AABA

Newsletter

WWW.AABA - BAY.COM

J U LY

2009

Asian American Civil Rights Lawyers:
Reflections on Their Path and Advice on How to
Join Their Fight
By Michelle L. Baker, Civil Rights/Public Interest Committee Member
The Civil Rights Committee held a panel discussion entitled “Asian American Civil Rights Lawyers:
Reflections on Their Path and Advice on How to Join Their Fight” on Thursday, June 25, 2009. The
event was generously hosted by the ACLU of Northern California and was well attended by many
law students and practicing attorneys. A special thanks to our allies from the Sikh Coalition who
drove up from Fremont to attend the event! The ACLU conference room was happily packed.
CRC hosted this panel in hopes to connect Asian American law students with Asian American Civil
Rights attorneys and provide students with a sense of what it means to practice civil rights law
and how to get there. The panelists included Cecillia Wang, Managing Attorney for the ACLU,
Immigrants Rights Projects, Chris Ho, Senior Staff Attorney for the Legal Aid Society - Employment
Law Center, and Bill Lann Lee, Shareholder at Lewis Feinberg Lee Renaker Jackson LLC. Chris
Punongbayan, Deputy Director of the Asian Law Caucus, served as moderator.
The panelists, moderated by Chris Punongbayan, engaged in a lively and inspiration dialogue
about their careers and practice to date. Chris Punongbayan began the panel discussion by
introducing each of our panelists and then explored each panelist’s road to his or her civil rights
continued on next page
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ASIAN AMERICAN CIVIL RIGHTS LAWYERS continued from page 1

practice. Cecillia Wang’s passion for civil rights
began as an undergraduate student at University
of California, Berkeley while taking ethnic studies
courses and blossomed as a law student. Chris
Ho’s interest in civil rights began as a law clerk at
the East Palo Community Law Project. Bill Lann
Lee’s civil rights career began when he worked
as a law clerk for the NAACP Legal Defense and
Educational Fund; he eventually became the
Photos credits: M. Adrienne De Castro and George Kawamoto

highest ranking Asian American in the United
States Department of Justice while serving as
Assistant Attorney General for the Civil Rights
Division under President Bill Clinton. Although
each panelist took different paths to his or
her civil rights practice, each emphasized the
importance of a positive outlook not only in
finding a position as a civil rights attorney, but in
the practice of civil rights law. Each emphasized
the continuing role Asian American have to play
in the civil rights agenda.
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AABA SPONSOR ATTORNEY PROFILE
DAVID TSAI
Townsend and Townsend and Crew LLP
David is an associate at Townsend and Townsend and Crew LLP, where
his main area of practice is intellectual property litigation. Some of his
representative clients include: Zappos.com; Watson Pharmaceuticals,
Inc.; PDL BioPharma, Inc.; Fairchild Semiconductor; and WilliamsSonoma Inc. David is also the NAPABA liaison to the National LGBT
Bar Association’s Diversity Committee.
Did you always aspire to be an attorney?

Growing up, I never thought I would be an
attorney. My parents, who were immigrants
from Taiwan, surrounded my sister and me
with engineers and more engineers. In college,
I was a biochem major and worked with stem
cells. I truly loved the ability to innovate in the
laboratory, but missed interacting with people.
So I then worked in the Internet industry for a
couple of years. But… driving home on 101
after work one day, I realized that focusing on
making money was not what I wanted my life to
be about. I had also just come out of the closet.
I decided to go to law school to work on civil
rights issues, including for LGBT individuals. My
career advisor told me to start with intellectual
property (IP) law given my biochemical and
computer sciences background. At Townsend, I
love being an IP attorney and still having the
opportunity to do pro bono work on civil rights
issues.
What are some of your favorite non-work,
non-AABA activities?

What one experience do you want to have
before you die?

Study the ruins at Machu Picchu.

How do you make your favorite drink?

Grey Goose/OJ/cran with a splash of lime over ice.
Who are your favorite writers, musicians,
artists…?

J.D. Salinger, Dostoyevsky, Augusten Burroughs
Describe one of the happiest, proudest, or
most exciting moments of your life.

Winning a pro bono asylum case on behalf of a
HIV+ transgender client two years ago.
What is the most important lesson you’ve
learned on the job?

Do you work with passion and integrity. Never
get caught up in winning -- the means are more
important than the outcome. And never forget
your friends and family.
Most AABA members probably don’t know
this about me.

