


Pro bono, "for the public good," are 
words that Michael Rakower has taken to 
heart, and his legal career is a textbook 
example of the phrase. 

Michael e. Rakower is the recipient of 
the 2006 Outstanding Young Lawyer 
Award. 

In 1999, he graduated from the 
University of Virginia School of Law and 
started his career handling securities offer­
ings and advising investment banks. 

Sudden and catastrophic political 
events occurred that prompted him to do 
his part "for the public good." Michael 
provided pro bono counseling to business­
es devastated by the September 11th 
attacks and helped to obtain political asy­
lum for refugees. 

Touring the Continent 

Soon thereafter, he and his wife, Sa Ii, 
also an attorney, took a yearlong sabbati­
cal from their respective law firms to tour 
Africa and observed the impoverishment 
and dangers of daily life in the Third 

World. By the final months of the tour, 
neither Michael nor Sali could remain 
merely observers. They joined the 
Prosecutors Office of the International 
Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda and assist­
ed in bringing to trial the perpetrators of 
the 1994 Rwandan genocide-truly, life­
and career-defining work. 

When Michael returned from Africa, 
he continued his commitment to "the pub­
lic good" by representing a prison inmate 
in a federal lawsuit against the City of 
New York. The result: a six-figure settle­
ment, including substantial sanctions 
against the city-a result so rare that it 
was featured on the front page of the 
"New York Law Journal." 

After serving as senior law clerk to the 
Honorable Richard e. Wesley of the U.S. 
Second Circuit Court of Appeals, Michael 
opened his own practice in Manhattan 
focusing on federal litigation and commer­
cial disputes. 

He also is of counsel to the Law 
Offices of Gordon Mehler and Constantine 
Cannon, P.e. 



In 2005, he devoted many hours to the 
appellate representation of an indigent 
claimant pursuing employment discrimi­
nation claims. 

Michael's ultimate goal is to be a 
courtroom litigator. 

Gordon Mehler, who nominated 
Michael for the award, noted that his deci­
sion to open a solo practice in Manhattan 
was praiseworthy. 

"He has eschewed large salaries and 
the comforts of working at a well-estab­
lished firm in exchange for the opportuni­
ty to represent individuals in need of his 
personal representation," Mehler wrote on 
the nomination form. "In an age where 
'bigger is better, ' Michael's willingness to 
persevere on his own is an inspiring testa­
ment to what a legal career can be." 

Extra-ordinary Service 

On his own time, Michael has contin­
ued his affiliation with the struggles in 
Rwanda. He has lectured about the 
Rwandan genocide and the role of interna-

tional criminal tribunals at high schools in 
New York and Boston. He serves as a 
board member of the American Friends 
for the Kigali Public Library, a non-profit 
organization building Rwanda's first pub­
lic library. The Friends are now develop­
ing the book collection program. 

Not content to sit in a boardroom and 
offer advice, Michael competed in an 
"Ironman" distance triathlon in 2004 to 
raise money for the library project. Last 
February, he organized a private screening 
of the critically acclaimed film "Hotel 
Rwanda" as a fundraiser for the library. 

He also sits on the Board of Acelero 
Learning Plainfield, an organization that 
seeks to administer a federal Head Start 
program to low-income families in New 
Jersey. 

A paper that Michael wrote while in 
law school, "The Khmer Rouge: An 
Analysis of One of the World's Most 
Brutal Regimes," will be published in a 
compilation of essays: "To Oppose Any 
Foe: The Legacy of U.S. Intervention in 
Vietnam." 



Best of the Best 

"We are impressed with Michael's abil­
ity to balance his bar activities, his solo 
law practice and his outside work so well. 
We view his professional and personal 
accomplishments as representing the very 
best of the young lawyers we seek to 
attract to law careers," said Young 
Lawyers Section Chair Timothy A. 
Benedict of Rome (Office of the 
Corporation Counsel). 

Not surprisingly, Michael believes new 
attorneys should take on as much pro 
bono work as possible because "there is no 
better way to get experience." Pro bono 
work usually offers a "heightened level of 
responsibility, allowing young lawyers to 
develop their skills at an earlier stage." 

"Doing pro bono work is not only ful­
filling, it makes you a better lawyer." 
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