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Letter from the

I

t’s up to us to demonstrate what’s possible, says Cornell Moore. The Dorsey
lawyer, like the other recipients of this year’s Diversity and Inclusion
Awards, means it and lives it. That’s what makes it so fulfilling to Minnesota
Lawyer to bring you, for the third year, a roster of attorneys and judges who
demonstrate what’s possible.
Some of the possible achievements are philosophical or psychological. That
may include helping lawyers and law firms get past their fear of the “other,”
bringing race equity into different areas of work, forging relationships and
creating a culture that supports excellence, accomplishment and diversity.
Some of the possible achievements are about the big picture. That may be the
demographics of the judiciary, the collateral consequences of crime, and taking
care of the pipeline through mentoring, training and educational scholarships.
And some are at the nuts-and-bolts level, like getting billable hour credits
for diversity work, opening up the practice to foreign lawyers, providing free
online education, or increasing summer clerkships. It’s also the daily nutsand-bolts work of attending committee meetings, keeping relationships going,
watching out for one’s own implicit biases and reaching out to elected officials
and candidates.
That may be a long list (and there’s more), but it demonstrates what’s possible,
and Minnesota, thanks to our honorees, has it all. Minnesota Lawyer is honored
to recognize our inspiring examples of diversity and inclusion.

2019

—Barbara L. Jones, editor
Note: Honoree photos were taken at the Minneapolis Institute of Art.
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LEAGUE OF MINNESOTA CITIES
The law is a second career for Irene Kao. But in some ways,
she’s still in her first real career: social justice. Her efforts toward bringing diversity and inclusion to the legal profession
are the strongest manifestation of that career.
Kao’s first professional job, as a multicultural coordinator
at the University of New Hampshire, was in higher education
administration. But she found ways to pursue social justice
objectives within it.
Then Kao went to law school. Since then, she has worked
to help make the judicial pipeline for Minnesota’s bench a bit
more diverse.
She was on the board and later president of the Minnesota
Asian Pacific American Bar Association, where she created
the association’s judicial selection committee and helped set
up a rigorous endorsement process for candidates. She also
helped create and run boot camps for Asian lawyers who
were interested in being judicial candidates. “Our job as an
organization was to provide necessary resources that result
in successful judicial candidates,” Kao said. “Sometimes candidates are qualified, but aren’t familiar with the process [of
being nominated], and so they come across as unqualified.”
Today, Kao is incoming president of the Infinity Project,
which works to make the Minnesota bench more gender-balanced. She’s also intergovernmental relations counsel for the
League of Minnesota Cities. “Racial inequities are an unfortunate part of the history of government,” she said. “The
League helps cities analyze how race equity can be incorporated in to their work, so they can operate the best for all
residents.”
—Holly Dolezalek
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Traci Bransford
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STINSON LLP
Traci Bransford — diversity and inclusion thought leader,
mentor, program innovator and scholarship finder — says
she was raised to believe that to whom much is given, much
is required.
“It’s just right. You can’t help our next generation without
pulling others up,” says Bransford, the first black woman
partner at Stinson LLP in Minneapolis.
To help “feed the pipeline” because there are so few African American attorneys at large law firms, her brainchild this
January was to host a panel at Stinson for black Minnesota
law students and associates on how to succeed at big firms.
She worked with the Minnesota Association of Black Lawyers and had top Twin Cities African American attorneys
giving tips to help the young people advance their careers.
She is a mentor in the St. Thomas School of Law externship
program, and she is eager to help students find scholarships.
Serving on the executive committee of the National Bar Association’s commercial law section, a scholarship provider,
she has encouraged students to apply for national scholarships of $5,000 or more through the association. She also has
worked with the corporate law section’s scholarship subcommittee. (The National Bar Association is a 94-year-old association of 65,000 predominantly African American Attorneys.)
Her efforts have paid off. A Stinson student volunteer from
Cristo Rey Jesuit High School in Minneapolis and an incoming Stinson associate each were awarded significant scholarships, she says.
—Betsy Carlson
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Agricultural giant Cargill is headquartered in Wayzata.

Cargill
2019

Cargill’s in-house legal department has created a multitiered program to increase diversity and inclusion both within
the division and in the ranks of vendors.
“Diversity and inclusion are important to Cargill as an organization,” said senior lawyer Molly Thornton. “We’re committed to creating an environment where diverse experiences
and perspectives are welcome and employees feel comfortable
and empowered.”
The company’s legal department, which has more than 350
employees, created subcommittees in North America that strive
to encourage and measure diversity in four areas: recruitment,
retention, awareness and engagement, and suppliers.
The supplier subcommittee even confirms whether law firm
partners are giving their minority staff members opportunities
to work on Cargill’s business, Thornton said.
Partner law firms must provide gender and diversity infor-

8 | Minnesota Lawyer

mation about each attorney timekeeper, which is tracked in
Cargill’s billing system, she said. Additionally, supplier law
firms need to have at least one diverse relationship partner to
manage the Cargill account, and promote a diverse pipeline of
attorneys.
“We encourage firms to have diversity at the forefront of
their own efforts because it’s important to us as a client,” she
said.
Cargill has been recognized for gender equity and diversity
efforts, including a 100% rating on the Human Rights Campaign’s Corporate Equality Index for 15 years in a row.
“We’re committed to it,” Thornton said. “It’s good for business and it’s the right thing to do. We have to acknowledge we
made some good strides, but the truth is we must do more.”
—Frank Jossi
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Pictured from left to right are members of the Dayton Administration
Judicial Team, Adam Prock, Lee Sheehy, Tiffany Orth and Andrew Olson.

