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City Seeks Millions From Law Firms

By Ryan Oliver
Draity Journal Stalf Wrils
Buoved by successes recouping legal
fees paid to Sheppard Mullin Hichter &
Hampton, the cty of South Gate js
attempting to reciaim milions more
from some of the city's largest law firms,
the Daily Journal has learned
The city plans to negotiate with, and i
necessary, take to
firms, including Paul Hasings Janofsky
& Walker; Gibson Dunn & Crutches
Thelen Reid & Priest '

court [our othes

and Beck, D
Corso, Dalv & Kreindler, sources said

The city also may go after fees billed
v ils former contracl city attorney,
Salvador Ala

The city also s suing Albright Yee &
schmit claiming wviolations of the
Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt
Crpanizations Act. The Albright brm,

South Gate Wants
Return of Fees It
Claims Were Too
High for Work Done

NOWeYer. Won an
against the city

aroitration ruling

i an earfier jee dispute

City officials contend that the fees
approved by three recalled Ciiv Council
members alled wath mdicted former

city treasurer Albert Robles 1o defend
against a of public oorrupon
investigations, were improperly author
ized.

The 58 million legal spending spree
was a huge mcrease over previous
years' outlays and represents 28 percent
of the city's annual 528 million budget

RETIES

The bills have left the city on the
verge of bankruptev and forced it to
cut back on basic services, officials
say.

However, the outside lawvers main-
tain that they were hired by duly elected
government officials and that they
charged fair fees for the rush of legal
work when state and federal imvestiga-
tors piled on South Gate City Hall.

An attorney with one of the law firms
that South Gate hired said spending
public money o defend against corrup-
tion charges is not unusual The size of
the legal fees is, however, he acknowl
edped

“They hired lawvers for all of the folks
involved,” said the attorney, who asked
his name not be used. ] don't think
that's unusual. | think this happens all
the time.
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Continued from Page 1

“When the city hires the law firm, the
law firm helping the city looks for lawyers
to represent individuals involved, and [the
city| pays for the fees. It works that way in
corporations all the time.

“] think the reason this is made an issue
is because of the sheer size of the fees™

Both Los Angeles District Attorney
Steve Cooley and the US. attorney's office
mwsﬂgﬂedﬁnmhﬂateprubﬁcfﬂmm-

weTe
under control
Sheppard Mullin partner Fred Puglisi
said the settlement was done for econom-
i eAsons.
“This is simply no longer worth fighting
about,” Pughisi said. “We were hired o
defend Mr. Robles, and the South Gate

said. “We haven't foreclosed any possible
remedies.

South Gate’s legal bills began to sky-

In the middle of October 2001, Robles
asked Thomas Brown, a former assistant
U.S. attorney now with Sheppard Mullin,
to represent him in Cooley’s grandHury

investigation, according
mﬂmmhvmgdmﬂenbmmem
mmmmmm&mw

Later that month, the three majority
City Council members voted to have the
city pay for their law firms under an
indemnity contract, Amador said. Out of
disgust, the two City Council members in
the minority left the meeting before the
vole, he said.

The council majority voted to hire Beck
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Robles' faction. which created a conflict of
interest that invalidated the contract
Newhouse said he couldnt comment on
the allegations.

:am:ull}f benefiting financially from theo

Bmihehwhmﬂlemdhrﬂwrd
information, all council members benefit-
ed from their votes, even if they recused
Amador said.

Attorney Fred Woocher agreed the
recusals do not necessarily put the former
council members in the ethical clear.

“A 1090 issue is not solved by your per-
sonal recusal” Woocher, a political and
government  affairs  partner  with
Strumwasser & Woocher, said. “One indi-
vidual may recuse himself, but it does not
absolve the board from engaging in a con-
flict. 1 think it's a legitimate claim_ It's cer-
tainly something to be litigated.”

Robles and his three City Coundil allies
were recalled from office i 20083 after vot-
ers became alarmed by the swarm of cor-

The city won a ruling in October 2004
from Los Angeles Superior Court Judge
Ahrmnﬂmnrdewdﬁuppm'dhiulhtu
pay back 5500000 for representing
Robles in the corruption probes.

