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By Jeffrey Bollinger, 
Luci-Ellen Chun and Audrea J. Golding

  N A RECENT SATURDAY MORNING IN JANUARY,
  forty attorneys from the Los Angeles area gathered  
  for an annual ritual – to renew their commitment 
to work collectively to increase diversity in California’s legal 
profession and to continue the fi ght for justice for Los Angeles’ 
minority communities. The annual gathering is known as the 
Multicultural Bar Alliance’s Annual Unity Breakfast and was 
fi rst held in June 1991. The fi rst Unity Breakfast had a much 
more serious undertone. It was held in response to various 
communities’ reactions to the shooting death of Latasha 
Harlins, a 15-year-old African-American girl, by Korean-
American shopkeeper Soon Ja Du on March 16, 1991.
 At the time, the leaders of a number of minority bar 
associations met informally to discuss what actions the bar 
associations could initiate to defuse the racial tension in Los 
Angeles arising from the defendants’ controversial sentence of 
probation in the criminal case of People v. Du. The consensus 
at the fi rst Unity Breakfast was that minority bar associations 
have an important role to play in providing leadership to fi ght 
racism, misunderstanding and discrimination and to facilitate 
an open dialogue and positive relations among Los Angeles’ 
various cultural communities and the Multicultural Bar 
Alliance (MCBA) was formed.
 Today, MCBA is made up of seventeen Los Angeles area bar 
associations, including: Arab American Lawyers Association of 
Southern California, Asian Pacifi c American Bar Association 
of Los Angeles County (APABA), Asian Pacifi c American 
Women Lawyers Alliance (APAWLA),  Black Women Lawyers 
Association of Los Angeles (BWL), Iranian American Lawyers 
Association (IALA), Italian American Lawyers Association 
(IALA), Japanese American Bar Association (JABA), John M. 
Langston Bar Association, Korean American Bar Association 
(KABA), Latina Lawyers Bar Association (LLBA), Lesbian and 
Gay Lawyers Association of Los Angeles (LGLA), Mexican 
American Bar Association (MABA), Philippine American Bar 
Association (PABA), South Asian Bar Association of Southern 
California (SABA), Southern California Chinese Lawyers 
Association (SCCLA), Women Lawyers Association of Los 
Angeles (WLALA), and Associate Member San Fernando Valley 
Bar Association (SFVBA). 
 Twenty years after MCBA was established, many have 
asked whether such an organization is still relevant at a time 
when an African-American attorney is President of the United 