Dayton Judicial Selection Team
2019

COMMISSION ON JUDICIAL SELECTION
Every Minnesota governor has a Commission on Judicial
Selection that works to screen and recommend candidates for
appointment to the bench. But not every commission increases racial diversity in the judiciary by 93 percent and gender
diversity by 35 percent.
The commission under Gov. Mark Dayton did just that.
When more than half (55 percent) of the judges on the bench
retired during the commission’s tenure, that gave the commission an opportunity to carry out the governor’s mandate: to
create a judiciary that better reflected the demographics of the
state.
It also gave the commission a big job to do. “That created a
workload that no commission had ever faced,” says Lee Sheehy, chair of the commission. During the governor’s tenure, the
49-member commission interviewed more than 1,000 candidates, and filled 175 vacancies within the 75-day window
mandated by the statute.
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Sheehy and the rest of the commission had to not only recruit, screen, and interview potential judges, but they also had
to work with affinity bar associations such as the women’s,
Hispanic, and black bar associations to develop a much more
diverse pipeline of qualified candidates.
By the end, diversity on the bench had increased considerably. There were also many firsts: the first female African
American, Native American, and openly gay Supreme Court
justices; the first Latino Court of Appeals judge; and the first
Hmong judge in state history.
Sheehy hopes that the Committee’s work will continue to
show that diversity-inclined mindset. “Maintaining that demographic diversity requires constant attention,” he says.
—Holly Dolezalek
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Ami ElShareif
2019

ROBINS KAPLAN LLP
When Ami ElShareif first heard the origin story of Robin
Kaplans LLP she was immediately drawn to the firm.
More than 80 years ago, Solly Robins and Julius Davis created what is now Robins Kaplan after they were unable to
find jobs in the Twin Cities due to rampant anti-Semitism.
Their ideal was to provide justice to everyone regardless of
race, religious beliefs, nationality, or economic situation.
“When I heard that story, I knew this was a place where I
wanted to work,” she said. “I wanted to dedicate my career to
the same core belief that the firm was founded on.”
ElShareif serves on the firm’s Racial and Ethnic Diversity
Working Group, where on two committees she advocates for
the hiring and mentoring of diverse attorneys. In 2015-2018,
ElShareif also co-chaired the Hennepin County Bar Association’s 1L Minority Clerkship Program, where she helped
increase the number of summer clerkship opportunities for
first-year law students.
The experience, she hopes, will lead diverse law school
graduates to stay in the Twin Cities because “they will see
there is an inclusive and welcoming legal community here.”
The University of Wisconsin Law School graduate also
served as chair of the HCBA’s Diversity and Inclusion Committee, where she helped create a popular continuing legal
education program on “second chances” and privilege in the
judicial system. Several organizations asked if it could be repeated.
ElShareif is married and likes hosting parties, walking her
dog, watching Badgers games and enjoying “a great community of friends around me.”
—Frank Jossi
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Amran Farah
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GREENE ESPEL
Like many other lawyers, Amran Farah bills eight hours a
day. But her second job is encouraging people of color in the
legal profession.
During her career, Farah has held many positions where
she did so. She’s president of the Minnesota Association of
Black Lawyers, and past president of the Somali American
Bar Association, which she helped found. She’s visited area
charter schools to encourage students to visit judges’ chambers, and mentored some of the students afterward.
She also helped improve the Minnesota District Court’s
Open Doors to Federal Courts program, which seeks to inspire kids to explore the law as a profession. Three years ago,
Farah was recruited to help make the program more relatable.
“We decided, ‘Let’s get kids to act like they’re lawyers,’”
Farah says. Hoping that a mock trial would be more engaging, Farah and another lawyer came up with a scenario where
one student alleged that another had stolen an iPhone. Even
the shyer students took on roles in the ensuing mock trial.
The next year, Farah came up with a scenario involving rappers and trademark infringement.
“We wanted to do a case like that, because there’s a vast
variety of law you can practice,” Farah says. Open Doors still
uses the scenario today.
Whatever the situation, Farah tries to keep people and
firms honest about their real commitment to diversity. “It’s
not enough to hire somebody who’s diverse,” she says. “Sometimes you do them a disservice in hiring them and giving
them no support. It’s about retention and being promoted
and supported as a valued member of the firm.”
—Holly Dolezalek
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Christopher
Fowlkes
2019

BARNES & THORNBURG
Growing up in Milwaukee, Christopher Fowlkes was only
5 when he formed the ambition to become an attorney. His
business-owner father was the client of an African American
attorney who had graduated near the top of his Harvard Law
School class. “He had opportunities to go to big Wall Street
firms, but chose to open his own shop in Milwaukee and became very successful helping small business people like my
father.”
Fowlkes came to the University of Minnesota on a football
scholarship and graduated from the U of M law school in
1998 to achieve his dream.
Colleagues say he has become a major force in advocating for diversity, reaching out to traditionally disadvantaged
groups to help others follow in his path. Fowlkes has spearheaded a variety of programs and other events with the objective of increasing the number of deserving, diverse individuals — especially women and minority candidates — at
Twin Cities law firms. He’s also active in recruiting and attracting diverse talent to the Twin Cities.
Fowlkes, who became a hiring partner at Barnes in 2016, is
planning to expand the firm’s efforts to recruit diverse talent
for each of the firm’s 14 offices nationwide.
He led the firm’s participation in the Minnesota Minority
Recruitment Conference, a diversity initiative which brings
in minority students from across the U.S. to interview and
get hired at Minnesota firms and corporations.
“Everything is intentional,” Fowlkes said. “You have to be
committed to this and persevere. It takes work and effort to
make sure the people who are responsible for diversity at
each local law school know who we are and that we have a
presence on campus.”
—Dan Emerson
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Mark Gordon
2019

MITCHELL HAMLINE SCHOOL OF LAW
While dean of Mitchell Hamline School of Law, Mark Gordon launched an innovative program aimed at increasing diversity in the legal profession.
Called the Mitchell Hamline Gateway to Legal Education,
the program offers free online credit courses on a substantive
area of law to upper-level undergraduates at colleges primarily serving students of color. The idea to get those students
interested in pursuing law, Gordon said.
In its initial year, the Gateway program offered a course on
health law to students at Delaware State University, an historically black college. Gordon said there are plans to expand
the Gateway program to at least a second college and add a
second course during 2019-20.
Over time, the Gateway program may grow to serve scores
of minority students across the country, Gordon said. “We
would hope that a good number of them would decide to
apply to Mitchell Hamline,” he said. “And if they apply elsewhere, that is still a positive.”
Besides the Gateway program, Gordon has promoted
diversity and inclusion at the student and faculty levels at
Mitchell Hamline. The law school has significantly increased
its diversity enrollment: About 25 percent (100 students) of
its freshman classes in 2017 and 2018 were students of color
or indigenous background.
In another area, Mitchell Hamline in 2017 adopted a strategic plan to double the number of diverse faculty within five
years. “We were on track each of the first two years to meet
that goal,” Gordon said.
On June 30, Gordon stepped down as dean and began a
yearlong sabbatical to create a mentoring program for students of color and teens aging out of foster care. He plans to
return the following year to teach at Mitchell Hamline and
continue his mentoring activities.
—Scott Carlson
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Judge JaPaul Harris
2019

