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Lighting the way
Recently ranked as the most admired company in the world, General Electric 
has just donated US$15m to the Hurricane Katrina disaster relief. Japan 
general counsel Laurence Bates tells Stephen Mulrenan how the company’s 
commitment to social responsibility impacts the legal function

L
arry Bates describes compliance 
and integrity as key elements 
of the modern day corporation’s 
commitment to social responsibility. 
As such, he says, they are also “key 

elements of every lawyer’s job at General 
Electric, no matter what capacity they’re 
serving in”.

Meanwhile, revenues for the company 
worldwide last year hit a staggering 
US$152.4bn, of which US$71.8bn (or 47%) 
was derived from outside its home base 
in the US. And for the second quarter of 
this year, revenues worldwide jumped up 
another 13% to US$41.6bn.

“But the downside of that kind of 
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scale of course is that you attract lots 
of attention, whether from regulators 
in the post-Enron/Sarbanes-Oxley era 
– where corporate governance regimes 
are increasingly strict – or from the media 
who are always looking for something 
interesting to report on.”

Herein lies the dichotomy facing 
Bates in Japan, and his general counsel 
counterparts serving more than 100 
countries around the globe. As the 
saying goes: with power comes great 
responsibility. And Bates and GE are only 
too keenly aware of this.

As the only company listed on the Dow 
Jones today that was also included in the 

original index in 1896, GE enjoys a rich 
heritage that includes past-president 
Ronald Reagan as the public face of the 
company (albeit a couple of decades before 
actually becoming President). Joining 
other great companies such as Wal-Mart 
and Proctor & Gamble, GE recently 
illustrated its responsible nature when 
it donated US$15m – US$5m in cash 
and US$10m in equipment and services 
– to the Hurricane Katrina Disaster  
Relief Fund.

“Although as lawyers we do not get 
involved in whether we should be 
contributing to the Katrina Relief Fund, 
it is our job to not only make sure that we 
are complying with the laws as they stand 
today – and that’s not always easy – but to 
look ahead,” says Bates.

“For example, how do you step back from 
whatever role you’re in and whatever 
business you’re in and look ahead 10 years? 
What are the laws going to be in 10 years’ 
time and how will they affect things that 
you’ve decided today that go on for the 
period of time?”

Bates cites the environmental area 
as a perfect illustration of this. Able to 
trace its beginnings back to 1878, when 
Thomas A Edison founded Edison Electric 
Light Company, GE has established 
facilities right around the globe. And 
many of those facilities began operating 
at a time when scientific understanding 
and regulatory requirements were far 
different from today. Changing standards 
and knowledge require that GE address 
these ‘legacy’ environmental issues.

“And this can happen in any area of 
the law,” he says, “so the lawyers need 
to really think ahead and figure out how 
do we keep our business and our people 
ahead of the curve. It’s not just a technical 
question of what is the law today. Our 
policies are designed – and we have to 
keep improving them – to go beyond the 
minimal requirement.”
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GE areas of concern

In August 2004, BusinessWeek ranked 
GE the fourth most valuable brand 
worldwide, after Coca-Cola, Microsoft 
and IBM. And the CEOs from GE and 
Microsoft joined their peers from 11 more 
of the world’s most powerful companies 
in London in early October to launch the 
BASCAP Initiative (Business Action to Stop 
Counterfeiting and Piracy).

“IP is very important in our industrial 
businesses – with R&D, patents and 
licensing – and in our financial businesses 
with software licensing,” says Bates, 
who cites social responsibility concerns, 
compliance, and regulatory matters as 
the dominant practice areas occupying 
the time of his in-house team at GE. 
Environmental health and safety, labour 
and employment, and public policy are 
the fastest growing areas, he says.

One of the advantages Bates and his 
colleagues in Asia have is the ability to 
draw on GE’s many global resources to 
look at what has happened in the US over 
the last 20 or 30 years in various areas 
of law, as well as the EU over the last 10 
or 15 years.

“And we have lots of built-up internal 
expertise on that,” confirms Bates. “You 
can see the trends and developments. In 
addition to the uniquely Japanese element 
here, not surprisingly we are dealing 
with many of the same types of issues as 
elsewhere as this country steadily moves 
more towards the rule of law.”

Japan man
Bates of course has witnessed the full 
journey towards the rule of law in Japan, 
having enjoyed 12 years in the country. 
After starting his career at New York firm 
Paul Weiss Rifkind Wharton & Garrison 
and moving to its Beijing office, Bates won 
a senior professional research grant with 
the Fulbright Foundation and relocated to 
Tokyo in 1990.

