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Law firm buddies keep new mothers in the loop 

P
hil Sanford of McCarthy Tetrault lLP 
became a "maternity leave buddy" 
two years ago when his colleague 
Tara Piurko had her first child. 

Now, he finds himself expecting again. 
The buddy program, a creation of the 

firm's diversity task force, allows women 
preparing for maternity leave to choose a 
partner who will stay in touch during the 
leave and assist with the return to work. 

"In my case, I knew who I wanted my 
buddy to be. I approached him. he agreed 
.. . and he was essentially assigned as my 
buddy," Piurko, whose second child was 
due this March. said in an interview. 

Sanford. who joined the firm as an arti­
cling student in 1976, couldn't provide 
much in the way of parenting advice: "I'm 
kid-less." But he understands how impor­
tant it is for a successful young lawyer to 
stay in the loop. 

"It does seem to help to have some spe­
cific person whose job it is, among other 
things, to keep that person connected and 
up-to-date {on the work], and up-to-date 
on the gossip - all the things you just 
don't pick up by reading the computer 
screen," said Sanford, who works out of 
the firm's Toronto office. He also invited 
Tara Piurko and her baby boy to join him 
for lunch from time to time. 

"Once I found my footing in mother­
hood, we met or talked regularly, either by 
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"1 was able to come back, 
meet with my colleagues, 

get my files back and 
reconnect with my clients. 
So when I came back in 

January, 2009, it really felt 
like a smooth transition." 

- Tara Piurko -

email or on the phone," Piurko said. 
"Sometimes we talked about files, some­

times we talked about what was going on in 
the office . .. I did gown up once when I was 
on maternity leave to go to a leave applica­
tion at Divisional Court." 

Sanford also helped Piurko phase in her 
return, allowing his young associate - who 
has since become a partner - to work 
shorter hours initially to get her child settled 
in daycare and herself up to speed. 

"1 was able to come back, meet with my 
colleagues, get my files back and recon­
nect with my clients. So when I came back 
in January, 2009, it really felt like a smooth 
transition . " 

Sanford is a firm believer in the advance­
ment of women in the legal profession -

NATIONAL 

his wife is a lawyer as well - and was 
delighted to be able to play a role. 
McCarthy Tetrault, he notes, is regarded as 
a leader in developing initiatives to support 
gender diversity in the legal profession. 

The firm is .involved in several leadership 
training programs for women, some con­
ducted in-house, others in conjunction with 
business schools, law schools and other 
legal organizations involved in research 
aimed at retaining and promoting more 
women in the field. The firm's Vancouver 
office also sends one of its young female 
lawyers each year to participate in the 
Minerva Foundation'S Follow the Leader 
program, which pairs up-and-comers with 
strong, successful female leaders in the 
Vancouver business community. 

There are a number of programs - such 
as flexible work arrangements and emer­
gency child care - that support new par­
ents, both male and female. 

What makes these initiatives particular­
ly effective at McCarthy Tetrault is the 
involvement of men like Phil Sanford, said 
Lisa Vogt managing partner of the firm's 
British Columbia region and chair of 
McCarthy's national diversity task force. 

"Our fundamental belief is that women 
are not going to succeed unless it's not a 
women's issue any more, that the guys are 
absolutely on board." N 

- Virginia Galt 
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diversity commirree. 
The firm supporrs the Black Law Students' Association of 

Ca nada, the Jewish Law Students of Canada, the Korean Law 
Students of Canada, \'Vomen and the Law and var ious other 
programs promoting diversity and inclusion in the legal pro­
fession. This, of course, gives Blakes the chance to scope 
our emerging ta lenr. 

Even more gra tifying, from Remtulla 's perspective, is a 
program that introduces the firm 's lawyers to you ng 
Canadians from economically disadvan-

we want to know that these numbers are constanr or have got­
ten better. " 

These clients also want to see evidence that minority law­
yers are given the scope and variety of work they need to 

advance and bui ld mature practices, sa id Walwyn, a Toronto­
based parrner and li tigator with \'Veir Foulds LLP. 

" If you wanr to talk abour business cases for dive rsity, 
that's as strong a business case as you can get, where the 
clients are saying, 'we wi ll take the work away from you if you 

do not get representative of the communi­
taged backgrounds. 

The Law in Ac tion \'Vithin Schools 
(LA\VS) progra m, one of the innovations 
that put Blakes on the best diversi ty 
employers list, is a pilot project at a high 
school in a low-income Toronto neigh­
bourhood. 

"I think there has been 
ty, '" \Valwyn said. 

Allgood sa id Canada's version of the Ca ll 
to Action is intended, at this point, " to open 
the dialogue with our service providers. 

The program, developed in conjunction 
with the University of Toronto law faculty 
and the Torenro District School Board, 
weaves law into the curriculum. 

a tremendous positive 

response from the 

lawfirms out there. 1 think 

"I'm not yet ready to launch some kind 
of survey to law firms about exactly what 
their headcount is and va riolls things. At 
this point, I don 't think it's productive or 
necessary, " he said. they see the busi ness 

" I think there has been a tremendous­
ly positive response fro m the law firms 
out there. I think they see the business 
case as well. " 

"A lot of these students may not have a 
connection with the law. So they may want 
to be a lawyer, bur they may not know 
who to speak to, or have opporrunities to 
meet with people in th e profession, 

case as well ." 

- David Allgood, general counsel, 

Royal Bfillk of Callada - At Egan LLP, Somji said she, too, has a 
role to play in paving the way for others, 
and educating her own community about 

Remrulla said. " 
The students go into the firm once a month, and the 

lawyers go on field tri ps to the schoo!. About 25 lawyers serve 
as menrors. 

'Show us your metrics' 

F or all this, Frank \'Va lwyn, president of the Canadian 
Association of Black Lawyers, sa id that - given the 

divers ity of Toronto's population and the makeup of law 
school classes now - "J would have thought that the big firm s 
would be making much more headway in the area of dive rsity 
than they are. " 

In the U.S. , he said, corporate clients are demanding of 
thei r law firms : "Show us your metrics on Hispanics, blacks, 
women. Give us those numbers, and when we come back later, 

the opporrunities. 
"Even people from my community who are seeing me 

on Bay Street were saying, before I came in, 'you know, there 
a re not a lot of people who wear the hijab on Bay Street and 
maybe that is going to be a hindrance to you,'" Somji recalled. 

But, in fact, the freedom to " be who I truly am': at work, 
frees her up to devote full attention to the job, Somji said. 

" It is important for law firms to put in people who are vis­
ibly diffe rent," she said. 

" I want to be a role model for other individua ls and to give 
back to my community. I think it is imporrant to show other 
individua ls that they can do it, they can succeed, despite what 
people may tell you. " N 

Virginia Galt is a freelance writer based in Toronto. 

in your Office.] 
At Stewart Title, it's how we work that sets us apart. We deal in title insurance and related 
products, undertal<ing no part of the transaction that has traditional~ fallen to iawyers/notaries. 
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Since our inception into the Canadian market, you will find that we have conSistently combined 
comprehensive coverage with unparalleled support for lawyers/notaries. We are dedicated to 
streamlining your practice and increasing your revenue through our programs and innovative 
technology solutions. 

At Stewart Title, we know it's our relationship with our customers that determines our success. 
Thats why seNice is the foundation of our business and integrity, the keystone in ali our dealings. 
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