2ND JUDICIAL DISTRICT
District Court Judge JaPaul Harris, even in his rise to the
bench, has never forgotten the importance of working on behalf of a system that provides resources for all, regardless of
background.
For starters, he is a commanding voice on the Minnesota
Judicial Council’s Committee for Equality and Justice, whose
mission is to eliminate bias from court operations, promote
equal access to the courts, and inspire a high level of trust
and confidence in the Minnesota Judicial Branch.
“Both on the bench and in the legal community in general,
those issues have only grown in prevalence,” he said. “Acceptance and buy-in has kept increasing.”
Among other efforts, Harris helped bring to Minnesota the
annual conference of the National Consortium on Racial and
Ethnic Fairness in the Courts last year. He has also worked
overtime to push forward Hennepin County’s Juvenile Detention Alternative Initiative, which has sought to reduce the
time that teens spend in jail.
But by no means does any of that mean Harris sees the
work of diversity and inclusion in the justice system as anywhere near over.
“I remember when things like implicit bias were never
even addressed,” he recalled. “Now it’s routine to provide
training on things like that.
“But we need to keep it as a priority inside the system.
Having people of color getting appointed to the bench and
advancing in their firms has a huge impact all through the
legal industry.”
—Dan Heilman
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Cam Hoang
2019

DORSEY & WHITNEY LLP
Cam Hoang’s commitment to diversity and inclusion extends well beyond her responsibilities as partner at Dorsey &
Whitney. Throughout her career, she’s championed new policies and practices that create a more inclusive community.
Among her key accomplishments, Hoang spotlights her
work chairing the Diversity and Inclusion Taskforce at the
General Mills law department, an experience that allowed
her to seamlessly transition to serving on the Diversity Committee at Dorsey.
“Seeing these issues from both an in-house and law firm
perspective was valuable,” she said. Not only did that view
allow her to identify areas of opportunity for greater diversity, but it also inspired her to start bringing lawyers of color
together for informal networking events, like monthly coffee
meet-ups.
At Dorsey, she’s led efforts to adopt a “diversity hours” policy that provides billable hour credit to associates for time
dedicated to the firm’s diversity efforts. She’s also assisted in
planning diversity education programs that bring in speakers
who can relay the experiences of different cultural groups.
She’s even been a speaker herself, sharing her story of being
an immigrant and how that has shaped her commitment to
diversity.
Hoang has also served as co-host of town hall meetings for
lawyers and staff to discuss diversity issues and news events,
creating a safe environment that helps build a culture of inclusiveness.
“We need to keep raising awareness that diversity can be
our strength and not our vulnerability,” she said. “This is
crucial for our country’s success. We need to be encouraging
everyone to embrace their discomfort about this issue and
work to be part of the solution.”
—Elizabeth Millard
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Pictured from the Infinity Project are, left to right, Lola Velaquez-Aguilu (past president), Jeannine
Lee (past president), Vildan Teske (past president), Judge Mary Vasaly (founder and past president),
Debra Fitzpatrick (executive director) and Lisa Montpetit Brabbit (founder and past president).

The Infinity Project
2019

As part of the American Bar Association’s Women Trailblazers in the Law Project, Lisa Montpetit Brabbit of the University of St. Thomas School of Law was collecting an oral history from Judge Diana Murphy, the first female judge on the
8th Circuit bench. Brabbit remembers being surprised when
Judge Murphy was reflecting on the fact that she was the only
female 8th Circuit judge — since 1891. (To date, only one other woman has been appointed to the 8th U.S. Circuit Court of
Appeals, Judge Jane Kelly, and since Judge Murphy’s passing in
May 2018, the circuit is back to one.)
That oral history was one of the catalysts for the formation
in 2006 of the Infinity Project, an organization with the mission to increase the gender diversity of the state and federal
bench, with a focus on the 8th Circuit.
The Infinity Project was founded by Brabbit, Marie Failinger
(Mitchell Hamline School of Law), Sally Kenney (now with
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Tulane University) and Judge Mary Vasaly (Hennepin County District Court). Sybil Dunlop (Greene Espel) serves as its
current president, and over 20 lawyers and judges serve on its
board.
The Infinity Project seeks to advance its mission by:
•Creating public awareness for the lack of and importance
of gender equity on the bench and the availability of qualified
women candidates.
• Engaging senators and other decision-makers on the issues of gender equity and the need for appointment of women
to the state and federal bench within the 8th Circuit region.
• Serving as a clearinghouse for women who have indicated
an interest in serving on the state or federal bench within the
8th Circuit region.
—Dan Emerson
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Irene Kao
2019

LEAGUE OF MINNESOTA CITIES
The law is a second career for Irene Kao. But in some ways,
she’s still in her first real career: social justice. Her efforts toward bringing diversity and inclusion to the legal profession
are the strongest manifestation of that career.
Kao’s first professional job, as a multicultural coordinator
at the University of New Hampshire, was in higher education
administration. But she found ways to pursue social justice
objectives within it.
Then Kao went to law school. Since then, she has worked
to help make the judicial pipeline for Minnesota’s bench
more diverse.
She was on the board and later president of the Minnesota
Asian Pacific American Bar Association, where she created
the association’s judicial selection committee and helped set
up a rigorous endorsement process for candidates. She also
helped create and run boot camps for Asian lawyers who
were interested in being judicial candidates. “Our job as an
organization was to provide necessary resources that result
in successful judicial candidates,” Kao said. “Sometimes candidates are qualified but aren’t familiar with the process [of
being nominated], and so they come across as unqualified.”
Today, Kao is incoming president of the Infinity Project,
which works to make the Minnesota bench more gender-balanced. She’s also intergovernmental relations counsel for the
League of Minnesota Cities. “Racial inequities are an unfortunate part of the history of government,” she said. “The
League helps cities analyze how race equity can be incorporated in to their work, so they can operate the best for all
residents.”
—Holly Dolezalek
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Ellie Krug
2019

