accom-
panied by Wendy Bevins and Kathleen May 
just to observe American Court proceedings 
and in particular, jury trial proceedings. It was 
interesting to compare South African and 
American proceedings in this respect and in 
particular to observe the role of the Judge 
during jury trial proceedings in deciding 

questions	of	admissibility	of	evidence	where	
questions	of	guilt	are	determined	by	the	jury.	
The programme commenced officially on 7 
July 2007. Trial lawyers who attended the 
program came from all over the United States 
and others came from Malaysia and Mexico. I 
was the only candidate from Africa. The pro-
gram director was Prof Laurence Rose. The 
trainers were renowned trial lawyers, judges 
and law professors from the United Kindgom 
and the United States. My faculty team leader 
was Justice Nancy J Vaidik, who is a judge of 
the Indiana State Court of Appeal. 

The training was jury trial oriented and 
covered the following topics: the skill of 
case analysis and planning and how to use it 
throughout trial preparation, technical expert 
witness preparations, direct and cross-exami-
nation of technical expert witness, direct and 
cross-examination of advanced and difficult 
witnesses, impeachment of witnesses, pre-
trial conferences, motion argument, ethics for 
trial lawyers and closing arguments that win 
your case. 

The programme schedule was rigorous 
and entailed intensive ‘learning- by-doing’ 

methodology. The first week felt like a 
month to all trainees. Each day through-
out the programme each participant had 
an opportunity to practise trial skills in a 
simulated courtroom setting and in realistic 
adversarial conditions and undergo one-on-
one	critique	via	video	recordings	of	perfor-
mances as well as be subjected to reviews by 
faculty members. 

We conducted a civil trial at the end of 
our first week. Michael Sanders from the law 
firm Sanders Goodwin LLP was my partner. 

We represented the plaintiff. I had 
an opportunity to conduct jury 
selection, to do all of the open-
ing statement, direct examination, 
cross-examination of an expert 
witness (including impeachment 
of a witness) and to use exhibits, 
thus applying all the trial skills I had 
learned during that week. The jury 
ruled in favor of the plaintiff. We 
were	critiqued	both	by	the	faculty	
members and members of the jury. 
In the evening we had a social 
gathering. The trainers and trainees 
all went out to the Dark Horse Pub 
and Restaurant in Boulder City to 
celebrate the end of the first week. 

The following week had its own 
challenges: criminal trials. New 

faculty members joined and trained us. At 
the end of the week we again conducted 
a simulated trial. Chris Baumann, who is 
a public defender from Colorado, was my 
partner and we represented the State. During 
the trial, I had an opportunity to do a jury 
selection, direct examination, re-examination, 
cross-examination of an expert witness and 
other witnesses and the closing argument. 
Unfortunately the jury did not rule in our 
favour. However, at the end of the case we 
received	constructive	critiques	from	trainers	
and members of the jury in part via video 
review. 

Having attended the program, I am firmly 
of the view that continuous legal education 
should be incorporated into the profession. 

On my way back to South Africa, I had 
an	opportunity	to	tour	around	New	York	
City and I visited historical places. This 
added to the wonderful experience. I must 
thank the Trial Advocacy Committee of the 
Johannesburg Bar for their financial assis-
tance in covering a portion of my travel 
expenses especially Andre Gautschi SC, who 
supported me throughout the programme. 
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At the National Institute for Trial Advocacy from left to right: Prof 
Peter Lyons, Dan Rizzolo, Justice Nancy Vaidik, Louis Gumbi ,Michelle 
Campbell, Richard Robertson and Martin Sabbel.
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