
Welcome speech to the ICWA Garden Party 2025 

It is a real pleasure to be here in this wonderful garden this evening and to have been asked to 

say a few words to this distinguished gathering, including as it does so many exceptional 

women who now make up the backbone of the Bar and represent its future.   

When I started my career at the Bar in the late 1980s, there were far fewer women barristers, 

still less in senior roles or silk, and even fewer on the Bench. In fact, my chambers had two 

women, one a quite senior silk, but that was unusual, and probably a factor in what took me to 

those chambers. It wasn’t always easy to see what a long-term career at the Bar might look like 

for me as a woman and that lack of visibility made the path feel more uncertain.   

As I progressed in seniority, balancing my career ambitions with raising a family, then taking 

silk in 2006, I became increasingly aware of the structural, cultural and other challenges that 

were holding women back. Many of these challenges are not overt. They are cumulative, often 

hidden in assumptions about commitment, availability, or leadership potential. That awareness 

led me to take on roles such as Chair of the Bar Council’s Equality and Diversity Committee. 

It was important to me that we not only highlight these issues but also create practical solutions: 

flexible working models, fair recruitment practices, support systems that help people stay in 

the profession rather than pushing them out. 

But institutional and structural change is only one part of the story. 

I had the good fortune in chambers of having people who would now be seen as mentors though 

that may not have been how they saw themselves back then, both men and women, who offered 

their precious time, to listen and to give guidance, encouragement, and, critically, belief. 

Sometimes that belief came at times when I wasn’t sure I had it in myself.  

They had had the experience of successfully navigating different obstacles or processes – 

juggling the Bar and raising children, applying for an appointment of one kind or another, 

overcoming setbacks, and they could support me in my career.  

So, for example, I was strongly encouraged to apply to be Revenue junior, and then for Silk, 

Recorder and judicial appointments. That encouragement and support were critical in giving 

me the confidence to apply. If they thought I could do it, maybe I should. Each time I applied 

for something, a member of chambers who had done it before, helped me go about it and told 

me what to expect from the particular process. Sometimes it was just a small thing like you 

will need at least a week to fill out that particular form; other times, it was a critical read through 

of a draft form – though I remember one occasion when the criticism was so critical I almost 

didn’t apply!   

And when it didn’t work out (as inevitably happened at different times in my career), they 

encouraged me to apply again, sharing their own interview horror story or pointing out how 

many times other people had had to apply for this or that competitive appointment before 

finally getting it, and suggesting things I could do to improve my application before the next 

round. Over the years, I’ve tried to do the same for others, especially for women coming 

through the system.  

There is no doubt that mentorship is invaluable, and it’s been critical for me.  But I would like 

to pause here and raise a question. Looking to the future, is it enough? Should we also be 

thinking about how and when we can also do sponsorship? 



Where mentoring is usually private and supportive, sponsorship is public and proactive. A 

sponsor is someone who not only gives advice behind the scenes, she, or he, is also willing to 

use their position to advocate for you in rooms you’re not in, to mention your name as someone 

to watch, to recommend you to solicitors or push for you to be instructed on a particular case.  

What might sponsorship look like at the Bar?  

• Senior barristers, if you have worked with a female junior who did excellent work for 

you, tell the solicitor. Don’t keep the information to yourself. Nominate her. 

Recommend her wherever you can.  Be intentional and active about it.  

• Silks, set aside a section of the oral submissions for your female junior. The senior 

judiciary and the Supreme Court have issued guidance to encourage parties to give 

junior counsel this opportunity because of the relatively larger numbers of women at 

the less senior levels.   

• Solicitors, tell your clients that this is what is expected by the judiciary. It is happening 

more and more in the Supreme Court, and I can tell you that it works very well.  From 

the judge’s perspective, after hearing from the same advocate for a few hours, a new 

voice can be refreshing and in some cases some submissions have landed better coming 

from a different voice.  

• Judges, look out for talent and when you see it, reach out to the barrister, and talk about 

her where and when it matters.  

These are just a few examples. You will have more. 

Now, I recognise that sponsorship can be a challenge. To be a sponsor you must have 

knowledge and experience of the sponsee’s professional ability. You may have to risk your own 

reputation to back the sponsee; and not everyone feels comfortable doing this. This makes the 

barrier to sponsorship higher, especially in underrepresented groups where the necessary 

relationships may not already exist. Of course, the risks of mentorship are lower, and it is 

correspondingly easier to find a mentor, not least because there are now a lot of formal schemes 

in place.  But perhaps sponsorship can be a natural evolution of mentorship. The same person 

who guides you to the right room is also the person who talks about how excellent you are in 

that room.  

Baroness Hale once said: “Equality is not a women’s issue. It’s a justice issue.” 

Her words are a reminder that this is not about favour, it’s about fairness and recognising that 

the legal profession belongs to all who are capable of being in it. 

So, to all of you here tonight, whether you’re in your early years of practice or well into silk, 

let’s think seriously about how and who gets seen in court, who gets backed, and who gets 

talked about. If we want a legal profession that truly reflects the society it serves, we must be 

intentional about both mentoring and sponsoring those whose potential has not always been 

given the chance to flourish. The pipeline doesn’t fix itself. We fix it by reaching back as we 

move forward. 



When I joined the Supreme Court, it was of course a moment of deep personal honour. But 

more than that, I hoped it would stand as another signal to women at the Bar: you do belong at 

the highest level, and we need you there. 

Tonight is a fantastic opportunity to make new connections, ask each other questions, share 

experiences, and offer support. There is such power in the community that makes up the Inns 

of Court Women’s Alliance. Welcome to you all and let’s begin! 

Lady Simler 
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