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March 31, 2011
XXXXXXX
Client Name
1234 ABC Avenue
Seattle, WA XXXXX
XXXXXXX:


The Washington State Bar Association and Code of Professional Responsibility require all attorneys in the State of Washington to provide a written explanation of the nuts and bolts of the attorney/client relationship to each client.  I’m sending you this letter with a place for you to sign and return to me.  I need to keep the signed original letter in your file.  I’m enclosing a copy for your own file.


The Golden Rule – Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.  That really is the rule by which all of our conduct as business persons, parents, spouses, etc., should be controlled.  And, that’s how I want to practice law.  I want to treat a client and his or her interests just like I would want to be treated by the client if he or she were performing services for me.  I would want to have a lawyer who is truly looking out for my best interests and not just pushing a lot of paper around the office and sending out bills.  I would want a lawyer who has the energy and ability to get into a legal matter and quickly assess its scope and direction.  I would want a lawyer who works efficiently to resolve a dispute, rather than extend a dispute, and I would want a lawyer who treated me right on the bills.


Handling of A Legal Matter.  Many times I do not handle a legal matter all the way through its completion.  The case may originate with me because the client called me for advice or assistance.  On matters which do not proceed to arbitration or the courtroom, I generally handle those matters myself through completion.  However, there are many instances where factors of time constraint, conflicts, expertise, or prior case experiences result in a client’s best interests being served in getting the right help from one of my partners who may take the case through arbitration or trial after I do the initial work-up.  There is much important work that needs to be done initially in any type of case, i.e, figuring out which foot to start off on, exploring possibilities of a resolution, getting the facts together, organizing the client’s input and documentation, etc.  I think that I am as experienced and efficient as any other lawyer in doing this type of pre-trial or pre-arbitration work, so I usually conduct most or all of that type of work for a client.  If the case cannot be settled or resolved and therefore needs to proceed to an arbitration or a trial, I can handle that as well, although other lawyers within the firm oftentimes take the matter through arbitration or trial.


We take care that work is not duplicated and that the client doesn’t pay for the development of two “learning curves.”  On the other hand, two heads are always better than one, especially in matters of arbitration or litigation, and something new, creative and beneficial to the client always comes out of having the benefit of two lawyers viewing a legal matter, rather than just yours truly.

Billings.  My current hourly rate is $275.00. The economics of law practice sets the rates, not my thirst for money.  To the extent possible, my practice is to utilize our staff or lawyers within the firm whose billing rates are lower than mine.  But, if I’m the best suited lawyer for the work, then that’s what I’m here for.  To the extent that a less expensive lawyer in the firm can do what’s necessary in approximately the same time, with the same level of finish, but at a lower cost to the client, then that’s the direction I lean, assuming the help is available.  You’re still my client, I’m still your lawyer, I still stay involved, concerned, tuned.  But, we’re mindful of the cost of legal services.  As you are also mindful.


Generally, my time is equally spent between talking on the telephone, legal research, preparing legal papers, and trial or hearings in superior court or arbitration.  All of those matters involve legal work, and they all show up in the billings.  Yes, even telephone calls!


The billings are sent out once a month.  Payment is due in 10 days.  

I’m careful with the billings, and review every billing before it leaves the firm, try to make sure it’s accurate, and, above all, make sure that it’s a fair billing for the work performed.  Everything is stated in the billings in terms of what work was done, the time spent on the work, and the charge for the work.  Allocating time to a task for billing purposes is a mixture of experience, practicality, fairness and actual time spent.  Clients aren’t charged for learning curve work, which hopefully I don’t need because I specialize in my area of business and construction law.


I bill much of my work at a fixed amount based upon the commonly recurring value of that particular task.  I will bill the fixed amount which ties to the value of the task when properly completed.  The task will be completed at my direction, but usually involves the work of a paralegal or legal assistant as well.  The unit of billable time that you see on your monthly statement(s) includes my time as well as my estimate of the time that the paralegal or legal assistant likely spent on that particular task.  For example, sometimes a trial date can be quickly secured because the court’s and opposing counsel’s calendars just fall into place.  Other times, it takes light-years because of problems with coordination of schedules.  Still, the value of the task is generally .40 which equates to $110.00, and that is generally what I usually charge for securing a trial date.  The charge of $110.00 includes my time in initiating and reviewing the task, together with the time that the paralegal likely spent in securing the trial date.


I come to work each day at 5:30 a.m.  I have never missed a day of work due to feeling sick, under the weather, etc.  Never.  Not once in 34 years of practicing law.  I leave (try to leave) by mid-afternoon.  That equates to 9-10 hours of work each day.  I bill less than half of that time each year.  That’s primarily because tasks generally “take longer than they should” and the determination of how much to bill for any given task (time entry) has to be reviewed in terms of value to the case and client, regardless of how little or much time that task required.  I write each entry myself and then review the combined entries each month before the bill is sent to the client.  I make further adjustments, always imagining that my client is seated next to me and I am the client being asked to pay the bill.  It’s the Golden Rule.



