The highlight of my year as President of Leeds Law Society was the online Diversity & Inclusion Conference that we put on in September, along with the national Law Society.  The former Master of the Rolls was a key speaker.  Applauded by many, the conference will take place again this year and be bigger and better.  

The conference gives its speakers the space to tell their own diversity and inclusion stories and share their experiences.  We are delighted that Baroness Hale of Richmond (Yorkshire) has agreed to speak this year.

I also enjoyed chairing the judging panel of the Yorkshire Legal Awards.  Those carefully written submissions that showcased firms, chambers and individuals who genuinely loved their vocation stood out and were rewarded.  

The low point of my year was shutting our office and furloughing our staff.  We are ready to open when permitted and look forward to serving our members from our offices in Leeds again.

I also regret not being able to properly celebrate the 150th anniversary of the incorporation of Leeds Law Society or hold our 2021 Annual Dinner.  We will definitely make up for this when safe to do so.

Changes are coming to our website as we recognise the legacy of the pandemic and how we can reach even more members virtually.  Going forward, we anticipate providing both online and physical events and, where possible, offering both at the same time.

We now have a new committee structure that breaks down the work of Leeds Law Society into dedicated groups of committed individuals.  These include Diversity & Inclusion, Court Liaison, Legal Tech, City and Access to Justice, amongst others.  Please feel free to join in or propose a new committee that we can support.

I was fortunate to speak at the welcome ceremonies for two new female High Court judges at the Business & Property Courts in Leeds.  I also interviewed the current Master of the Rolls on his delight at how Leeds had embraced its Business & Property Courts and how its nightingale court had performed.  Thanks to Director Bill Barton for arranging this.  Leeds Law Society has a long history of proactively liaising with all of the courts and judges in Leeds and bringing all strands of the legal profession in Leeds together to promote Leeds as a leading legal centre.  Director Sue Harris heads the influential Court Liaison Group.

September saw Leeds City Council launch its Legal Tech & Innovation Report on the ideal position of the Leeds City Region to become a major legal tech and innovation hub.  Leeds Law Society sponsored this report and its Legal Tech committee was heavily involved in contributing to it.  Director and Legal Tech committee co-founder Tom Matusiak led the way.  Leeds Law Society works closely with the Council on a number of projects and is a key contributor towards their thought leadership regarding the future of the wider Leeds economy.  

The articles of association of Leeds Law Society were changed to permit two Vice-Presidents and to move away from our historic single Deputy President.  The aim was to open up opportunities to proactively take part in running the society as well as allowing members who did not want to commit to be President to still be Vice-President.  I was delighted to have been supported by two dynamic Vice-Presidents in Matt Jones and Catie Woodward as well as an Immediate Past President in Emma Pearmaine, who were all simply wonderful.   Thanks also to Director David Barraclough for serving as the last Deputy President.  

Special mention must also go to our Head of Operations, Rach Windle.  Rach is the glue that holds everything together and is a dedicated professional who I could not have done it without.  Thank you.

As I hang up my chain of office (that I never got to wear and was last seen at the bottom of Emma’s handbag), I will continue my work as the national Law Society Council Member representing Leeds.  I also sit on its Board and Audit Committee.

The national Law Society recently welcomed Stephanie Boyce as its 177th President.  Stephanie is the first president of colour and only the second in-house solicitor to hold the post in 50 years.  A huge step forward.  I hope that Leeds law Society will be able to celebrate its first president of colour in the very near future.   

The national Law Society is also undertaking a Local Law Society Strategic Review to reassess the Law Society’s relationship with local law societies, with a view to better supporting each other and their mutual members.  Leeds is leading on this and working closely with the “Joint V”, being the largest five local law societies (Birmingham, Bristol, Leeds, Liverpool and Manchester), with the aim of better serving our local members.

I end by thanking the officers, staff and the Zooming directors of Leeds Law Society for all of their inspiring ideas, refreshing spirit and good humour throughout a challenging year.  Director David Cowgill, in particular, made sure that we stayed financially resilient in these extraordinary times. Thanks too to our members without whose support we could not exist.  

My successor as President, Catie, will do a grand job and I look forward to supporting her as the Immediate Past President.

