Principles of Professional Legal Practice
Equality and Diversity
Equality and diversity are fundamental principles that underpin a fair and just society. Within the legal profession, these principles are of utmost importance, not only to ensure fairness and non-discrimination but also to enhance the profession's effectiveness and credibility. This essay will explore the significance of equality and diversity within the legal profession, with specific reference to the Equality Act 2010 and the Solicitors Regulation Authority (SRA) Code of Conduct (2019). By examining the legal framework and ethical obligations, this essay will demonstrate the importance of promoting equality and diversity in the legal profession.
The Equality Act 2010 serves as a comprehensive legislative framework that prohibits discrimination and promotes equality across various protected characteristics, including age, disability, gender reassignment, marriage and civil partnership, pregnancy and maternity, race, religion or belief, sex, and sexual orientation. The Act establishes a legal duty for all individuals and organizations, including legal professionals, to promote equality and prevent discrimination. In addition to the Equality Act 2010, the SRA Code of Conduct (2019) sets out the regulatory requirements and ethical obligations for solicitors in England and Wales. The Code emphasizes the importance of promoting equality, diversity, and inclusion within the legal profession. It explicitly states that solicitors must "promote equality of opportunity and diversity" and "not discriminate unlawfully" based on the protected characteristics outlined in the Equality Act. The Oxford Dictionary defines equal opportunity as “the right to be treated without discrimination, especially on the grounds of race, sex, age, or disability.” (Oxford, 2023). 
Equality and diversity are intrinsic to the pursuit of justice and fairness within the legal profession. By treating individuals and groups fairly, without discrimination, legal professionals ensure that all individuals have equal access to justice and are protected from prejudice or bias. Promoting equality and diversity fosters a legal system that is perceived as impartial, credible, and trustworthy.
Society is diverse, comprising individuals from various backgrounds, cultures, and identities. It is crucial for the legal profession to reflect this diversity to effectively serve the needs of all individuals. By embracing equality and diversity, the legal profession gains access to a wider range of perspectives and experiences, leading to more innovative and inclusive legal solutions. Diversity also promotes the legitimacy of the legal profession by ensuring that legal professionals better understand the diverse needs and experiences of the clients they serve.
Equality and diversity within the legal profession are key to addressing barriers to access to justice. By promoting equality of opportunity, the legal profession can ensure that individuals from disadvantaged or marginalized backgrounds have equal access to legal services. This includes increasing representation of underrepresented groups within the legal profession, addressing unconscious biases in decision-making, and providing culturally sensitive legal support.
Legal professionals have a professional responsibility to uphold the principles of equality and diversity. The SRA Code of Conduct (2019) highlights the ethical obligations of solicitors to promote equality, diversity, and inclusion within their practice. This includes actively challenging discrimination, fostering inclusive working environments, and promoting equal opportunities for career progression.
Misconduct within the legal profession can have detrimental consequences to the organisation as well as the individual, as seen in the case of Wasim Iqbal, a trainee associate at Eastway Solicitors personal injury firm, who took part in fraud where a number of defendants conspired to defraud victims of over £400,000 (King, 2018). Because of this, the Solicitors Regulatory Authority (SRA) issued a Section 43 order which means that Wasim Iqbal can be prevented from being employed of remunerated by an SRA authorised body without the express written permission of the SRA (Solicitors Regulation Authority). Eastway Solicitors since closed following an SRA intervention (ITV, 2017). James Dalton, the Director of General Insurance Policy, Association of British Insurers was quoted saying “This ruling shows that the industry will do whatever it takes to root out anyone who abuses their professional position to commit insurance fraud.”
One of the ways to understand the significance of equality and diversity within the legal profession is by referencing the Chartered Institute of Legal Executives (CILEx) Code of Conduct 2019, which outlines the ethical and professional standards expected of legal professionals.The CILEx Code of Conduct 2019 emphasizes the importance of equality and diversity through several key points such as fair treatment and respect, avoiding discrimination, diverse representation, access to justice, challenging discrimination and supporting inclusive workplaces. The code underscores that legal professionals must treat everyone fairly and respectfully, regardless of their age, gender, race, ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation, disability, or any other characteristic. This aligns with the principle of equal treatment under the law. The code explicitly prohibits discrimination in all forms, ensuring that legal professionals do not engage in any actions that might lead to unequal treatment based on protected characteristics. This prohibition helps maintain the integrity of legal proceedings and interactions. As well as this, they encourage legal professionals to actively promote diversity within the profession. This includes efforts to increase representation of individuals from diverse backgrounds in the legal workforce, thereby enriching the profession with a broader range of perspectives and experiences. Equality and diversity are fundamental to ensuring access to justice for all individuals. The code highlights the need for legal professionals to make their services accessible to a diverse range of clients, ensuring that no one is excluded or disadvantaged due to their background. The code recognizes the importance of ongoing personal development and training for legal professionals in the areas of equality and diversity. This helps legal professionals stay informed about best practices and updates in this realm, enabling them to provide better services to their clients. They also encourage legal professionals to challenge discriminatory behaviour they encounter within the legal system or profession. This proactive stance helps create an environment where discrimination is not tolerated. The code emphasizes that legal professionals should work to create inclusive workplaces where diversity is celebrated, and everyone feels welcome. This extends to colleagues, clients, and stakeholders. In summary, the CILEx Code of Conduct 2019 underscores the significance of equality and diversity within the legal profession. By adhering to these principles, legal professionals contribute to a more just, equitable, and accessible legal system. Moreover, these principles align with broader societal values of fairness and respect, enhancing the credibility and integrity of the legal profession as a whole.
In this current era, the legal landscape is evolving, becoming more intricate and challenging due to factors like technological advancements, economic shifts, and global changes. In such an environment, legal professionals need to understand and adapt to diverse social forces and trends that extend beyond the traditional scope of legal practice. This includes recognizing the impact of major social and economic trends on legal work. ethical decision-making within the legal profession is no longer solely about applying legal rules and case law. It requires an understanding of moral philosophy and general morality. This shift reflects the recognition that ethical decisions should encompass a broader perspective that considers societal values and norms. Therefore, the legal profession needs to align with changing social and economic trends, including a move away from economic neo-liberalism towards sustainable legal practice. This shift necessitates a deeper understanding of societal and environmental concerns, which are often interconnected with issues of equality and diversity. As legal practice evolves to encompass mediation, responsible lawyering, and other alternative approaches, there is an increasing need for legal professionals to adopt more inclusive roles. These roles involve understanding and accommodating diverse perspectives and interests, which align with the principles of equality and diversity. It’s important that lawyers are aware of and engaged with political policy changes and shifts in societal values (Parker, 2018, p.2). 
Equality and diversity are integral to the functioning of the legal profession. The Equality Act 2010 and the SRA Code of Conduct (2019) provide a robust legal and regulatory framework to ensure that legal professionals uphold the principles of equality, non-discrimination, and inclusivity. By promoting equality and diversity, the legal profession upholds justice, enhances credibility, and ensures equal access to justice for all individuals. Embracing diversity also brings a wider range of perspectives, fostering innovation and inclusivity within the legal profession. It is through these efforts that the legal profession can effectively serve the needs of a diverse and evolving society, ensuring fairness and equal opportunities for all.
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