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When New Mexico appellate courts vote for their next chief judge or justice, all members of the court gather to ceremonially cast a vote for their next leader. The process is ceremonial because chief judges are not chosen but selected based on seniority. Every two years the next senior member of the court becomes chief. 

In 1984, New Mexico elected its first woman to its highest court, Justice Mary Coon Walters. Justice Walters served on the New Mexico Supreme Court until 1988. During her brief tenure, Justice Walters never served as chief justice. When the time came to vote in Justice Walters, the male members of the five-member court refused to cast a vote for her. A woman would not sit as chief justice of the New Mexico Supreme Court until 1999. 

I work at the New Mexico Court of Appeals Pamela B. Minzner Law Center, named for the first woman to serve as chief justice of our highest court. I clerk for one of the eight women judges of a ten-member court. Walking past a portrait of Chief Justice Minzner every day, I wonder about the work my predecessors did over twenty-five years to achieve equity. If you ask judges and clerks around the court, they all answer with the same word: accessibility. 

To promote, achieve, and sustain diversity, equity, and inclusion in federal practice, federal practitioners must work to tear down the veil surrounding federal practice. 

In New Mexico courthouses, judges and petitioners sit at eye level, making oral arguments feel more conversational than adversarial. The New Mexico Court of Appeals sits next to the University of New Mexico Law School to invite collaboration amongst the judiciary and burgeoning lawyers. The New Mexico Supreme Court, located in the state capital of Santa Fe, sometimes holds oral argument at local high schools in more rural parts of the state. 

I recognize that logistically, the level of accessibility achieved by New Mexico courts cannot occur on the federal level. Courthouses cannot be relocated, the layout of federal courts cannot change, and the days of traveling circuit judges are long gone. However, we must question why these changes are impractical, and not just from a financial perspective.  

Federal courts should hear cases at local law schools. Federal practitioners should work to make hearings and trials accessible via online streaming. Judges and practitioners should collaborate with law school affinity groups to arrange visits to federal courthouses, governmental agencies, or private practices. 

The federal bar should work to identify and honor more women—and particularly minority women. In researching for this essay, I found only five federal courthouses named after women. 

In a time of heightened attacks on diversity, equity, and inclusion, the federal bar must not hide away from collaboration but should instead embrace and seek out partnership. Our profession by its very nature is reactive, limited by the case or controversy requirement. However, federal practitioners must be proactive and continue to seek out and promote diverse perspectives. 