Denzel Washington had my fried rice, and he liked it.

What was the first AABA event you
I love to cook a huge feast for my friends and attended?

landscape my backyard (yes, I’m somewhat Law student mentor-mentee mixer.
domestic). I’m also a fan of playing tennis and What was the most memorable AABA event
cycling — I just completed the AIDS LifeCycle
you have attended to date?
ride from SF to LA in June.
The “cook-off” at Butterfly Restaurant.
Who are your heroes?

My family (immediate and extended). We are
always there for each other and learn so much
from each other. Specifically… From my father,
I’ve learned to be honest and work hard, but
to remember life can be very short. From my
mother, I’ve learned to be compassionate to all
people. From my sister, I’ve learned to be true to
myself. I am a huge fan of… Tofu.

Each year, we recognize our Platinum and higher-level
sponsors of our Annual Dinner by featuring profiles
of their attorneys. Please join us in thanking these
attorneys and their organizations for their support
of AABA. The answers in the profile are provided
directly by the attorneys based on questions originally
developed by Past President Edwin Prather and since
built upon by Annie Tsai and Garner Weng. Plus,
sometimes responding attorneys come out of nowhere
and make up their own questions and answer them.
Big surprise, huh?
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AABA SPONSOR ATTORNEY PROFILE
DOROTHY LIU

Hanson Bridgett LLP
Dorothy is a partner at Hanson Bridgett LLP, where her main area of
practice is labor and employment. Dorothy has been representing
public and private employers for the past 10 years in disputes involving
discrimination, sexual harassment, retaliation, and wrongful termination.
A large part of her practice also focuses on wage-and-hour class-action
defense litigation in state and federal courts, on issues ranging from
off-the-clock and overtime claims to meal and rest period claims under
California’s Labor Code. Dorothy is also a past Co-Chair of AABA’s
Community Services Committee.
Did you always aspire to be an attorney?

I never thought I’d be an attorney. Practicing law
was the last thing on my mind. I don’t even think
my parents ever talked about the law (except
to discuss political affairs in Taiwan). College
opened up a whole new world and an entirely
new way of thinking for me.

not, it’s possible to have a likable, agreeable
personality and still be an aggressive and
successful litigator. (And it’s a much more
enjoyable way to practice law.)
AABA is important to me because…

Staying connected with friends and colleagues
at AABA always has been important to me,
ever since law school. Practicing law can be
If you were not an attorney, what would you be?
I probably would have been a violinist. (Am I the a scary and lonely endeavor in which one
stereotypical Asian American?) But I probably can feel like an outsider even under the best
would have been a violinist wishing that I could of circumstances, and AABA can serve as a
resource to help you feel grounded and help
be a writer or a journalist.
you find a community or identity of interests,
whether it be for mentoring, professional
What are some of your favorite non-work,
development, or down-to-earth community
non-AABA activities?
I love running. My favorite run is through the involvement.
Presidio, underneath the Golden Gate Bridge,
and along Crissy Field to the Marina Green. I In fact, I received terrific mentoring as a law
love living in San Francisco. Jason E. Lee also student from members of both AABA and the
just introduced me to the CamelBak for my run. Asian Bar Association of Washington, which
I look dorky but at least I’m well-hydrated with is how I first became connected with Hanson
Bridgett. So don’t underestimate the power of
electrolytes!
staying connected with each other throughout
your careers!
Describe one of the happiest, proudest, or
most exciting moments of your life.

I traveled to Kenya and Tanzania a few years
ago. It was thrilling to be out there with the
elephants, lions, cheetahs, and giraffes – all
with their baby young.
What is the most important lesson you’ve
learned on the job?

Just be yourself – and more importantly, have
confidence in being yourself. You can be
an excellent and effective advocate without
compromising your natural style. Believe it or

Each year, we recognize our Platinum and higherlevel sponsors of our Annual Dinner by featuring
profiles of their attorneys. Please join us in thanking
these attorneys and their organizations for their
support of AABA. The answers in the profile are
provided directly by the attorneys based on questions
originally developed by Past President Edwin Prather
and since built upon by Annie Tsai and Garner
Weng. Plus, sometimes responding attorneys come
out of nowhere and make up their own questions
and answer them. Big surprise, huh?
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Spotlight on
AABA Past President
Edwin Prather
By Annie Tsai
Annie Tsai is a new bar admittee and an active member of AABA

