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Business of Law

Starting from Scratch
As the University of California at Irvine School of Law prepares to mark 

its 10th anniversary, those who helped build it reflect on its first decade

By Stephanie Francis Ward

While other law schools have experi-

enced signiicant drops in both class size 

and median LSAT scores, the University 

of California at Irvine School of Law has 

bucked both of those trends. 

UCI, which started its law school from scratch 10 years 

ago, has grown enrollment from 60 to 514 students while its 

median LSAT has never dipped below 162. 

That was largely possible thanks to supportive univer-

sity presidents and chancellors as well as a talented admis-

sions staf who all understood that creating a diverse student 

body brings academic prestige, UCI Law Dean L. Song 

Richardson says.

“What makes us 

unique is that we 

truly don’t measure 

ourselves against 

what others are 

doing. We focus on 

how can we be where 

legal education is 

going and not where 

it has been,” says 

Richardson, a crimi-

nal law professor who 

took over in 2017 after 

founding Dean Erwin 

Chemerinsky left to 

lead the University of California at Berkeley School of Law. 

“It was clear from the chancellor and provost that what 

they wanted was a top law school from the very beginning,” 

Chemerinsky says. “My experience at UCI was better than 

one could have ever imagined.”

That sentiment may seem surprising in light of the frosty 

reception he got when he arrived at UCI’s Orange County 

campus more than 11 years ago. After signing his UCI con-

tract in September 2007, the school voided it a week later, 

reportedly under intense pressure from Orange County’s 

conservatives who didn’t want a well-known liberal in their 

midst. For instance, during his time as a law professor at the 

University of Southern California and then Duke University, 

Chemerinsky had served as co-counsel with civil rights 

groups on various issues and chaired a citizens commission 

focused on reforming Los Angeles’ city charter. 

It was also reported that Chemerinsky’s candidacy would 

provoke a big ight with the UC Board of Regents. The 

regents, however, disagreed, telling the Los Angeles Times 

that UC chancellors had hiring responsibility for the dean’s 

spot, and there was no indication that any of the regents 

interfered with Chemerinsky’s iring or rehiring.

On Sept. 17, 2007, UCI Chancellor Michael Drake rehired 

Chemerinsky. According to Chemerinsky, Drake gave him 

assurances that as UCI Law’s dean he could “say anything 

I wanted, handle any case I wanted, and he would back me 

up.”

“We worked together wonderfully, and today he is a dear 

friend,” Chemerinsky adds. 

NEW-SCHOOL APPEAL

The idea for a law school at UCI started in the early 1960s, 

but it wasn’t until the 1990s that attorneys in the area, 

including some former Orange County Bar Association lead-

ers with big-irm partnerships, helped make it a priority. 

“We thought there was a very good demand for another 

irst-rate law school in the state. It was a little bit harder to 

attract [associates], with them not knowing how Orange 

County had changed over the years and not realizing the 

diversity of the business community,” says Gary Singer, a 

former managing partner of O’Melveny & Myers’ Newport 

Beach oice who is now a lecturer at UCI Law.

The UC Board of Regents approved a plan for UCI Law in 

2006. The school got a $1 million donation from the Irvine 

family, prominent 

California landown-

ers, early in 2007, 

followed by a $20 mil-

lion donation from 

Donald Bren, chair-

man of the Irvine Co., 

that summer. Also, 

law irms made indi-

vidual donations to 

the law school. 

For much of 2007, 

Chemerinsky focused 

on putting together 

the law school and 

fundraising while still 

teaching at Duke. By 2008, founding faculty was in place, 

and they worked with Chemerinsky as he continued to focus 
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on planning and building the academic program. 

The irst class of students arrived on campus in August 

2009. They received full, three-year scholarships. Chemerin-

sky came up with the idea and was responsible for fundrais-

ing the cost, which was expected to be $6 million. In the 

2017-2018 school year, there were 10 UCI Law students with 

full scholarships, and 202 had half-to-full scholarships.

“It was terribly exciting to be part of creating a new law 

school. We worked really hard to create a special place,” says 

Ann Southworth, a UCI Law professor whose work focuses 

on professional responsibility. She was recruited by Catherine 

Fisk, a labor law professor who is married to Chemerinsky 

and also now at Berkeley Law.

The inaugural law school class had 60 members, with a 

median LSAT score of 167. According to its 2018 Standard 

509 Information Report, the law school had 514 students and 

a median LSAT of 163.

Out of the ive Univer-

sity of California law 

schools, UCI has the 

fewest students and the 

third-highest percentage 

of 2017 graduates with 

full-time, long-term jobs 

that either require or pre-

fer candidates with law 

degrees. 

When asked whether 

he has advice for other 

law schools regarding 

class sizes and keep-

ing respectable median LSAT scores, Chemerinsky says that 

depends on what sort of law school it is and what its leaders 

want it to become. 

“Every school has a diferent story,” he says. “At UCI, it was 

clear what kind of law school the campus wanted it to be, and 

it was my task to get there.” Q

Leading the Way
Inspired by Europe’s sweeping GDPR, 

California’s new data privacy law 

could change how companies  

do business in the Golden State

By Jason Tashea

This past November, Californians were 

going to have the opportunity to vote on 

a sweeping data privacy ballot initiative. 

The language was set, the signatures were 

collected, but the initiative never made it 

to the ballot.

A creation of Alastair Mactaggart, a wealthy Bay 

Area real estate developer, the initiative aimed to bring 

accountability to the data economy. “I wanted to start 

to address how we as consum-

ers can get control of our infor-

mation,” says Mactaggart, who 

spent more than $3 million on 

the campaign.

While the initiative polled 

well with the public, there was 

signiicant criticism. 

“We were strongly opposed 

to it,” says Kevin McKinley, 

director of California govern-

ment afairs for the Internet 

Association, an industry group. 

He says the bill was unworkable because it was written 

with “far-reaching deinitions that had no grounding in 

law in America or Europe.”

Legislators also had misgivings. California ballot ini-

tiatives, if passed, are hard to amend. With a June 29 

deadline to take the initiative of the ballot, a trade was 

proposed: If the leg-

islature could pass a 

data protection law, 

Mactaggart would pull 

the initiative.

After a flurry of negoti-

ations, Gov. Jerry Brown 

signed the bill into law on 

June 28.

The California Con- 

sumer Privacy Act of 2018 

is the strictest consumer 

data protection law in the 

country. The law applies 

Technology
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