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ISSUES

Jack (not his real name) has 
been in the legal fraternity for 

over a decade. He has worked in medium- 
and large-sized law firms. But it was only 
a few years ago that he decided to venture 
out on his own.

Unlike his many lawyer friends, Jack 
has his priorities set out. He was going 
to choose the types of cases he wanted to 
handle, find ways to cut overheads and be 
his own boss, so that he can enjoy a little 
more of life.

“I have an office, but I am the only 
lawyer. My clients are based on referrals 
and I choose the type of cases I want to 
handle. I do not handle conveyancing or 
sale and purchase agreements because I 
do not want to hire a clerk.

“I only have one staff who handles 
administrative work,” he says, add-
ing that he uses part-time dispatch 
clerks to keep his overheads to a 
minimum.

Jack’s firm is among a growing 
number of small law firms that are 
finding ways to keep overheads low. 

Usually, a small law firm can 
have up to five lawyers who each 

operate independently, although they 
work out of the same office. they would 
also work long hours to cope with their 
cases and set their individual profession-
al fees.

But for Jack, going solo was a personal 
choice, of wanting a better quality of life 
and not spend his time slogging long hours 
at the office.

New ways of doing old things
Lawyer Edmund Bon has long been 
pushing to break away from the traditional 
and rigid way of how a law firm should 
be structured. He calls it “radicalising 
lawyers”.

through his firm, he initiated a pro 
bono project called “the collective of 
applied Law and Legal Realism” (caLR), 
which was launched in July.

“caLR’s building blocks are the three 
Rs – revolutionising the law, radicalising 
lawyers and re-shaping legal education.

“Much like in the United kingdom, each 

Breaking free 
of traditional 
legal models 
the legal fraternity is in for a shake-up with a 
growing number of young lawyers rejecting the 
way law firms are currently run. they want a better 
work-life balance and a fairer share of the income. 
Focusweek looks at what the future may hold for the 
industry

lawyer is self-employed. all of them have 
a place in a firm and share costs, but they 
are not partners. the firm has a generic 
name, for example, ‘Matrix chambers’, 
and each self-employed lawyer earns his 
own keep but at a cost that is reasonable,” 
says Bon, who is head of chambers of Bon 
advocates.

this way, he says the economies of 
scale are achieved, while lawyers can 
manage their own time and decide on the 
cases they wish to take on. However, this 
model is not allowed here.

currently, only sole proprietorships or 
partnerships are allowed here. this, Bon 
says, is an archaic model where the elite 
class of partners earn from the work of 
their juniors.

“there is a huge income gap that does 
not commensurate with the work put in. 
For example, if you earn RM4,000 salary, 
but bring in RM40,000 a month in profits, 
are you fairly paid for your work?

“that is probably why so many junior 
lawyers venture out on their own after one 
or two years in practice. More than 90% of 
the Bar is made up of small firms of five 
members or fewer. Each set-up has to have 
its own start-up costs, and this is a waste of 
resources,” he says.

Group legal practice
according to him, the Bar council has, in 
principle, approved the group legal prac-
tice, where small firms of five members or 
fewer can band together under one roof. 
But, they cannot use a generic name for 
branding purposes.

“the problem is that we have large law 
firms with many partners. this achieves 
scale, but there is nothing to assist small 
firms that form 90% of the Bar. not every-
one wants to enter into a partnership as 
many have gone sour.

“the Government forced, and 
the Bar council relented, to allow 
foreign law firms to practise in the 
country. But there are no avenues 
for small firms to compete with 
them on a more level-playing 
field,” he says.

Bon says the Bar is now push-

ing for the chambers model instead of the 
group legal practice.

“the chambers model will help lawyers 
reduce costs, while allowing clients to 
benefit from additional expertise through 
the particular lawyer they have hired.

“Large law firms already have ‘group 
practices’ and market this to attract clients. 
the chambers model is not much different, 
except that members of the chambers are 
not partners,” he says.