The format of the billings is intended to give you a chronology and explanation of what work was done during an accounting period.  They are intended to read like chronologies and provide you with a monthly “status report.”


If you have a question on any of the billings, don’t suppress it.  Don’t figure that you’re going to offend Larry by calling up and asking about a particular billing.  You won’t offend me.  But, don’t hold off paying the bill just because you have a question.  Call and get the question resolved and stay financially current with me, just like I’m going to stay current with your legal work. We charge 12% annual interest on bills that are outstanding over thirty days.


I can’t and don’t continue legal work on a case or matter if the client is not current with the billings.  Non-payment always means either that the client cannot afford the legal work, is unhappy with the legal work, disagrees with the amount of the bill, or has turned his or her attention to other matters of higher priority. 


If it becomes apparent at some point that there is a significant likelihood that your matter is headed toward trial or arbitration, you will have to clear up any outstanding balance remaining owed to our firm, plus you may have to deposit a trial retainer with the firm in an amount approximately equal to the anticipated costs and fees of the arbitration or trial.  At the firm’s discretion, billings and payments may also be instituted on a bi-weekly basis leading up to trial.  In these instances, billings will be sent out twice a month and payment is due within 10 days.  You don’t want your dentist to be pulling your teeth, meanwhile looking over his shoulder into his back pocket seeing you’re not caught up with your previous balance. You want him or her focused on taking care of you and the task at hand. The same goes for your lawyers. We want to maintain a straight path and stay focused toward resolving your legal matter -- not resolving our outstanding balances. It is also important to know that most cases don’t get to the point of needing a retainer or bi-weekly billing. Ninety five percent of civil cases are resolved without trial. So, we don’t always ask for a retainer up front, only if it appears inevitable that the matter is headed towards trial or arbitration.

If you have a dispute with our billings or we have a dispute with your nonpayment of our billings, we will do our best to work things out in a fair manner.  If we are unable to informally resolve a billing or payment dispute, then upon written request of either you or the law firm, the location of any legal proceeding between us will be King County.  That said, we are not in the business of suing clients, and we presume that you are not in the business of suing lawyers.  Just like you in your business, we strive to keep our clients happy.  Arbitration or litigation with a client is a last resort and a rare thing for us. 

Client Involvement.  In most legal matters, a lot of the work can be done by the client, and I try to have the client get involved with doing as much of the work as possible in order to make sure that I’m getting all my facts straight, make sure that the client and I are operating on the same wave-length, make sure that I’m not proceeding down some unproductive avenue, and equally important, minimize the legal costs.  I want to ask all my questions (repeated, dumb or otherwise) before we get to court!  I don’t want to be some visionary or foolish Don Quixote, running off and jousting with windmills.  You need to work with me as would any businessperson.  Especially, you need to promptly return my phone calls.  Get me the information, the documents, and hold up your end of the team. Above all, be realistic in your expectations of what can be accomplished by your lawyer and the legal system – especially when a matter needs to be resolved through litigation as a last resort. Go to the Linville Law Firm PLLC website at www.linvillelawfirm.com, click on ‘The Client’, then click on ‘Take the Test’ to take our client quiz.


Accessibility.  I try to make myself very accessible.  I promptly read all of my faxes.  My direct line into the office is 206-442-1560.  Our general office phone is 206-515-0640.  If you can’t reach me on the phone because I’m already on the phone or out of the office, you can always send me a fax at 206-515-0646, an email at “llinville@linvillelawfirm.com”, or leave a message on my voice mail at 206-442-1560.  As for the telephone, nobody screens my phone calls, I have never used my “do not disturb” button, nobody will ask you “who’s calling,” and, if I’m in the office, you’ll get through to me unless I’m on the phone (which I am a lot of the time!).


This is a standard formatted fee engagement letter, so it may well be that much of this letter will not totally apply to the particular work that I do on your behalf.  Sign in the space provided for your signature and then send the original letter back to me so that I can put it on the left hand side of the file as required by the “powers that be.”  Keep a copy for your own reference.


When the case has been concluded, we will return the file to you. You can either come into the office and pick up the file or we will package it up and mail it to you at a cost of approximately $15.00.


And relax.  You’re not being charged for this letter!

Sincerely yours,

Lawrence B. Linville

Enclosure

Read and approved:

XXXXXXXXX
Admitted to practice

Washington ●           Oregon ■             California ♦            Idaho▲
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