HUMAN INSPIRATION WORKS LLC
Ellie Krug believes people are hardwired to see those who
are different as “other.” That’s often the case for Krug, a transgender woman.
Krug also has observed that people often are eager to learn
how to be welcoming to “others.” She helps organizations
work toward that goal as founder and president of Human
Inspiration Works LLC, her Minneapolis-based diversity and
inclusion training and consulting company.
Krug was a civil trial attorney for nearly three decades before her gender transition in 2009, when she committed to
live authentically as a woman and a “hopeless idealist.”
“Trial work is really selling an idea,” Krug said. “I’m back
in the idea-selling business in the work I do now, diversity
and inclusion and human inclusivity — the extent to which a
human feels that they matter.”
Krug has delivered her human inclusivity training more
than 500 times across the country since founding Human Inspiration Works in September 2016. Clients include Fortune
100 companies, governmental entities, court systems, law
firms, nonprofits and colleges and universities. She recently
consulted with a greater Minnesota law firm that provided
“Cadillac treatment” to a team member who was transitioning genders.
“No one is alone in surviving the human condition,” Krug
said. “If we allow ourselves to be vulnerable we will get past
that grouping and labeling and underline the power of human familiarity. What gets us past fear of ‘other’ is being
willing to become familiar, to listen to somebody, give them
time, learn their story and then share yours.”
—Todd Nelson
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Congratulations Traci Bransford on being recognized as a 2019 Diversity and
Inclusion Award honoree. Traci's selfless work and dedication in promoting
diversity and inclusion in the legal profession is unparalleled.

STINSON LLP

STINSON.COM

Judge LaJune
Thomas Lange
2019

4TH JUDICIAL DISTRICT, RETIRED
LaJune Thomas Lange is a pioneer in the field of diversity
when it comes to the Minnesota bar and bench.
For starters, she served on the 4th Judicial District Court
in Minneapolis. Although officially retired, she also serves
as an adjunct professor of law, teaching international human
rights and civil rights.
She has been on the forefront of those issues to see a number of important changes — one of which she cites is the
1992 election of retired Justice Alan Page to the Minnesota
Supreme Court.
“There have been significant changes in diversity impacting policy and impacting the Supreme Court,” she said. “That
is just one example.”
Still, Lange said, there’s a lot of work to do before Minnesota’s bar and bench are truly inclusive.
“There are some things we have to keep working on,” she
said. “Senior partners in major law firms, retention levels of
attorneys of color so they can stay long enough to make partner. Those are all works in progress.”
Lange is a longtime member and adviser of the International Leadership Institute, which works to provide local
communities of color, as well as immigrant families, with
tools that help them access community housing and health
care, as well as education on relevant laws and regulations.
Beyond that, she is focused on the importance of strengthening the various diverse bar associations so they can become a greater resource to the more general bar associations.
“I’m encouraged by what they see overall from those associations,” she said. “They’re aware of the needs. But it really
depends on how they visualize the transformation they want
for their community or for their sector.”
—Dan Heilman

LEGACY
2018
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Inti
Martínez-Alemán
2019

CEIBA FÔRTE LAW FIRM
When he first came to Minnesota three years ago, after
practicing in his home country of Honduras for five years,
Inti Martínez-Alemán immediately recognized a considerable, unmet need for legal services for the state’s Hispanic
population.
“There were legal services for family issues and immigration, which is important,” he said. “But they were being underserved when it came to business, real estate, and employment litigation.”
He started Ceiba Fôrte Law Firm, a name that gives a nod
to the strong roots of the Latin American community, and
values not just excellence and professionalism, but also qualities like justice, equality, and peace. Two years ago he expanded the firm to a second location near Buffalo, New York.
Although he has a thriving practice, Martínez-Alemán
noted that he hopes to see more competition in the future,
which would mean that the Twin Cities not only has more
attorneys who serve the Hispanic community, but also includes Latino and Latina lawyers.
Toward that end, Martínez-Alemán is dedicated to finding
new paths for diversity in the local legal community. For example, he’s an advocate of allowing foreign-trained lawyers
to sit for the bar exam after completing an LLM degree from
an ABA-accredited school. Currently, he noted, Minnesota is
one of the most restrictive jurisdictions for foreign-trained
lawyers.
“Minnesota would benefit tremendously if other colleagues were allowed to practice law here, after following a
process that other states have not had a problem implementing,” he said.
Competition makes for better attorneys, he added, and diversity creates a stronger, more vibrant community.
—Elizabeth Millard
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Cornell Moore
2019

DORSEY & WHITNEY LLP
A significant aspect of creating a more diverse and inclusive environment in the Twin Cities legal community is recruiting more attorneys and staff who then have the opportunity to rise up in the profession.
Dorsey & Whitney attorney and of counsel Cornell Moore
knows this well, and he has worked tirelessly for decades to
develop a pipeline of diverse talent from institutions like
Howard University and others, emphasizing his belief that
everyone can have a bright future at the firm.
“My hope would be that we, as a firm, create a culture
where everyone has a chance to thrive, lead, and invest in the
community so they can be here at 80 years old, as I am, with
assured opportunities for leadership,” Moore said.
A partner at Dorsey for over 20 years, Moore is also cochair of the firm-wide Diversity Steering Committee, and his
community involvement spans widely, from former co-ownership of the Minnesota Twins — they won two World Series
during his tenure — to being a namesake, with his wife, of
the Wenda & Cornell Moore Multi-Cultural Center at Dunwoody College.
He has been instrumental in leading the way for diversity
and creating a lasting legacy in the Twin Cities that will have
reverberations of change for decades to come.
“Each investment in diversity is a beacon of hope to our
peer firms and our clients to signal the importance of our
values,” he said. “I believe it is up to us to demonstrate what’s
possible and open the door to the community, to show how
we serve them today and tomorrow.”
—Elizabeth Millard

LEGACY
2018
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Congratulations to our distinguished alumni receiving
2019 Diversity & Inclusion awards from Minnesota Lawyer
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Melissa
Muro LaMere
2019