Alarcon said the city’s mayor at the time
never signed an agreement Lo represent
Robles. Sowth Gate v Sheppard Mullin,
Richter & Hampton, BC3I0M634 (LA
Super. Ct. October 2004),

Then in January, &mtmrfmu-t]

ﬂlfcurmmxnfahwrﬁ he said,

“If you're just charging too much, that's
not unreasonable,” he said. “It's an uncon
scionable fee if it's so far above what the
community would charge or there's an
element of overreaching, fraud or con



City Council agreed to pay our fees. ... In
the meantime, a new City Council was
elected and this new council disagreed
with this first City Council's decision.”

“From our standpoint, this is nothing
more than a politically motivated billing
dispute,” he said. “We are extremely
proud of the extraordinary legal services
provided to Mr. Robles by our firm. But
further pursuing payment of our fees does
not make economic sense.”

i Muﬂw:l Hennigan, name pariner

City Attorney Raul Sahm who is
joined by several contract attorneys hired
by the city in going after the fees, said the
money from the settlements is helping to
fund more battles over billings.

“The money is all going back into the
city's general fund and allows us o use
some of it to support our legal efforts,”

Lawyers from the firms being pursued
defend their fees, saying current city offi-
cials are on a vendetta against their polit-
cal predecessors — or simply not ready to
pay up. _

“ﬁwamﬂwqmmw.mﬂﬂuw_nm
don't want to pay it,” name partner Clifton
Albright of Albright Yee, who has filed a
crosscomplaint disputing the city's allega-
hr.-ns against his firm, said carlier this

billed the city $750,000, suggested that the
city got its money's worth.

"Wewmadwmngﬂmntywhrﬂpeﬁ
o several criminal investigations,”
Newhouse said. “On two occasions, the
city of South Gate was searched by agents
of the Los Angeles districlt attorney’s
office, and documents were seized. That's
ﬁmmmﬂeufuﬂmwmﬁﬁhg

1

Attorney Richard Amador, during a
series of interviews since January, said
the city i= reviewing several stralegies to
retrieve money it contends was wrongful
by taken.

“Right now we're looking at the law
firms on a case-by-case basis,” Amador

ﬁnudnrahusaiﬂﬂmulyhm sent
Thelen Reid written notice that South
Cate wants all of it its money back, but
Newhouse disputed that characterization.

“Thelen Reid & Priest is aware the city
is conducting an investigation related w
attorney fees,” Newhouse said. “We have
not received what we would view as a

Attorney  Marcellus
Gibson Dunn, who represented Moriel for
5146,000, declined to comment. A repre-

But from the law firms’ perspective, he
said, “you can see them saying, "We were
hired to take the case, and we don't care
who pays. The ethical issues are a political
thing for the city to figure out.™

Mﬂiﬂfﬂﬂﬂwﬂmﬂmﬂmﬁm
had no idea whether their

He said that, even though council mem-
bers recused themselves from voling o
hire their individual attorneys, the votes
are a conflict of interest under state Code
1090, which prevents officiale from per-

cealment.

“It is the responsibility of the attorney
to make sure those fees aren't there.”

South Gate suffered a setback last year
when Albright Yee was awarded S400,000
of 5500,000 for its legal work for the city.
The award came in a voluntary arbitra-
bon.

The city has since sued the firm for $1.8
million claiming it went beyond the scope
of its contract to handle general litigation
and personnel matters. The city suit
dmsﬂuﬁrmmpruh'ﬂﬁm and
the mllnrl'_r council members | h
campaign work and legal challenges 1o
the recall. City of South Gate v Albright Yee
& Schmil, BC311784 (LA Sup. C1, filed
Dec: 15, 200d).

“The City Council voled and
all the work that our firm did. And the alle-
gations of corruption aren't justified
because no City Councill member has
been charged or alleged to have conduct-
ed any inappropriate conduct while on the
C'EyCu:m:ll Albright said.

Legal ethicist Diane Karpman said in
the corporate world, the decision to crimi-
nally defend ization leaders would
have been made by disinterested board
members. Here, there was no body pro-

“If the public officials are accused.
they're entitled to the indemnification like
any other employee,” Karpman said. “But
it's too much mutual back-slapping in this
case, that's what's stinky about it.”

Amador said it has taken the city sever-
al years to finally go after the law firms
because of the city’s imited resources and
the complexity of the problems spawned
by the previous administration.

“Justice moves slowly,” Amador said
“There's so much stuff we're investigat-
ing, it's taken two years. We're also not
going to be able to fight every fight. We
just selected certain ones and we're going
with them.”

“The road's been bumpy but I'm happy
to say we're seeing the light at the end of
the tunnel. We're recouping a little money
here and there "

B E-mail: ryan_oliver@dailyournal .com
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