When I first walked into Edwin Prather’s office,
I had two thoughts, “Man, this guy has a lot of
awards,” and “Why are all of his awards shoved
into a corner?” Perhaps there is something to be
said for first impressions. After chatting with the
newly minted Commissioner, I began to understand why Governor Schwarzenegger appointed Mr. Prather to the California Commission
on Access to Justice. The past AABA president
has championed a number of civil rights issues
salient to the Asian American community. However, despite his long list of accomplishments,
Mr. Prather continues to look for ways to improve the justice system.
The Access to Justice Commission seeks to
“pursue long-term fundamental improvements
in [California’s] civil justice system” and provide
legal access to those who may have income or
language barriers. As a commissioner, Edwin
is serving a three-year term where he hopes
to bring pertinent Asian American issues before the Commission. In particular, he hopes
to advocate for legal access for rural communities. He, and the Commission, fully support
Dave Jones’ state bill to expand access to court
interpreters to all communities. He hopes that
through this role, he will learn how the Commission will be able to effect change and help
other Asian Americans.
How does AABA fit into this Commissioner’s
life? According to Edwin, AABA is uniquely
positioned to bring attention to the civil rights
issues that affect Asian Americans. As one
of two Asian Americans on the Commission,
Prather has the ability to bring Asian American
issues to the forefront of the Commission’s discussions. Prather believes that his experience
working with AABA has helped attune him to

the needs of the surrounding community. Further,
Edwin appreciates the fact that AABA gave him
the opportunity to serve in a leadership role. He is
now applying this experience towards his work on
the Commission.
When the question, “What do you attribute your
success to” was posed to Mr. Prather, he responded, “That assumes that I am successful.” Instead,
he commented that to get to this point in his professional life, he engaged in a career that was
rooted in helping the community. Additionally, he
has always enjoyed the many roles of advocate,
friend, and counselor. Edwin’s passion for his work
has motivated him to take on new challenges and
work on variety of legal issues.
I asked Edwin if he had any advice to give to new
attorneys in the field. And of course, it dovetailed
with the underlying theme of his career. He encourages young attorneys to continue to be involved in
their communities. He believes involvement creates unique prospects to meet fantastic attorneys
through a shared commitment to that community.
As he puts it, “You can’t help but grow.”
Since stepping down as president, Edwin has
had little idle time. He continues to be involved
in community matters such as the anti-Asian violence case at UC Santa Barbara involving a fraternity member’s attack on a Chinese/Vietnamese American student (see http://thebottomline.
as.ucsb.edu/2009/04/pike-incident-inspires-student-action-jonah-gojar) as well as the raising his
sons, Takeo, Hideki, and welcoming the birth of
his daughter - Megumi.
The AABA community congratulates Commissioner Prather on his appointment and wishes him the
best of luck on his future endeavors.
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Employment Committee Co-Chair Phil Lee, AABA Director Isabel Choi and
Employment Committee Co-Chairs Elizabeth Loh and Ivana Fedor

UC Hastings Law students volunteers-David Yoshida, Amy Endo
and Scholarship Recipient George Kawamoto
Photo credits: Employment Committee Co-Chair Ivana Fedor and Membership Committee Co-Chair Janet Li.

In the spirit of summer law clerk programs sponsored by law firms large and small, and
non-profit organizations, newsletter is publishing additional photos from AABA’s Summer
Law Clerk Reception.
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Steve Recchia, Ngoc Le, Kyle Morishita, Employment Committee Co-Chair Phil Lee, Vice-President
Billly Chan and Membership Committee Co-Chair Janet Li.

Employment Committee Co-chairs & members Phillip Lee, Marina Sarmiento Feehan, Elizabeth Loh,
Miriam Kim, and Ivana Fedor.

