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Legal Largess

Hold the lawyer jokes, As the new
president of the Orange County
Bar Assn., Ed Connor, above, has a
goal this year—to recruit 200 more
volunteer lawyers to represent
those most desperately in need:
indigent children.
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Lawyer Wants to Raise
Bar on Volunteering

m Activism: Orange County association’s president
says attorneys can do more to help the community.

By STEVE CARNEY -
TIMES STAFF WRITER

SAN JUAN CAPISTRANO-—
Ever since Irvine attorney Ed
Connor was a teenager at a
Catholic high school in Nebraska,
helping others in need has been a
fundamental perscnal geal.

Now that he's the 1998 presi-
dent of the Orange County Bar
Assn., Connor hopes to persuade
his fellow lawyers to take up the
mantle of volunteerism as well.

“Lawyers have been gifted, for
whatever reason, with a combi-
nation of luck, divine providence
and hard work,” said Connor, 47.
“What lawyers have to recog-
nize, they really have a kind of
obligation to share their blessings
with people who are less fortu-
nate.”

He wants the Orange County
bar to focus particular attention

on the needs of poor children.
Specifically, he wants more at-
torneys to do volunteer work on
behalf of children through the
Public Law Center, a nonprofit
legal aid organization sponsored
by the bar association. )

“Ed is one of the most complex
people I've ever had the pleasure
of meeting,” said Scott Wylie,
executive director of the center.
“He is the quintessential skilled
litigator, and at the same time
he’s got this great big mushy
heart, and they typically don’t go
together.”

For example, Connor wants to
help families who no longer re-
ceive welfare because of reforms
and who might not know their
children still are entitled to aid.
Those families often need the
help of an attorney te guide them
through paperwork and appeals.

“He wants to make sure the
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kids don't fail through the cracks,”
said Judge Kathleen E. O'Leary,
presiding judge of the Orange
County Superior Court. “He sees
these unrepresented members of
gociety and feels it's important to
give them a voice.”

In addition, Connor wants to
make it easier and cheaper for
relatives, such as grandparents, to
assume guardianship of children
when the parents die, go to prison
or disappear for other reasons.
Without legal guardian status,
even grandparents are prohibited
from enrclling a child in school,
approving medical treatment or
adding the child to their health
insurance.

But Orange County’s fee to as-
sume legal guardianship is the
highest in the state: $1,085, more
than twice the state average.

"“They can much better use that
to raise the child,” Wylie said.

Helping relatives assume
guardianships, Wylie said, might
help children avoid foster care and
possibly trouble later on.

“There are lots of times where
an attorney is necessary to help a
child,” Wylie said. “Especially in a
time where we're less and less able
to handle family issues without
going to the courts.”

Wylie said Public Law Center
officials hope Connor's efforts will
encourage 200 new attorneys to
volunteer for the center this year,
adding to the 1,250 lawyers who
donated 19,000 hours of service last
year. They helped 4,000 clients, a
figure Wylie hopes to boost to 4,500
this year.

One recent case involved a Santa
Ana woman whose daughter died
of AIDS, and whose B6-year-old
grandson, also afflicted, is hospital-
ized at Children’s Hospital of
Orange County.

“Since Mom had died, there was
no one left to give consent for
precedures,” Wylie said, so the
center is helping the woman be-
come her grandson’s legal guard-
ian.

If a committee Connor and
O’Leary have formed succeeds in
reforming guardianship rules, Wy-
lie said, “that will do more good for
the people of Orange County than
any other work we do.”

Connor alse wants to mobilize
his volunteer attorneys to appeal
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for reinstatement of federal Sup-
plemental Security Income ben-
efits for handicapped children who
lose them.

“These are kids with severe
mental and learning disabilities,
and they’re all from poor familjes.
The fear is poor families won't be
able to afford care for them and
will have to put them in foster care
or institutionalize them,” Connor
said.

As with all bar association presi-
dents, his elevation to the top spot
was assured when he was elected
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secretary in 1994. Every secretary
then advances to treasurer and
president-elect before assuming
the presidency.

Connor, a partner in the Connor,
Culver, Blake & Griffin firm in
Irvine, specializes in business liti-
gation. In 1991, he was named one
of three nationwide winners of the
American Bar Assn's Pro Bono
Publico Award, for his work pro-
viding legal help to the homeless.

He said his social conscience was
stirred early by his devout Catholic
upbringing and his recognition of
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“I don't want to sound like a goody-two-shoes,”” Ed Connor says. ‘'People do a hell of a lot more than | do.”

the advantages he has had.

At the Jesuit prep school he
attended in Omaha, Neb., Connor
painted homes in a blighted neigh-

~ borhood. He also tutored while at

Georgetown University and
worked on behalf of African famine
relief while studying law at Stan-
ford, And since he started practic-
ing law in Southern California,
Connor has taught English as a
second language.

“T don't want to sound like a
goody-two-shoes. People do a hell
of a lot more than I do,” he said.
Nor, he said, does he want to “fault
anybody else” for not volunteer-
ing.

"I feel a very personal feeling of
obligation there. It has to be a
personal commitment.”