MASLON
Melissa Muro LaMere draws inspiration to help future diverse lawyers from those who preceded her.
That includes her grandparents, Mexican immigrants who
prioritized education, family and hard work.
Muro LaMere also cites the dozen-plus Minnesota Hispanic Bar Association (MHBA) members serving on the bench
and U.S. Supreme Court Justice Sonia Sotomayor.
“I’ve benefited from their hard work and from the effort
they put in to ensure that I can see myself succeeding,” said
Muro LaMere, a Maslon associate. “It’s my duty to do the
same for those coming up behind me.”
Muro LaMere spent hundreds of hours recruiting diverse
attorneys to apply for judgeships as an MHBA board member in 2013-2019 and co-chair of its Judicial Endorsement
Committee in 2017-2019.
Muro LaMere and her committee co-chair, Ramsey County District Judge Jeffrey Bryan, recruited attorneys and
non-attorneys from diverse backgrounds to apply to serve
on the state’s Commission on Judicial Selection. Gov. Tim
Walz and Lt. Gov. Peggy Flanagan appointed Muro LaMere a
4th Judicial District commission member.
With more than a dozen MHBA members on the bench,
“we have role models showing what it looks like to be a successful professional in the community.”
As a Minnesota Infinity Project board member, Muro
LaMere works to increase gender diversity of state and federal judges. She also serves on Maslon’s Diversity Committee
and its Diverse Attorneys Resource Group.
In June she spoke on Maslon’s behalf to 40 high school students in a program encouraging underrepresented students
to pursue legal careers and leadership opportunities.
—Todd Nelson
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COMMIS SION ON JUDICIA
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The law is a second career for Irene Kao. But in some ways,
she’s still in her first real career: social justice. Her efforts toward bringing diversity and inclusion to the legal profession
are the strongest manifestation of that career.
Kao’s first professional job, as a multicultural coordinator
at the University of New Hampshire, was in higher education
administration. But she found ways to pursue social justice
objectives within it.
Then Kao went to law school. Since then, she has worked
to help make the judicial pipeline for Minnesota’s bench a bit
more diverse.
She was on the board and later president of the Minnesota
Asian Pacific American Bar Association, where she created
the association’s judicial selection committee and helped set
up a rigorous endorsement process for candidates. She also
helped create and run boot camps for Asian lawyers who
were interested in being judicial candidates. “Our job as an
organization was to provide necessary resources that result
in successful judicial candidates,” Kao said. “Sometimes candidates are qualified, but aren’t familiar with the process [of
being nominated], and so they come across as unqualified.”
Today, Kao is incoming president of the Infinity Project,
which works to make the Minnesota bench more gender-balanced. She’s also intergovernmental relations counsel for the
League of Minnesota Cities. “Racial inequities are an unfortunate part of the history of government,” she said. “The
League helps cities analyze how race equity can be incorporated in to their work, so they can operate the best for all
residents.”
—Holly Dolezalek
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Every Minnesota governor
has a Commission on
Judicial
Selection that works to
screen and recommend
candidates for
appointment to the bench.
But not every commission
increases racial diversity in the
judiciary by 93 percent
and gender
diversity by 35 percent.
The commission under
Gov. Mark Dayton did
just that.
When more than half (55
percent) of the judges
2017
on the bench
retired during the commission’s
tenure, that gave the
commission an opportunity
to carry out the governor’s
mandate:
to create a judiciary that
better reflected the demographic
the state.
s of
It also gave the commission
a big job to do. “That created
workload that no commission
a
had ever faced,” says Lee
Sheehy, chair of the commission.
During the governor’s
tenure, the
49-member commission
interviewed more than
1,000 candidates, and filled 175
vacancies within the 75-day
window
mandated by the statute.

Team

Sheehy and the rest of
the commission had to
not only recruit, screen, and interview
potential judges, but they
also had
to work with affinity
bar associations such
as the women’s,
Hispanic, and black bar
associations to develop
a much more
diverse pipeline of qualified
candidates.
By the end, diversity on
the bench had increased
considerably. There were also
many firsts: the first female
African
American, Native American,
and openly gay Supreme
Court
justices; the first Latino
Court of Appeals judge;
and the first
Hmong judge in state history.
Sheehy hopes that the
Committee’s work will
continue to
show that diversity-inc
lined mindset. “Maintaining
that demographic diversity requires
constant attention,” he
says.
—Holly Dolezalek
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Arleen A. Nand
2019

GREENBERG TRAURIG LLP
Looking back over her legal career so far, Arleen A. Nand
feels grateful for more experienced women lawyers who
mentored her and helped pave the way. Nand enjoys “paying
that forward” by investing much of her time and effort working within the finance and agribusiness industries to create
opportunities for women and minorities.
Nand is active in numerous local diverse organizations and
has held several leadership positions with the National Association of Women Lawyers. As recognition for her efforts and
dedication to NAWL, she received the organization’s 2018
Virginia S. Mueller Outstanding Member Award. In 20132014, Nand was an active board member of the Twin Cities
Diversity in Practice.
Nand has co-chaired the NAWL’s Financial Services Affinity Group, co-chaired its 2019 annual meeting programming
committee, co-chaired the sponsorship committee for the
2018 annual meeting, and been an advisory board member
since 2012.
Nand regularly takes time to meet with minority law students and lawyers to help them navigate the Twin Cities legal market in their job searches, including reviewing their
resumes and doing mock interviews to prepare them, and
acting as a mentor. “It’s fun to help people and see them grow
in their careers.”
The efforts are paying off. Since starting her career in 2004,
Nand has noticed “an appreciable difference” in the number
and prominence of women lawyers. “When I started out representing banks and hedge funds, on a number of occasions
I was the only woman to walk into the board room.” More
recently, Nand has worked on Middle Eastern finance deals
that were all led by women. “That has been very heartening
and very fun.”
—Dan Emerson
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Roshan N.
Rajkumar
2019

