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Small practice, big business

Almost two-thirds of California lawyers strike out on their own, but going solo offers its share of
risk

Sacramento Business Journal - by Kathy Robertson Staff writer
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want and another to take vacation without backup.
More than three-quarters of the lawyers disciplined by the State Bar work as solo
practitioners, reflective of the high numbers in this type of practice but also suggesting

that missed deadlines, poor client communication and "borrowing" from client trust
funds happen far more at this level.

"Primarily, it is a lack of a check system or backup for sole providers," said Scott Drexel,
chief trial counsel for the State Bar. "In a larger firm, if a client has a complaint
regarding the service they are getting, they'll go to the partner, make the complaint
known, and the firm will make sure it is addressed. If it's a solo practice, there is really
nowhere to go to complain except the State Bar."

Those disciplined are not necessarily more incompetent than their peers in large firms,
Drexel said.

"They may have personal problems or issues -- just like lE’)eople in firms -- like going
through a divorce, having a sick child or spouse, or a substance abuse problem," he said.

In a law firm, someone else would step in and provide cover.
It's a scary proposition to hang out a shingle, particularly with school loans to pay.

"If Iy(.)u're a brand new lawyer, you may take anything that walks in the door," said
Kulvinder Singh, a Roseville attorney and member of the executive committee of the solo
and small firm section of the State Bar. "But it's your duty, if you are not competent in
that area, to get competent or turn them away."
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Immigration cases are a staple for solo
lawyers, too, and there's much talk among .
local lawyers in the South Asian Bar and other groups about sharing
referrals and coverage, Singh said.

Many lawyers go small because they don't have a choice.

"Not everybody, can Eraduate (lfrom law school) in the top 10 percent; in fact, 90 percent
can't," Singh said. That generally means sitting for the state bar exam without a job
prospect and scurrying for work after results are posted in November.

Downey Brand LLP, Sacramento's largest law firm, doesn't have "hard and fast rules”

biit geiierally 1o6ks foi students with goo %rades from top-tier schools or some kind of

special circumstances that make them stand out, said Tom Storelli, the firm's executive
1rector.

McDonough Holland & Allen, No. 2 in town in terms of size, has no definite line but
166Ks o1 well-ioiitidéd 1iidividiidls who do well in campus interviews, said Tyson Shower,
chair of the firm's recruitment committee.

Billable hour requirements at large firms and years of grunt work before achieving
control over a case have some lawyers thinking small is good.

Kopllger graduated from the University of California Davis School of Law in 1981.
The few opportunities to joiii fiffiis "Wwere ot particilarly appealing,” he said. He knew
people making it in solo practice and figured he'd give it'a shot.

Kopper started out doing family law, wills and trusts, but now he is known for filing
union-backed lawsuits seeking to halt big development projects by allefgln inadequate
environmental review or mitigation. The probate work is the most profitable. New
business comes by word of mouth.

"I have a few good areas, so if one is down, the other is up," Kopper said. "It's working
pretty well."

Matt Temmerman is an intellectual propertly lawyer, unusual for solo practitioners. He
teamed up with Dan Maguire to do patent law in Davis but found himself on his own six
months later when Maguire took a job in the governor's office.

"The demand of bigrfirms just didn't fit into my lifestyle. I wanted qi}flality of life,"
Temmerman said. That perspective, in a large firm, guts a lawyer off partnership track
and "stuck doing work you don't want to do," he said.
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Intense bailout
Carlson waited until her Youngest child graduated from college before she was ready to
take the financial risk of leaving Kronick for a small firm of her own.

"I was ready to take a leadership role, but I wanted to work fewer hours rather than
more," she said.

Although she brought a solid book of business with her, Carlsen's income varies month to
month, quarter to quarter, year to year. "That's fine with me," she said. "I make plenty of
money.

Denise Dirk was a single mom with a house Ipe}yment, car payment, two dogs and a cat

when she left a six-year position with a local firm to start an office of her own. Frustrated

gt % lack of career progress at her old job, she tracked her numbers and figured she could
0 better.

She made more money in the first six months as a solo than she did her last six months

at the firm, but admits the transition "was intense.

Former district attorneys or other types of government lawyers form yet another cadre of
solo or small practice lawyers.
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