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LEADING Asian lawyers have re-
vealed the sexism and racism they 
have faced from clients and have 
called for more people in the indus-
try to speak out.

The issue was highlighted by Reha-
na Popal, Britain’s only Afghan-born 
female barrister, who wrote on Twitter 
she was forced to drop a case after a 
solicitor told her the client wanted a 
“white male” representing them.

Popal, an immigration and civil law 
specialist barrister, said in November 
that she had lost six similar cases in 
two years.

Senior lawyers have disclosed they 
have had similar experiences due to 
their race or gender.

Barrister Jasvir Singh OBE told East-
ern Eye: “Sadly, such discrimination is 
part and parcel of life at the Bar.

“As a self-employed barrister, you 
are in a professional service industry 
where it all rests on how the client sees 
you. If the client doesn’t like the look 
of you or thinks that you might be a 
liability to their case, however errone-
ous a belief that is, they will try to find 
somebody else to represent them.”

He added: “Racism and sexism is 
rife when it comes to how clients in-
struct barristers. 

“I practise family law, and I’ve been 
sacked by clients for being a man, as 
many clients think a female barrister 
will be better received by judges in 
such cases.

“I’ve also been sacked for not being 

white and encountered racism from 
others at court. 

“The only way that can be resolved 
is through societal change and also 
greater awareness about how the jus-
tice system works.”

Under the Solicitors Code of Con-
duct, a client “must not, in relation to 
instructing a barrister, discriminate 
against a barrister by subjecting the 
barrister to a detriment”. 

Any breach of the rules should be 
reported by legal workers to the Solici-
tors Regulation Authority.

Amjad Malik, a solicitor, said he has 
come across incidents of clients pre-
ferring lawyers based on their gender 
and racial background, which breach 
the Equality Act 2010.

He told Eastern Eye: “Sometimes wo-
men prefer female barristers. In asy-
lum cases, foreign clients prefer Eng-
lish barristers who are well versed in 
that area of law as for them Asian and 
female barristers may have a personal 
view on such applications.

“However, stereotyping and preju-
dices are discouraged by solicitors as 
normally firms are engaged with 
chambers for a number of years and 
they frequently instruct counsels of 
experience and knowledge than race 
colour or creed. Same experiences are 
felt while choosing a solicitor. People 
who have bad experiences are put off 
by the firm’s name.”

Malik added: “Sometimes, if your 
firm carries an English name, clients 
asks if there is any English solicitor 
who can deal with their matter.

“Society has travelled a long way 
from racism, discrimination and prej-
udice and from the era of race rela-
tions act and sex discrimination act, 
and we can defeat them with a united 
voice of rejecting any form of precon-
ceived prejudice.”

Sobashni De Silva is a solicitor in 
the civil and commercial litigation de-
partment at Duncan Lewis Solicitors.

De Silva said: “In many instances 
counsel’s involvement is sought during 
court proceedings or advice in general. 

“As opposed to the general percep-
tion from possibly a decade ago, that a 
barrister would be a white male, in 
general the current commercial client 
is more astute and has very little bias.

“[But] in some instances, we have 
had clients requesting female barris-
ters as they perceive female barristers 
to be ‘feisty’ advocates.”

She added: “At all times the clients 
are directed to the appropriate 
strengths that should be embraced 

when appointing respective barristers 
and not be distracted by a false or 
misleading perception.

“It must be observed that the com-
mercial bar is still predominantly white 
male, leaving little room for a valid 
observation; albeit more and more 
brilliant and talented female and eth-
nic groups are now beginning to enter 
the commercial sector of the bar.”

Research in 2016 found that female 
barristers are not reporting harass-
ment and discrimination over fears 
that their careers will suffer.

The Bar Standards Board’s report 
showed two in five women experi-
enced harassment. Of these, eight in 
10 did not report their experiences.

The Bar Council, which represents 
the 15,000 practising barristers in Eng-
land and Wales, responded to Popal’s 
claims by saying that it urged barristers 
“who do encounter discrimination... 
to remind the solicitors concerned of 
their professional obligations”.