BOWMAN AND BROOKE LLP
When deciding on whether to attend law school at the
University of Minnesota or his alma mater, Boston College,
Roshan N. Rajkumar faced a tough decision.
While drawn to Boston College, Rajkumar chose the U of
M because he did not want to be another attorney of color
who had left the Twin Cities because of a lack of diversity.
“Someone told me if you don’t come back to Minnesota
to practice, you’re part of the problem,” the civil litigator recalled. “A lot of diverse attorneys don’t come back to Minnesota because they don’t foresee there’s enough people that
look like them.”
Today the Minneapolis-based Bowman and Brooke attorney remains heavily involved in promoting diversity through
several organizations. He served in leadership and mentoring roles with the Hennepin County Bar Association, the
University of St. Thomas and the University of Minnesota
Law School and Twin Cities Diversity and Practice.
As chair of his firm’s Diversity & Inclusion Committee,
Rajkumar said part of his “calling” is to give back to his firm,
the legal community and to support a new generation of diverse attorneys.
During his 19 years as an attorney, Rajkumar has seen the
number of diverse attorneys “ebb and flow.” The Great Recession hurt diverse attorneys disproportionally compared
to white attorneys, he said, but he believes their numbers are
“on the upswing.”
In his free time Rajkumar spends time with his wife and
child, sings, and plays on several United States Tennis Association teams. “I have met so many great people playing
tennis and some of them are attorneys,” he said.
—Frank Jossi
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Congratulations!
Jerry W. Blackwell:
Combines excellence with diversity in action.
Congratulations to Jerry W. Blackwell and the
members of the Minnesota Commission on Judicial
Selection appointed under Mark Dayton on being
honored in the third annual Minnesota LawyerDiversity & Inclusion Awards.
The Commission on Judicial Selection solicits and
evaluates judicial candidates and makes
recommendations to the Governor for appointment.
Under Mark Dayton the Commission increased the
diversity of the Minnesota bench. As stated in an
interview with KARE-11 on increasing diversity in the
courtroom Mr. Blackwell said, “It’s important in a
system of justice that the judges that get appointed
reflect the ethnic, cultural, and gender diversity of
our state as a whole.”
The Commission, along with appointing Minnesota’s
first Hmong, Native American, and openly gay judges
increased the number of judges of color by 93
percent, female judges by 35 percent, and Hispanic
judges by 84 percent. Mr. Blackwell served two fouryear terms on the Commission.
His commitment to diversity extends far beyond the
judicial system to his community and practice.
Ongoing diversity commitments include an incentivebased bonus program rewarding associates
undertaking initiatives to improve the profession.
Bonus points are awardable for projects addressing
systemic exclusion and bias facing diverse
communities or participating in the Firm’s new pro
bono expungement program.
Mr. Blackwell was a co-founder and two-time
president of the Minnesota Association of Black
Lawyers. He has received several recognitions from
the National Bar Association for leadership in
diversity.

Blackwell Burke is a certified minority-owned trial firm
that represents corporate clients in high stakes class
actions, mass torts, MDLs, and commercial litigation,
both at trial and on appeal.
Blackwell Burke remains the most diverse law firm in
Minnesota representing Fortune 500 companies as
national or trial counsel nationwide.
The firm has been repeatedly recognized as one of the
top litigation defense firms in the country by BTI,
Chambers, Best Lawyers, and others. Benchmark
Litigation named Blackwell Burke the Minnesota Firm
of the Year in each of the last three years.

Aarik Robertson
2019

CONSILIO LLC
Aarik Robertson challenged himself to become a lawyer
to show other American Indian students that they could too.
Robertson works to encourage students in south Minneapolis, where he was born and grew up, and on reservations to
pursue higher education.
“I’m happy to reach out to students at any point because
the pipeline of students who go on to become successful in
high school and college and ultimately law school doesn’t
start with somebody graduating high school,” Robertson
said.
A citizen of the Mille Lacs Band of Ojibwe, Robertson also
wanted to go to law school so he could be an advocate for
American Indian communities.
He learned how the law has affected tribes while getting his
bachelor’s degree in American Indian studies at the University of Minnesota.
As the U’s American Indian recruitment coordinator, Robertson later saw statistics on the small number of American
Indian students who went to law school.
At William Mitchell College of Law, Robertson served as
president of the Native American Law Student Association
(NALSA) as well as a student board member of the Minnesota American Indian Bar Association (MAIBA).
Robertson, a review associate at Consilio LLC, an international e-discovery firm, received MAIBA’s American Indian
Law Student Scholarship for two years and joined its board
as an attorney member after law school.
He remains on MAIBA’s board after serving as vice president and president. As MAIBA president, he hosted a visit
from U.S. District Judge Diane Humetewa, the first American Indian woman to serve as a federal judge.
—Todd Nelson
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Congratulations to
Co-Managing Partner and
Diversity & Inclusion
Committee Chair

We’re tenacious in the courtroom and tenacious in addressing
our clients’ needs. Our commitment to product defense goes
beyond the legal win—it’s about defining a win with our clients,
and getting there together. In the boardroom, at the bargaining
table, and at trial, Bowman and Brooke delivers a formidable
defense for any global product.

Roshan Rajkumar
2019 Minnesota Lawyer
Diversity & Inclusion
Honoree

From boardroom to courtroom.®

Jorge Saavedra
2019

RAMSEY COUNTY ATTORNEY’S OFFICE
As a Latino attorney, Jorge Saavedra was concerned about
how few Latino students enter the legal profession.
Hispanics account for only 4% of the nation’s lawyers, according to the National Hispanic Bar Association. So, what
small step could Saavedra take to help turn that number
around?
“The idea I came up with was Latino Lawyer Camp, which
is a weeklong summer camp for Latino eighth-graders to introduce them to the legal profession,” said Saavedra, former
chief legal officer at Centro Legal and now an assistant Ramsey County Attorney. “The kids learn about the law, prepare
a mock trial, and then every day during the six-day camp we
do a field trip.”
“The purpose is to tell eighth-graders, ‘If you want to get
into the legal profession, you can do it, but you need to start
working on that in ninth grade,’” said Saavedra, who came to
America from Chile at age 8.
Launched in 2016, the camp is staffed by Latino volunteers, who include judges, police officials and more than 40
attorneys. Saavedra is working to establish the camp as a
nonprofit organization.
At his day job, Saavedra helps fellow attorneys in the Ramsey County Attorney’s Office assess collateral consequences
on immigrants who commit adult crimes. The fallout can
affect possible deportation proceedings and future housing,
employment and education opportunities, he said.
“We take a careful look at the way that we might be able
to help individuals navigate and avoid some of those consequences while still meeting our objective to safeguard public
safety and represent the interests of victims of crime,” Saavedra said.
Saavedra’s professional dossier also includes solo practitioner, national director at the nonprofit Voter Engagement
Network and executive director at Minneapolis-based Headwaters Foundation for Justice.
—Scott Carlson
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Pictured from Sapientia Law Group are, back row from left, Towle
Neu and Nick Leonard, and, front row from left, Robin Wolpert,
Demetria Dyer and Sonia Miller-Van Oort.

