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Equality in the Profession-
Where Do We Go from Here?

Mark Berlin

ext year marks the 20th anniversary of the
establishment of the OBA Equality Commit-
tee. It’s timely to ask whether there contin-
ues to be a need for such a group.

The Equality Committee (recently re-
named from “Equal Opportunity Committee”) was set
up with the mandate to “examine and make recommen-
dations regarding the impact of race, ethnicity, religion
or disability on OBA’s by-laws, electoral processes, poli-
cies, submissions, and activities. Further responsibilities
include identifying the incidence of inequality of oppor-
tunity in the legal profession in Ontario based on race,
ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation, or disability and
recommend methods to eliminate said inequalities. Fi-
nally, the committee was charged to examine and make
recommendations on the ability of the legal institutions in
Ontario to serve the needs of historically disadvantaged
equity seeking groups, such as those identified by race,
ethnicity, religion, disability or sexual orientation.”

Ask yourselves: does the OBA membership reflect all
lawyers in Ontario? When you attend OBA events and look
around the room, are all equality seeking groups repre-
sented in numbers that match their numbers within the
profession? When you look at OBA Executives and the
Board of Directors, does it look like the diversity of the
community it represents? When you look at the major law
firms, do the partners somehow all look the same? I think
the answers to these questions are pretty clear.

This is not to say that there is overt discrimination in
the legal profession in Ontario. That is so 1960-70s. On
the contrary, there have been recent and real efforts to
look at our association and the profession at large and ask
difficult questions. So while our colleagues at the CBA pro-
duced an equity and diversity guide and resource manual
a couple of years ago, have there been vast improvements
for lawyers from the equality and diversity community?
Hmmm. I think not.
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We need to constantly ask ourselves a number of other
questions. What are the systemic and unconscious bar-
riers that prevent a full participatory membership from
existing and being reflected in the upper echelons of de-
cision making in the profession? How can we reach out
and make colleagues feel valued and welcomed within our
organization? What barriers exist for hiring, retention or
promotion with the workplace? What accessibility barri-
ers exist within our legal institutions? What particular and
unique obstacles exist at law school, bar admissionss and
articling? Are legislative proposals sensitive and reflective
of the needs of a diverse population?

What are the systemic and unconscious
barriers that prevent a full participatory
membership from existing and being
reflected in the upper echelons of decision
making in the profession?

The OBA Equality Committee vigilantly addresses these
and other issues. We have established a disability sub-
committee to conduct a survey of existing reports to con-
firm what has been done by whom and what gaps still exist.
We will soon be canvassing all members to learn what our
members with disabilities have experienced and whether
adequate accommodation was made in particular circum-
stances. We have made submissions through the OBA to
the CBA Committee on fees in regards to disparate impact
on our constituency. We will seek greater involvement in
the OBA court accessibility sub-committee. We have a di-
versity program at the OBA, whereby equity seeking legal
associations can affiliate with the OBA, which provides ad-
ministrative support for them. Over half a dozen groups,
such as the Canadian Association of Black Lawyers, the
Indigenous Bar Association and the Hispanic Lawyers’ As-
sociation, are taking advantage of this program. These are
just a few of the initiatives of the OBA Equality Committee.

So, again, look at the questions above. Until we can hon-
estly answer them to benefit of our members and no longer
need to ask such questions, the Equality Committee will con-
tinue to contribute meaningfully to the resolution of equality
on behalf of all lawyers and law students in Ontario.

Mark Berlin is Corporate Counsel and Director
General, Rule of Law and Goverance of the Institute of
Goverance in Ottawa.
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THE CANADIAN
A A BAR ASSOCIATION

L'ASSOCIATION DU

BARREAU CANADIEN

INFLUENCE. LEADERSHIP. PROTECTION.

BE HEARD

Report. Debate. Resolve.

Be a part of over 100 years of advocacy, equality,
reform and leadership by participating at the 2012
CBA Mid-Winter Meeting of Council, Feb. 10-12,
Riviera Maya, Mexico. If you are not a member of
Council, you are welcome to attend and you may
be eligible to vote. Contact Valerie Dallas
(vdallas@oba.org) at your OBA office to ask about
being named as an alternate member of Council.

Come for the business;
stay for the sunshine.

Book your Fairmont Room for $239 USD/night or
Deluxe Casita for $259 USD/night at the Fairmont
Mayakoba.

2012 CBA Mid-Winter
Meeting of Council

RIVIERA MAYA

Visit
www.cba.org/mayakoba2012
to book and register.