Guests mingling at the reception
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Pro Bono Work in School
By George Kawamoto, UC Hastings, Class of 2011
At a recent panel hosted by AABA’s Civil Rights
Committee, an attorney recalled being mistaken
for the translator at court hearings on the basis of
her race. Many law students were stunned given the panelist’s substantial legal background.
It was a poignant indication of the extent that
pioneers of Asian-American jurisprudence have
changed the field to protect new attorneys from
such blatant racism. I was also reawakened to
vigilantly consider ongoing disparities.
Ideally, the bar is a significant vehicle for advancing civil rights in society, but the same efforts
are still needed within the legal community. The
Hastings Women’s Law Journal described this
phenomenon as applied to the movement for
women’s rights:

dices become further ingrained. Against this
underlying cycle, simply more office policies
and government statutes cannot fundamentally
shift prejudiced thought and behavior. There is
an ongoing need to encourage people through
dialogue and advocacy to be proactive partners in furthering equality.
As a 1L, my friend Jay Chen and I found pro
bono work, particularly alongside member attorneys of AABA, to be vital to our awareness
and participation in such efforts. First, we keenly felt AABA’s legacy of community awareness
manifest in the attorneys’ determined volunteer
work. Second, we received practical legal skills
and time management training, trust, friendship, and encouragement. Third, our thanks
for this mentoring has itself become a source
of empowerment. Most significantly, the community residents who continue to give us the
opportunity to share in their struggles have enriched our legal education tremendously.

A widespread assumption is that barriers have
been coming down, women have been moving up, and it is only a matter of time before
full equality becomes an accomplished fact. This
widespread but erroneous view . . . is an obstacle
to the progress of women in the legal profes- Attempting to share this experience with fellow
sion.
students, we joined the UC Hastings Pro Bono
Advisory Committee and initiated a campusFor a recent New York Times article on Justice So- wide pro bono section contest for 1L students.
nia Sotomayor’s confirmation hearings, Justice It was an expedient means to channel students’
Ginsburg indicated that being the lone woman competitiveness toward providing volunteer
on the U.S. Supreme Court has “almost [been] support to non-profit legal service organizalike being back in law school in 1956. . . . It tions. Yet, the result was an unprecedented
just doesn’t look right in the year 2009. . . . It increase in student pro bono work and a new
matters for women to be there at the conference annual school tradition. More importantly,
table.” It will also be a momentous victory when many fellow students later expressed that the
the community claims its first Asian-American contest and experience of working together
nomination to the Court.
with people in the community deepened the
meaning of their education and impacted their
Generally, Asian-American participation in legal career goals.
education and practice has risen, and more policies have been enacted by public and private en- AABA’s legacy of community awareness is an
tities to further equality. Yet, disparities remain in enduring source of empowerment and pride.
hiring and financial compensation, opportunities As law students, we are fortunate to benefit
for advancement, perceptions of competency, from it personally and be given a chance to
and so forth. Moreover, as these disparities push contribute to it. Thank you, and long live the
some attorneys to resign or relocate, the preju- movement.
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AABA CAREER DAY
FOR STUDENTS AND ATTORNEYS
SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 19, 2009
USF SCHOOL OF LAW

(2130 Fulton Street, San Francisco, CA 94117)

8:00 A.M. through lunch
BAY AREA LAW STUDENTS AND JUNIOR TO MID-LEVEL ATTORNEYS: Don’t miss a great
opportunity to learn valuable tips on how to land the job you want! We will have a panel on
creative job search strategies. You will also receive help with interviewing and resume-writing
skills in a one-on-one workshop with an attorney. During this one-on-one session, you and the
attorney will conduct a mock interview; afterwards, you will receive feedback on your interview
and resume. We will also host a networking lunch where you can meet other attorneys and
students.
Because space for the sessions is limited, please send your resume in advance by emailing it
to AABACareerDay2009@gmail.com by Thursday, September 3, 2009. In your email, please
indicate whether you are interested in the private or public sector and we will try to match you
with an interviewer who has experience in that background.
ATTORNEYS: This year we have opened up Career Day to serve your job search needs as
well. Please join us for a one-on-one mock interview session with a senior attorney and the
creative job search panel. Because space is limited, priority will be given to AABA members.
Please send your resume to miriam.kim@mto.com by Thursday, September 3, 2009 if you are
interested.
We are also seeking attorney volunteers to conduct mock interviews. Your participation would
involve no more than an hour and a half of your time. If you are interested in volunteering
to conduct interviews, please contact Miriam Kim at Miriam.kim@mto.com or Ivana Fedor at
ifedor@ca.sos.gov.
Breakfast, lunch, and parking will be provided! Please go to www.aaba-bay.com for more
information.

11

12

A A B A N E W S L E T T E R J U LY 2 0 0 9

As part of continuing efforts to assist APA attorneys and law students this year, AABA is co-sponsoring
one of the Asian Law Caucus’s Brown Bag Lunch Series!

