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by Joseph L. Chairez

D

iscover the secrets of the jungle at the
Orange County Bar Association’s 2005
MCLE travel seminar to Panama. Make no
mistake, this is no city trip. This is an
adventure to the heart of the Soberania rain forest where you can witness first hand the sundrenched jungle canopy and the abundant biodiversity that occupies its shadowy floor.
Adventure MCLE? You betcha! The group
will stay at the unique Gamboa Rain Forest
Resort located on the shores of the Chagres
River. The tastefully appointed hotel will be
home to our attendees for five days of MCLE
seminars and eco-excursions. Panelists will
include prominent members of our local Bench
and Bar who will speak on a variety of practice
areas. The seminars will include topics for MCLE
units such as substance abuse, ethics, and the
elusive elimination of bias credit.
Think you are exempt from MCLE? Think
again—continuing legal education units are
mandatory. See Warden v. State Bar of
California, 21 Cal.4th 628 (1999). Thus, with
few exceptions, all Bar members must earn a
total of 25 minimum continuing legal education units during their compliance period. Of
these 25 credits, one hour must be completed in
Elimination of Bias, one hour in Prevention of
Substance Abuse, and a total of four hours completed in Legal Ethics. For more information on
your reporting requirements, please contact the
O R A N G E C O U N T Y L AW Y E R

State Bar at 415.538.2100 or visit its website at
www.calbar.ca.gov.
To make obtaining CLE units more palatable, the Orange County Bar Association has
embraced the State Bar Rules and Regulations
which provide that CLE units can be taken at any
location in the world. With this travel pass in
mind, the OCBA has conducted seminars in such
exotic places as Fantasy Island, Honduras,
Ambergris Cay, Belize, Aruba, and most recently
Tahiti—Moorea. At the latter, 129 attendees
enjoyed the sun, seminars, and networking
opportunities. Panama will be no exception.
Panama is a small elongated country bordered on the west by the Pacific and the
Caribbean on the east. Panama is known as the
crossroads of the Americas, as it serves as a natural land bridge between North and South
America. Because of its unique location, its biodiversity is second to none in Meso-America. Its
lush tropical rain forest, emerald islands, and
countless rivers are home to a myriad of wildlife.
Panama is internationally recognized as having
one of the richest bird diversities with over 954
individual bird species. It also has 1,500 species
of trees, 105 mammal species, 79 species of reptiles, 55 amphibians, and 36 species of fresh
water fish. But what truly makes Panama stand
out as an eco-tourist paradise is its easy accessibility to this wildlife. A 10-minute drive in any
direction will put you in the middle of virgin
rain forest.
Panama is also a land with a rich and colorful history. From its many indigenous tribes,
including the Kunas of San Blas, the Embera of
Darien and Gnobe-Bugle of Chiriqui, to its rich
and tumultuous history of Spanish conquistadores, colonization and pirates, Panama is alive
with history. As a focal point for trade, Panama
was the proverbial low-lying fruit for profiteers
and pirates. Fabled buccaneer Sir Henry Morgan
was said to have ransacked Panama City in
1671. While little remains of Captain Morgan’s
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exploits, one is sure to find the famed Captain
Morgan’s rum named in his honor.
Did I mention Panama has a canal? As
early as the 16th century, the Spanish had
thought of the idea of cutting a canal
through the isthmus to facilitate the transportation of their trade from Peru, on the
Pacific side, to Spain, on the Atlantic side.
Although various plans were developed to
build the canal, including one by the Holy
Roman Emperor, Charles V, the canal was
not built until 1903 by the United States. The
United States retained control of the canal
until December 31, 1999, when it reverted
back to the people of Panama. Today, ships
pay a hefty fee to transit the three locks
which take them coast to coast.
What makes this travel seminar unique
is that rather than stay in the city, attendees
will stay at the Gamboa Resort in the middle
of Panama’s 55,000 acre Soberania National
Park. The park is part of the Panama Canal
basin which has been protected for almost a
century with large tracts of tropical rain forest that nourish the plant and animal populations. The resort, a 110-room hotel, boasts
a spectacular view of the Chagres River as it
winds its way to the Panama Canal. From
this home base, attendees can experience a
variety of ecological tours offered within the
reserve, including hiking the historic Las
Cruces Trail, canoeing, boating the Chagres,
or my favorite, a swim in the pool. The
Resort is sure to please as it is surrounded by
both the sights and sounds of the jungle.
To maximize this MCLE adventure, the
educational seminars are spread throughout
the trip and scheduled at optimum times in
the late afternoon. As in past seminars, we
have found that scheduling seminars
between 4:00 p.m. and 6:00 p.m. promote
the best attendance and allow the attendees
the maximum amount of time to experience

full-day and evening activities. In fact, at previous travel seminars, the conclusion of the
afternoon seminars became the focal point for
reuniting the group and planning the evening
activities. What could be better than to take in
an informative seminar and then sit by the
porch and watch the collared peccaries graze
along the river shoreline?

The Travel Seminar Difference
At a travel seminar, the seminars are only
the beginning. For the duration of the trip,
you are with colleagues and panelists who are
always available and willing to talk about
their presentation topic. Opportunities
abound to network with other lawyers and to
get to know judge panelists. Your learning
experience and time to interact with panelists
is not limited to the one or two hour lectures.
Instead, you can leisurely discuss recent developments in the law or seminar topics while
relaxing at dinner or pool side.
The Panama seminar has been conveniently scheduled to occur over the Presidents’
Day holiday in February, 2005. Travel seminars sell out quickly and have limited space
availability. Next year’s Panama seminar will
be no exception. Given the price, location, and
quality of the speakers, tickets will go fast.
Don’t get left behind.

______________________________
Joseph L. Chairez is a partner at Baker &
Hostetler LLP and Chair of the OCBA Education
Committee.
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