MUSLIM groups have urged the 
government to adopt a newly 
proposed working definition of 
Islamophobia to help put pres-
sure on the Home Office, it was 
revealed this week.

The inquiry into a working def-
inition of Islamophobia, pub-
lished last week by the All-Party 
Parliamentary Group on British 
Muslims, has said Islamophobia 
is “rooted in racism” and called 

for the adoption of its definition 
of the practice. 

The Muslim Council of Britain 
has supported the report, stating 
they hoped political leaders would 
“understand the importance of 
listening to communities” and 
make a “positive response”. 

In response, Imam Qari Asim 
MBE of Leeds Makkah Mosque 
and deputy chair of the cross-
government Anti-Muslim Hatred 

Working Group has said defining 
Islamophobia could help to tack-
le hate crimes.

He said: “A definition of Islam-
ophobia which is adopted by the 
government will help to empower 
authorities and communities to 
deal with incidents of hatred and 
better protect British Muslims.”

However, home office minister 
Victoria Atkins has claimed that 
the department did “not accept 

the need for a definitive definition”. 
“Islamophobia is clearly recog-

nised,” she noted.
The definition was created af-

ter MPs held sessions with British 
Muslims in Manchester, London, 
Birmingham and Sheffield.

Figures revealed that almost 700 
reports of racially aggravated in-
cidents, with 608 being anti-Mus-
lim in nature, were recorded bet-
ween January and June 2018.

Home Office denies Islamophobia definition need

WORRY: Hate crimes against Muslims have been growing

‘Race and gender bias bar 
lawyers from being hired’

THE home secretary has 
revealed he was bullied 
and “punched to the 
ground” at school due 
to his Asian heritage.

Sajid Javid made the 
claims on Monday (3), 
as he commented on a 
viral video of a Syrian 
boy who was “water-
boarded” by a pupil in a 
British school.

“When I was 11 at 
comprehensive school, 
I had a very similar in-
cident and those mem-
ories flooded back to 
me,” he said. 

Admitting that racist 
language was directed at 
him during his school 
years, Javid said he was 
surprised that the UK 
had not moved forward.

“I really felt for the 

young boy who was in-
volved [in the video],” 
he said. 

A video of the 
15-year-old Syrian refu-
gee went viral last 
week, after it showed 
him being attacked by 
another student. He is 
alleged to have suffered 
at the hands of bullies 
for two years since he 
relocated to Hudders-
field with his family. 

STREET-BASED abuse 
aimed at Muslims has 
risen, a new report 
has claimed. 

Two in three cases 
reported to Tell MA-
MA, a project which 
monitors anti-Muslim 
incidents in the UK, 
happened on the 
streets, with about a 
third being online. 

In one case report-
ed to the organisation, 
a Muslim woman said 
she was repeatedly 
called a ‘dirty f***ing 
bomber’ on a train by 
a drunk man. 

She said: “When he 
made his remarks and 
stared in my direction, 

I felt I had to hide 
away in my seat and 
also use a different 
exit to get off the train 
to avoid more abuse.”

According to the re-
port, the most widely 
reported anti-Muslim 
hate incident was 
abusive behaviour, 
followed by physical 
attacks and assaults.

Iman Atta OBE, the 
director of Tell MAMA, 
said: “...The rising lev-
els of aggression being 
shown to victims at a 
street level... is deeply 
concerning and possi-
bly indicates that 
something is changing 
for the worst.”

Javid faced ‘racist bullying’

Anti-Muslim attacks rise

ASIANS URGE INDUSTRY COLLEAGUES 
TO SPEAK OUT AGAINST PREJUDICE

n Catherine, the Duchess of Cambridge, 
with Sai Gokani (left), who has been 
helped by a community project funded 
by Leicester City football club’s owner, 
the late Thai businessman Vichai 
Srivaddhana prabha. The Duke and 
Duchess of Cambridge also visited the 
club’s King Power Stadium last 
Wednesday (28) to pay their respects 
to the victims of October’s helicopter 
crash, including Srivaddhana prabha.

LAYING DOWN THE LAW: Ethnic minority lawyers 
including Jasvir Singh (below left) and Rehana 
Popal (below right) have faced discrimination
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