States, an African-American attorney is the nation’s Attorney 
General, a Latino judge has been appointed to the nation’s 
highest court, two federal judicial districts are now led by 
Asian Pacifi c American jurists and an openly lesbian attorney 
has served as Speaker pro Tempore of the California Assembly.
 While the gains that minority attorneys have made over 
the last two decades are certainly signifi cant, minority attorneys 
across the state remain in agreement that much more needs 
to be done to ensure full equality of opportunity in the legal 
profession. Several statistics point to the disappointing fact 
that minority attorneys continue to lag behind their white 
male counterparts in several key areas in the profession, 
and minorities’ numbers in the legal profession are woefully 
underrepresented when compared to their representation in 
the overall population. According to an August 2006 State Bar 
of California Diversity Pipeline Task Force report, in California, 
racial and ethnic minorities make up only 17% of the state’s 
lawyers – a very low representation compared to other 
professions.
 For example, 45% of the state’s accountants are racial and 
ethnic minorities, 40% of the state’s dentists are racial and 
ethnic minorities and 35% of the states doctors are racial and 
ethnic minorities. The same report states that while Whites 
make up 44.6% of the population of California, they represent 
54.5% of the students enrolled in California’s accredited law 
schools. In contrast, while African-Americans are 6% of the 
state’s population, they account for only 4.1% of accredited 
law school enrollment, and Latinos who make up 35% of the 
state’s population represent only 8.4% of accredited law school 
enrollment. Even worse is the lack of minority representation 
in California’s judiciary. In September 2009, during the State 
Bar of California’s Annual Meeting, the State Bar’s Council on 
Access and Fairness reported on the results of a 2006-2008 
study by the Diversity Pipeline Task Forces’ Courts Working 
Group (CWG), which found that although Whites comprised 
40.8% of the population at that time, they represented 72.6% 
of the CWG judiciary. African-Americans who comprised 7% 
of the population represented only 5% of the CWG judiciary. 
Asian- and Pacifi c Islander Americans comprised 11% of the 
population represented only 4.9 of the CWG judiciary in 2008.
 Finally, Latinos who comprised 32% of the population 
represented only 7.1% of the CWG judiciary. Given the wide 
divide between minorities’ representation in the overall popu-
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lation and their low representation across various levels of the legal 
profession, MCBA member organizations recognize the ongoing 
role that they must play in increasing the numbers of minorities 
in the profession and their representation at all levels.
 In recent years, MCBA has largely focused its efforts on 
achieving diversity across the legal profession. It has supported 
efforts to diversify the state and federal bench by organizing 
workshops for attorneys interested in applying for judicial 
appointments and election to the bench, and publicizing 
available positions or appointment opportunities. It also 
sponsors an Annual Networking Reception for members of the 
individual bar groups to meet and expand their professional 
networks, and for minority summer associates to establish 
mentoring relationships with MCBA members.
 MCBA has had a longstanding commitment to expanding 
the pipeline of minorities into the legal profession. In 2007, 
the MCBA led a signifi cant effort to oppose a request by 
UCLA Law Professor Richard Sanders to obtain certain Bar 
Applicant Data from the California State Bar Committee of Bar 
Examiners. Professor Sanders sought to examine data related 
to race, ethnicity, gender, bar passage score, law school grades 
and other data, to prove his theory that “ambitious” affi rmative 
action programs and efforts to diversify elite law schools are 
a disservice to minority students, who in his view tend to 
perform at a lower level in those schools, and are generally set 
up to fail bar examinations. 
 MCBA was concerned that releasing the bar data would 
compromise the privacy of minority law students and 
attorneys and send the message that they cannot compete 
with their White counterparts. Although the Committee of 
Bar Examiners initially denied this request for the private 
data of bar applicants going back to 1994, the State Bar 
Board of Governors Committee of Regulations, Admission 
and Discipline (RAD Committee) elected to reconsider the 
Committee’s decision denying release of the confi dential data 
at its Board Meeting, held in Los Angeles in November 2007. 
The MCBA prepared a legal brief expressing its opposition 
to the release of the data to protect the privacy interests of 
minority law students and lawyers and testifi ed before the RAD 
Committee on the issue.
 At the end of the hearing, the RAD Committee 
unanimously upheld the decision of the Committee of Bar 

Examiners, and on November 9, 2007, the full State Bar Board 
of Governors voted not to release the bar data. For the MCBA 
and its member bars, it was yet another example of the power 
of unity behind a common purpose, in its long history of 
collaboration.
 Although many of MCBA’s recent efforts have focused 
on the legal profession, MCBA has not abandoned its 
initial commitment to facilitating positive relations among 
communities in Los Angeles. MCBA has adopted three core 
issues that they view as common goals for all member bar 
associations to work on collaboratively on behalf of their 
communities: affi rmative action, immigration reform and 
marriage equality.
 MCBA member bar organizations have coalesced in 
support of many efforts to ensure equality for all Californians. 
For example, in 2009, MCBA joined a coalition of California 
organizations from diverse racial and ethnic communities in 
California to issue a strong public statement in response to 
the California Supreme Court’s decision in the lawsuits to 
stop the implementation of Proposition 8. MCBA continues 
to work with its member organizations to ensure that all 
groups are treated equally under the state Constitution, and
to make California a place that guarantees equality and 
justice for all.
 As MCBA enters its 20th year, its leaders are more 
engaged than ever in the effort to ensure true diversity in the 
legal profession and the full participation of minority 
attorneys at every level of the profession in our state. This 
year it will focus on projects on diversity on the bench and 
maintaining diversity in the profession during a period of 
economic crisis. Given their strong record of collaboration in 
the past, MCBA is sure it will continue to make an impact in 
these areas through collective action.

Jeffrey Bollinger is an Associate with the family law fi rm 
Phillips, Lerner, Lauzon & Jamra, LLP in Century City and 
2010 Co-Chair of MCBA. Luci-Ellen Chun works on the Joint 
Strike Fighter Program at Northrop Grumman Corporation 
and is an  Advisor to MCBA. Audrea J. Golding is a Senior 
Attorney with the immigration law fi rm Fragomen, Del Rey, 
Bernsen & Loewy, LLP in West Los Angeles and 2010 
Co-Chair of MCBA.   
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