He says this model would benefit 
people as lawyers no longer need to be 
afraid of their bosses to take time off for 
human rights or pro bono work, or simply 
to attend a pro-opposition rally.

“We are empowering lawyers and al-

We are 
empowering 
lawyers and 
allowing them to be 
themselves rather 
than part of a huge 
machinery that 
churns out money 
for an elite class of 
partners.” 
– Edmund Bon

  Bar Council 
vice-president 
George 
Varughese

  Some young lawyers are no longer 
prepared to spend hours on end at the 
office and seek a better work-life balance
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Young lawYers are known to slog long hours 
in their offices. Worse, they earn salaries that 
do not commensurate with their workloads.

Syahredzan Johan, chairperson of the 
National Young Lawyers Committee (NYLC), 
says poor working conditions are one of the 
biggest issues faced by young lawyers.

“Many young lawyers work long hours 
and on weekends too. It can be stressful and 
punishing for them. Some suffer burnout quite 
early and decide to leave the profession after 
a few years of practice because they do not 
have a good work-life balance,” he says.

Syahredzan says another issue is that young 
lawyers are rarely given the opportunity by 
their employers to hone their skills and im-
prove knowledge. By this, he means that they 
are not allowed to handle the more challeng-
ing work but are relegated to menial tasks.

“Not all young lawyers face these 
issues. Some firms are good and 
strive to ensure their young lawyers 
are remunerated well and given 

opportunities.

“These issues also vary from region to 
region. A lawyer practising outside of Klang 
Valley is more likely to enjoy a better work-life 
balance compared to one working in the heart 
of Kuala Lumpur,” he says.

Traditionally, young lawyers are known 
as those who have less than seven years of 
practice.  Currently, there are more than 5,500 
of them in the Malaysian Bar in Peninsular 
Malaysia.

NYLC was set up to challenge the re-
striction imposed on young lawyers from 
serving as members of the Bar Council. They 
succeeded in 2006 and young lawyers ran for 
Bar Council positions.

After that, NYLC’s focus shifted to taking care 
of the welfare of young lawyers, particularly 
their working conditions as they were known 
to work long hours and were underpaid.

Last year, the NYLC had embarked on 
a campaign against the Sedition Act. They 
had “microphone loudspeaker” advocacy of 
going to protests and walks and issuing press 
statements. But after the Prime Minister had 

indicated that the Act was here to stay, the 
complexion of the fight changed.

Syahredzan says the NYLC acts as a conduit 
between young lawyers and the Bar Council. 
They also collaborate with other committees 
within it, such as the Professional Standards 
and Development Committee, to organise 
workshops and seminars that improve skills 
and knowledge.

There is currently no requirement for a 
lawyer to be in practice for a certain number 
of years before setting up a law firm. However, 
Syahredzan recommends that young lawyers 
gain some years of experience first before 
venturing out on their own.

“The competition is not really between 
large firms and small firms as they each serve 
a different set of clients. The competition is 
actually between small firms themselves.

“This is where experience and skills matter. 
A client will appoint a lawyer if he or she feels 
the person is competent. If the client has 
no confidence, then another lawyer will be 
appointed,” he says.

lowing them to be themselves rather than 
part of a huge machinery that churns out 
money for an elite class of partners.”

the chambers model, he says, fights 
oppression in the industry and deals with 
the many complaints from lawyers about 
work-life balance and income inequality. 
However, Bon says the Bar council is 
holding back on the chambers model.

“But we have to accept new ways of 
doing old things, and we hope to push this 
new idea with the Bar council and garner 
support from other law firms,” he says.

Models not allowed
Bar council vice-president George  
Varughese says that currently, the group 
legal practice and chambers model of 
practice are not allowed.