Sapientia Law Group
2019

Back in 2011, six local attorneys took a bold step when they
founded a diversity-focused law firm, Minneapolis-based Sapientia Law Group.
Sapientia’s founders “took a chance” by forming a firm with
diversity at the forefront, said co-founder Sonia Miller-Van
Oort, a past president of the Minnesota State Bar Association
who serves as the firm’s president and chief manager.
Diversity “is not a standalone issue,” Miller-Van Oort said.
“It’s not just a matter of forming a diversity committee. It’s
about how you live diversity in all other aspects of the law
firm.”
Sapientia embraces diversity in a number of ways: allowing for individual differences and authenticity, and creating
an environment that supports diversity and inclusion by: not
using billable hours as a metric, rewarding and compensating
based on results and data; maintaining a perpetual improvement culture through Peer 360 reviews and client feedback;
and eliminating traditional hierarchical titles, structures and
dynamics.
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The firm’s attorneys are members of Minnesota Black Lawyers Association, Minnesota American Indian Bar Association, Minnesota Hispanic Bar Association, and the Lavender
Bar Association. Sapientia’s team includes two of the only five
female presidents of the Minnesota State Bar Association both
of whom advanced diversity and inclusion initiatives at the
MSBA while serving, one of whom is the only Hispanic president of MSBA
The firm has co-hosted, sponsored, and presented several diversity and inclusion-related programs over the last 18 months
through MSBA, Minnesota Womens Lawyers’ annual conference, Twin Cities Diversity in Practice, and BrightSmith.
In 2018, Sapientia Group was honored by the National Association of Minority and Women Owned Law Firms as “MVP
Law Firm of the Year.”
—Dan Emerson
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Surya Saxena
2019

ASSISTANT UNITED STATES ATTORNEY
Assistant United States Attorney Surya Saxena contributed
to a continuing legal education program earlier this year in
Duluth that focused on how implicit biases may cause racial
inequities in federal criminal cases.
Saxena found it a bit unnerving to present evidence suggesting that judges’ implicit biases contribute to racial inequities in criminal sentencing, with several federal judges
looking on in the room. Yet he credits the federal bench for
their commitment to eliminate racial inequities in their detention and sentencing determinations and the federal bar
for focusing on mitigating implicit biases.
Saxena also said countless studies show that diverse organizations make more effective decisions. That’s why he focuses on recruiting lawyers of color.
He admits that working on diversity can be frustrating.
“At times, I need to take a break from it because it’s so personal and draining,” he said. “But it’s also so important.”
The frustration comes from struggling to convince
“well-intentioned people to realize that their good intentions
are not enough to make progress with diversity and inclusion
efforts. Diversity and inclusion has to be a priority that we
work on just as hard as we work on litigating cases.”
And things are improving. Saxena co-chaired a committee of the U.S. attorney’s office aimed at improving recruiting
and hiring practices.
In addition to being an avid fan of Liverpool Football
Club, in his free time the attorney enjoys biking, reading,
and spending time with his wife, Hennepin County District
Court Judge Angela Willms, and their two daughters.
—Frank Jossi
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The law is a second career for Irene Kao. But in some ways,
she’s still in her first real career: social justice. Her efforts toward bringing diversity and inclusion to the legal profession
are the strongest manifestation of that career.
Kao’s first professional job, as a multicultural coordinator
at the University of New Hampshire, was in higher education
administration. But she found ways to pursue social justice
objectives within it.
Then Kao went to law school. Since then, she has worked
to help make the judicial pipeline for Minnesota’s bench a bit
more diverse.
She was on the board and later president of the Minnesota
Asian Pacific American Bar Association, where she created
the association’s judicial selection committee and helped set
up a rigorous endorsement process for candidates. She also
helped create and run boot camps for Asian lawyers who
were interested in being judicial candidates. “Our job as an
organization was to provide necessary resources that result
in successful judicial candidates,” Kao said. “Sometimes candidates are qualified, but aren’t familiar with the process [of
being nominated], and so they come across as unqualified.”
Today, Kao is incoming president of the Infinity Project,
which works to make the Minnesota bench more gender-balanced. She’s also intergovernmental relations counsel for the
League of Minnesota Cities. “Racial inequities are an unfortunate part of the history of government,” she said. “The
League helps cities analyze how race equity can be incorporated in to their work, so they can operate the best for all
residents.”
—Holly Dolezalek
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Every Minnesota governor
has a Commission on
Judicial
Selection that works to
screen and recommend
candidates for
appointment to the bench.
But not every commission
increases racial diversity in the
judiciary by 93 percent
and gender
diversity by 35 percent.
The commission under
Gov. Mark Dayton did
just that.
When more than half (55
percent) of the judges
2017
on the bench
retired during the commission’s
tenure, that gave the
commission an opportunity
to carry out the governor’s
mandate:
to create a judiciary that
better reflected the demographic
the state.
s of
It also gave the commission
a big job to do. “That created
workload that no commission
a
had ever faced,” says Lee
Sheehy, chair of the commission.
During the governor’s
tenure, the
49-member commission
interviewed more than
1,000 candidates, and filled 175
vacancies within the 75-day
window
mandated by the statute.

Team

Sheehy and the rest of
the commission had to
not only recruit, screen, and interview
potential judges, but they
also had
to work with affinity
bar associations such
as the women’s,
Hispanic, and black bar
associations to develop
a much more
diverse pipeline of qualified
candidates.
By the end, diversity on
the bench had increased
considerably. There were also
many firsts: the first female
African
American, Native American,
and openly gay Supreme
Court
justices; the first Latino
Court of Appeals judge;
and the first
Hmong judge in state history.
Sheehy hopes that the
Committee’s work will
continue to
show that diversity-inc
lined mindset. “Maintaining
that demographic diversity requires
constant attention,” he
says.
—Holly Dolezalek
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Summra Shariff
2019

TWIN CITIES DIVERSITY IN PRACTICE
Although she’s been the executive director and president
of nonprofit professional association Twin Cities Diversity in
Practice (TCDIP) for just a year and a half, Summra Shariff
has been a champion for diversity and inclusion in the legal
profession since law school.
After growing up in Los Angeles, she moved to the Twin
Cities to attend the University of St. Thomas, and quickly noticed a lack of diversity in the local legal community.
“Our country is rapidly diversifying but our legal profession isn’t; that’s true here and across the nation,” she said.
“We can make that shift, but first we have to acknowledge
there’s a problem and look at the structural changes that need
to happen to get more equity and equality.”
Since joining TCDIP, Shariff has had a significant impact,
especially in increasing participation in key programs supporting the attraction and recruitment of diverse lawyers.
She’s worked to forge tighter relationships between local affinity bar associations and local law schools, and co-sponsored the Women of Color in the Law forum events.
Most recently, she’s launched the TCDIP Leadership Council, a forum for the managing partners and general counsel
from member organizations to meet and discuss diversity
and inclusion strategies that can foster change and strengthen diversity in the legal community.
“Diversity makes teams more creative. They work better
together and create more profit for firms,” said Shariff. “I’m
excited to do this work and find commonalities so we all
thrive together. We need to be fearless about trying out new
ideas.”
—Elizabeth Millard
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Congratulations to
VocalEssence Board Member
and 2020 VocalEssence Gala
Co-Chair, Traci V. Bransford!