Layoffs, Deferrals, and Scares, Oh My!
Turning Bad Times into Opportunities to Give Back
to the Community through Placements at Non Profits
Thursday, August 13, 2009
12:00 - 1:15 p.m.
Hanson Bridgett LLP, 425 Market St., 26th Floor, San Francisco
Bring your own lunch. Light beverages will be available.
RSVPs mandatory (for building security).
Please RSVP by sending an e-mail to Angela Chan at angelac@asianlawcaucus.org.
Confirmed panelists include:
Titi Liu (moderator)
Executive Director
Asian Law Caucus
Diane Chin
Executive Director
John and Terry Levin Center for Public Service and Public Interest Law
Stanford University Law School
Tania Shah
Director of Corporate Social Responsibility
Pillsbury Winthrop Shaw Pittman LLP
Public interest legal organizations rely heavily on volunteer attorneys in order to achieve maximum
impact with limited resources. In the current economic climate, the demand for legal services from public
interest organizations continues to grow, while the private sector is experiencing a decrease in business
and an increase in layoffs and deferrals. How can we most effectively channel pro bono resources from
the private sector to public interest organizations? How can individual lawyers who are laid off, deferred,
or have some extra bandwidth take the opportunity of the economic downturn to give back to the
community and to develop their lawyering skills? Our panelists will discuss specific opportunities such as
law firm deferrals as well as ongoing efforts to build pro bono partnerships. Join us for an important and
timely panel.
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P UTTING FOR THE P IPELINE
Charity Golf Tournament to Benefit BASF’s Diversity Programs
Please join BASF and Bay Area attorneys from law firms, corporations, and government
offices for golf, networking, and business development - all while supporting BASF’s
Diversity Pipeline Programs.
We already have attorneys from Allianz/Fireman's Fund, Clorox, Google,
Wells Fargo, Visa, Intel, VMware, Inc. and a California Court of Appeal
Justice committed to attend. It is our goal to organize each law firm team to
include at least one in-house counsel or judge.

There are many sponsorship and donation opportunities
available for this event. For more information about
these opportunities and golf participation, please
EARLY
BIRD S
contact Daisy J. Hung at dhung@sfbar.org or
PECIAL
:
$300
415-782-9000 x8705.

Register now at www.sfbar.org/calendar.

WHEN
YO
REGIST U
ER
BY AU
GUST
1

SAVE THE DATE!
October 30, 2009
Harding Park Golf Course
San Francisco
11:00 a.m. to 8:00 p.m.

Network and Build a Better Profession – It’s a Hole-in-One!
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Calendar of Upcoming Events
AUGUST
Employment Committee Career Workshop. August
1. Location TBD
ALC 2009 Brownbag Lunch Series: FBI Surveillance
and Bay Area South Asian, Muslim, and Arab
Communities. Aug. 5, 12:00 - 1:15 pm. Asian Law
Caucus, 55 Columbus Ave. SF
ALC 2009 Brownbag Lunch Series: Layoffs,
Deferrals, and Scares, Oh My!- Turning Bad Times
into Opportunities to Give Back to the Community
through Placements at Non-Profits. Aug. 13,
12:00 - 1:15 pm, Hanson Bridgett, 425 Market St.,
26th Floor, SF

SEPTEMBER
Advancing Diversity Hosted by Burnham Brown. Sept.
17, 5:00 - 7:30 pm. Burnham Brown, 1901 Harrison
St., 11th Fl. Oakland
AABA Career Day. Sep. 19, 8 am through Lunch
USF School of Law, 2130 Fulton, SF
OCTOBER
ALC Annual Caucus Classic Golf Tournament. Oct. 3,
Metropolitan Links Golf Course,10051 Doolittle Dr.
Oakland
Minority Bar Coalition Unity Conference and Reception
Oct. 9, GGU School of Law, 536 Mission St., SF

AABA Mentorship Brunch. Oct. 18, GGU School of Law.
536 Mission St., SF

THE PERALTA COLLEGES

BERKELEY CITY COLLEGE

COLLEGE OF ALAMEDA

LANEY COLLEGE

MERRITT COLLEGE

Designed by Chris Gatmaitan

Laney College • 900 Fallon Street, Oakland, CA 94607 • (510) 834-5740 • www.laney.peralta.edu

Paid Advertisement AABA does not endorse any product, service or message advertised.
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