“In the 1980s I wasn’t really willing 
to stake my career on China. Maybe if I 
was a young person today I may feel very 
differently about that,” he says. “But I felt 
it would be sensible to round myself out 
in Asia by really getting close to Japan, 
because Japan was really booming then. 
And that’s why I pursued the idea of a 
Fulbright, followed up on my Japanese 
language, and made the decision to pursue 
my career in Japan for a while.”

A brief stint at Morrison & Foerster 
followed before Bates joined the family 
of businesses at GE in February 1992, 
becoming general counsel of GE Medical 
Systems Asia. It was a role that required 
him to move to Hong Kong in ’94.

Bates returned to his spiritual home in 
September 1998, and has remained there 
ever since. With no fewer than 11 broad 
businesses, a number of which have sub-
businesses, GE’s structure and operation 
is described by Bates as “very fluid”.

Bates sits in GE’s corporate group, which 
services each of the 11 businesses. But, at 
the same time, the 11 businesses operate 
themselves somewhat independently and 
are building up their legal departments 
as well, depending on their size. The 
leaders of those legal departments 
and businesses maintain a very close 
relationship with Bates, but actually 
report to their CEOs in Japan and to 
their global – or in some cases Asia 
– general counsels.

Numbers-wise, the various legal 
departments across GE Japan house almost 
100 people in total. This includes almost 
30 licensed lawyers, as well as paralegals 
and those sitting in the compliance, audit, 
and inspection departments.

And Bates explains that the 30 licensed 
lawyers are grouped into four categories 
– 10 or so bengoshi; four benrishi (licensed 
patent attorneys); 10 or so native Japanese 
with foreign bar admissions (either 
accrued beforehand at western firms or 
at Japanese corporations who had sent 
them overseas for a one or two year stint); 
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with the remainder being western trained 
international lawyers.

Says Bates: “In a company with the scale 
of ours, such a mix is very useful because 
the skills are often very complimentary. 
To get people working together in the 
same organisation bringing their relative 
comparative advantages to the table  
is great.”

Outside of Japan, the GE philosophy 
remains much the same if not the exact 
structure. For those jurisdictions where 
the business has the most critical mass 
– such as in China, India and Australia 
– the structure and number of lawyers 
is very similar to the Japanese model,  
says Bates.

“But in the smaller countries it becomes 
more of a challenge because you don’t 
really have a critical mass in any one 
business to build up a business-specific 
legal team in each country. So sometimes 
teams are shared between countries or 
between businesses within a country.”

And different businesses will be 
structured differently. If the business 
has a cross-Asia operation then they will 
usually have a lawyer at that Asia level. 
Other businesses – especially on the 
financial side – are not structured that way. 
The Japan lawyers in those cases report 
directly to global operations.

Even after 12 years in the country – and 
in spite of the rise of the Chinese economy 
– Bates remains very bullish over the future 
of Japan. “We continue to be really positive 
about Japan. Our rates of growth and 
profitability are very strong here.” ALB

Who gets the GE work?

While reluctant to list the names of firms 
from whom GE regularly seeks advice, 
Bates did say this included a variety of 
Japanese and international firms – three 
to four for each area of law, and more 
than 20 in total.

“Our greatest amount of work with 
outside counsel is in three key areas: 
compliance, M&A and advocacy. For all of 
the dominant areas of law facing my team 
– but particularly on compliance – we 
work very closely with outside counsel. 
But we’re always looking around!”

The number one attribute in outside 
counsel that Bates looks for is expertise. 
“Bengoshi tend to be generalists, so it’s 
hard to find expertise within specific 
areas. We’ll be better off in this market 
when more specialists exist.“ Bates says it 
is very important for international firms to 

develop a critical mass of bengoshi.
“The one-stop shop concept in Japan 

would be excellent, if we could really get 
there. But it doesn’t exist today because 
of the scarcity of supply, the inability of 
Japanese law firms to develop requisite 
specialisations with an international 
perspective, as well as the inability of 
international firms to create a broad-
based practice with Japanese lawyers at all 
levels of seniority,” he says.

“To make it worthwhile from a client 
perspective to go to international firms, 
there must be something we can’t get 
at Japanese firms. That is potentially 
the western approach to lawyering in 
matters like investigations, fact-gathering, 
and specific types of transactional and 
compliance and regulatory experience 
which are new to Japan.”