Diversity & inclusion is
not only important,
it’s necessary.
At Consilio, we believe a diversity of backgrounds, experiences,
and ideas empower us to better serve our clients. That is why
inclusion is not only important but necessary to enable the growth
of our employees and cultivation of their diverse strengths.

Join us to celebrate 30 years of
VocalEssence WITNESS on May 17, 2020.
vocalessence.org

INSPIRING INCLUSION AND A
MORE DIVERSE COMMUNITY
Congratulations to Traci Bransford for being selected as one of
the Minnesota Lawyer Diversity & Inclusion award recipients for
her effort to promote diversity in the practice of law.
Learn more at thomsonreuters.com.

© 2019 Thomson Reuters. All rights reserved.
Thomson Reuters and the Kinesis logo are trademarks of Thomson Reuters.
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Lola
Velazquez-Aguilu
2019

MEDTRONIC
Lola Velazquez-Aguilu has promoted greater diversity of
the judiciary for years, contributing to significant increases
in people of color and women in greater Minnesota on the
bench.
Seeing “the best and brightest finalists” from the Minnesota Hispanic Bar Association (MHBA) passed over for judicial appointments prompted Velazquez-Aguilu to launch a
judicial diversification campaign early in former Gov. Mark
Dayton’s administration.
“Every time one of these exceptional candidates was passed
over, there was a ripple effect within the community of diverse lawyers,” she said. “We had to make sure the governor’s
office understood that.”
Velazquez-Aguilu, then a board member of the Infinity
Project, which seeks greater gender diversity on the bench,
worked with its then-executive director Debra Fitzpatrick, to
develop training for prospective MHBA judicial candidates.
During the training, current judges, state and federal judicial selection commission members and representatives of
the governor and U.S. senators shared information demystifying the selection process.
“The number of exceptional prospective applicants in
these trainings debunked the myth” that diversity doesn’t advance because of a lack of candidates, she said.
The program was repeated for other affinity bar associations and women attorneys in greater Minnesota and North
Dakota.
Velazquez-Aguilu, litigation and investigations counsel
at Medtronic, was appointed chair of the Minnesota Commission on Judicial Selection in January by Gov. Tim Walz.
During nearly nine years as an assistant United States attorney, she earned Minnesota Lawyer Attorney of the Year honors as co-chair of the Latino Legal Experience exhibit and as
a Starkey fraud trial prosecutor.
—Todd Nelson
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Christopher Fowlkes

AT THE HEART OF COMMUNITY
Barnes & Thornburg is proud to salute our own
Christopher Fowlkes for receiving a Minnesota
Lawyer Diversity and Inclusion Award. As an integral
part of our team, he is passionate about championing
law students and young attorneys.

Uncommon Value

ATLANTA CALIFORNIA CHICAGO DELAWARE INDIANA MICHIGAN MINNEAPOLIS OHIO TEXAS WASHINGTON, D.C.
btlaw.com

Judge
Wilhelmina Wright
2019

U.S. DISTRICT COURT
FOR THE DISTRICT OF MINNESOTA
The roots of U.S. District Court Judge Wilhelmina Wright’s
connection to equality and diversity go back to one of the
most important discrimination-centered verdicts in U.S. history. She watched her mother work hard to integrate schools
after the historic Brown v. Board of Education case, and that
ongoing fight has never been far from Wright’s mind in her
journey to the bench.
“I’ve seen the battle for inclusion in the attorneys who appear before me,” reflected Wright, a three-year veteran of the
district bench. “Once upon a time, diversity would usually
have been restricted to African-American lawyers. But now
I see lawyers of all races and backgrounds appear regularly
in court.”
Wright remarked that she has seen a similarly gratifying
change in bar associations reaching up to the federal level.
“The membership and active leadership has grown much
more diverse over the years. That’s a big change from when I
was an attorney.”
A native of Virginia, Wright grew up in a loving family, but
one without role models in the legal field. With the help of
a supportive mother, she got her B.A. from Yale and her J.D.
from Harvard.
“I had mentors who were concerned about my career,” she
said.
Wright has done far more than simply benefit from the
growth of diversity in law. She is a leader in the District
Court’s diversity and inclusion efforts, such as outreach and
recruitment initiatives. This summer she invited diverse students from across the country to check out the system via the
Just the Beginning Program.
“We want kids to understand the courts better and understand the profession better,” she said. “They should learn
what’s attainable.”
—Dan Heilman
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congratulates all recipients of the Minnesota Lawyer
2019 Diversity and Inclusion awards for their efforts to
create a more equitable and vibrant legal community.

A special congratulations

to our alums and community members being recognized this year:
Amran Farah ’13

Inti Martínez-Alemán ’16

Prof. Mark Gordon, former president and dean

Cornell Moore, former trustee

Judge JaPaul Harris ’03

Aarik Robertson ’15

Irene Kao ’11

Jorge Saavedra F. ’97

Judge LaJune Thomas Lange, former adjunct professor

MITCHELLHAMLINE.EDU

high
praise

CONGRATULATIONS TO CAM HOANG AND CORNELL
LEVERETTE MOORE FOR GOING ABOVE AND
BEYOND IN THEIR EFFORTS TO CREATE A MORE
DIVERSE AND INCLUSIONARY COMMUNITY AT
DORSEY AND IN THE LEGAL PROFESSION.
We are proud to understand the strength that comes from a
diverse and inclusive workplace. It contributes to the success
of our people and our clients and enriches our experience.

dorsey.com