“However, the Bar council is in the midst 
of finalising the rules of group practices. 
once finalised and approved, the group 

Technology 
easing 

workload 

THe ADVANCeMeNT in technology is now 
making a huge impact on how lawyers oper-
ate. Locum Legalis is a new software which 
aims to simplify tasks at a law firm.

Its co-founder, Fahri Azzat, says Locum 
Legalis is a smartphone application that helps 
lawyers look for another advocate to attend a 
court appointment for them.

“For example, AB is a lawyer in Kuala Lum-
pur who has a case in Penang. And he has been 
given a mention date for that case.

(A mention date is when lawyers attend 
court to sort out administrative matters or 
obtain new trial dates, for example, as part of 
case management.)

“It is a waste of time to go all the way to 
Penang just for the mention. So, lawyers 
(mostly from small- to medium-sized firms) 
will request another lawyer to represent 
them. I will call a Penang lawyer to attend on 
my behalf and pay him a fee (about RM150 
currently) for his service.

“The Penang lawyer would then be ‘men-
tioning on my behalf’ (MOB),” he says, adding 
that this saves time and costs for the client.

But, Fahri says, the challenge is in finding 
a lawyer who is free to attend on the mention 
day in question.

“Locum Legalis provides a platform that fa-
cilitates looking for lawyers to MOB. Offering 
oneself for MOB is simple, easy and effective. 
The application is only for local lawyers in 
active practice,” he says.

Hence, Locum Legalis works by matching 
lawyers looking for an MOB lawyer with  
those offering themselves for MOB.

“So if you are looking for a lawyer to attend 
a particular court on a particular date, the 
software will match your request with who-
ever is available. If no lawyer takes it up, the 
request will go to a general pool which draws 
on a larger group of lawyers,” he says.

Fahri and his partner, Azra Maxwell 
Azaham, developed Locum Legalis late last 
year. Azra is responsible for the software 
development and technical aspects of the 
application, while Fahri handles the busi-
ness, legal and finance functions.

Locum Legalis kicked off with the iPhone 
version on Aug 19. The Android version 

should be available soon.
“We are still refining the appli-

cation as we go along to ensure 
that it is effective, useful and be-
comes a vital tool for litigation 
lawyers,” Fahri says.

Young lawyers 
and the rat race

practice will be another mode of practice 
available for small firm practitioners, which 
consist of no more than five lawyers.

“once these rules are approved, small 
firm practitioners can set up practices as a 
group consisting of a total of no more than 
25 lawyers. thus, they will share resources 
such as the library, conference room and 
non-essential staff,” he says.

this, Varughese says, would save costs 
and enhance the productivity of each of the 
firms in the group. Varughese adds that 
there should not be any adverse ethical 
issues arising from having a group practice 
provided “sufficient safeguards, such as 
non-disclosure agreements by staff and 
lawyers are put in place”.

However, he declined to comment on 
the chambers model on grounds that the 
Bar has “yet to study this system”.

Response to the chambers model has 
either been “progressive” or “radical”. But 
Bon says the push for it was borne out of 
hearing complaints for more than 16 years.

“this is one solution. Hopefully, it will 
‘disrupt’ the legal profession in a good 
way. of course there are firms that will 
not support the idea, but we need to 
discuss it as the legal profession is being 
disrupted in all sorts of ways, including 
by the use of technology,” he says.

Indeed, many small law firms are adapt-
ing to changes to deliver their services 
more effectively. those that don’t may in 
the future find themselves trying to keep 
up with those that are changing with the 
tide. 

Many young lawyers 
work long hours, and 
on weekends too. It 
can be very stressful 
and punishing for 
them. Some even 
suffer burn out quite 
early and decide to 
leave the profession 
after a few years of 
practice because they 
do not have a good 
work-life balance.” 
– Syahredzan Johan

  (Above) The Locum Legalis 
app for lawyers

 (Below) Locum Legalis   
 co-founder Fahri Azzat

  Syahredzan 
Johan, 
chairperson of 
the National 
Young Lawyers 
Committee
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