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Using the Power of Collabora�on to Protect Civil Rights

I am heartsick this week because of the Supreme Court’s ruling in the Dobbs case, stripping women of the protec�ons of
Roe v. Wade. I am appalled that the Supreme Court could callously force women to con�nue pregnancies, including women
who are vic�ms of rape, incest and at risk of harm to their physical and mental health. I fear for the future of other
Cons�tu�onal rights like the right to contracep�on and marriage equality.

But I am heartened by the outpouring of support by lawyers to protect abor�on rights. Kudos especially to the thousands
of women lawyers who responded to the call to ac�on who have commi�ed to offering pro bono legal services to
organiza�ons that defend and support women’s rights to autonomy, equality, and safe access to reproduc�ve care, including
abor�on. h�ps://www.law.com/americanlawyer/2022/06/27/450-women-partners-across-big-law-issue-call-to-ac�on-post-
dobbs/

While feeling despair about the Dobbs case, I was encouraged by the resolu�on of an important disability rights case which
will transform accessibility to the New York subways for people who use wheelchairs. h�ps://www.sheppardmullin.com/
pressrelease-862. The case was ini�ated by the incomparable Sid Wolinsky when he led Disability Rights Advocates, along
with pro bono counsel, Sheppard Mullin. Full disclosure: Sid has been a mentor and friend since I was a second-year law
student in 1970 and clerked for him at San Francisco Neighborhood Legal Assistance.

With so much on the line to protect civil rights, when I reached out to Sid to congratulate him on the subway case, I also
picked his brain on how to forge successful collabora�ons between private law firms and non-profit organiza�ons and
par�cularly public interest law firms. I share with you some of his insights which are based on decades of collabora�ons
with major firms including Cravath, Orrick, Morrison & Foerster, Kasowitz, and Sheppard Mullin. Here are some of his
recommenda�ons to lawyers in private firms when embarking on public interest work:

• Secure the support of a senior partner in your law firm for your pro bono work so you have the backing of your
firm. That support can help you obtain firm resources for your cases and help avoid pressure to shi� from your
pro bono work to do work for fee-paying clients.

• If you are co-counseling on ma�ers with a public interest law firm, understand and confirm in advance in a co-
counsel agreement who is lead counsel and makes final decisions on the ma�er.

• Include in your co-counsel agreements who is covering which costs; how you will handle contacts with the
media; what the commitments from each side are for staffing.

Wolinsky also encourages firms and public interest collaborators to acknowledge and resolve their cultural differences in
handling ma�ers. He has observed many differences between private firms and public interest firms on how they operate.
For example, private firms o�en act more slowly and methodically with lots of staffing versus the leaner and meaner
approach of less-resourced public interest law firms. He also observed that private firms may tend to give more weight to
economic se�lements as they would when represen�ng private clients versus a public interest lawyer’s focus on non-
economic issues which are at stake.

These are desperate �mes when we need to address so many assaults on our rights. The willingness of thousands of private
lawyers to step up to defend women who need abor�ons and to tackle other cri�cal interests has never been more
important. Some of the benefits like helping people in distress are obvious. Other benefits, like the opportunity to work
with highly experienced and skilled public interest lawyers like Sid Wolinsky, are not as obvious but of enormous value,
especially to young lawyers.

A big thank you to Sid Wolinsky for his guidance on making collabora�ons work. And thanks to the armies of lawyers who
will defend cri�cal civil rights which are under assault. You all deserve a very special July 4th holiday celebra�ng our precious
and flee�ng freedoms.
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