
4

Tips for Success:  
H ow  To Ex cel as a Real Estate Attorney
By Alicia N. Vaz, an associate in the Los Angeles office of Cox, Castle & Nicholson LLP. Ms. Vaz is a commercial litigator with substantial
experience handling complex business and real estate litigation.

E
very year, the who’s who in the real estate industry attend the Real
Estate Law and Business Symposium sponsored by the LACBA
Real Property Section and the USC Gould School of Law. This

year was no different as attorneys,developers, accountants,owners,brokers,
investors, financiers and others gathered on April 19, 2007, to discuss the
latest trends and current legal issues affecting the real estate market.

What was different, however, was a new session specifically directed to
real estate attorneys in their first ten years of practice. Moderator, Lynn
Williams of Cushman &  Wakefield, led a panel of renowned real estate
lawyers – Sonia Ransom of Allen Matkins Leck Gamble Mallory &  Natsis
LLP, Michael Smook of Fulbright &  Jaworski, and Alan Wayte of DLA
Piper US LLP – in a discussion about how to succeed as a real estate attor-
ney.

As lawyers, we have to keep up to date on changes in the law and be
knowledgeable about our area of practice. However, here are some ways to
distinguish yourself and obtain success as a real estate attorney:

Get To K now The People With Whom You Work. Another benefit
to leaving your office every once in a while is that you can get to know the
people with whom you work. Why, you ask?  Because you spend a lot of
time with these people and on a professional and personal level many of
them will have something to offer you and you them. If you give it a chance,
you may find that you have similar interests, have had similar experiences
or can learn from each other.

Be Honest With Yourself And Your Clients. There will be times where
you will not be able to attend a meeting or other client-related event because
of a commitment somewhere else. The worst thing you can do is ignore
the conflict and promise to be in two places at once; you will only end up
disappointing someone. Clients are people with demands, expectations
deadlines and the need to balance a professional and personal life. As long
as you are honest with your client, they will understand and appreciate the
honesty.

Respond To Your Clients. One of the top things that a client appreci-
ates in a lawyer is his or her ability to timely respond to and make that client
feel special and valued. There are three easy ways you can do this: (i) pick
up your own phone when a client calls rather than have it go to voicemail,
or have it routed through a receptionist or a secretary; (ii) return all phone
calls and emails within a few hours of receiving them; and (iii) make sure
every phone call and email has been responded to before you leave at the
end of everyday. With blackberries and cell phones, there is no reason why
you should not respond to a client the same day. You would be surprised
how much a client will value and respect you for it.

Leave The Office Sometimes. As lawyers we often get caught up in
everything we have to do that sometimes we forget to stop and take a break
from our busy schedules. Grab lunch or coffee with a colleague either within
or outside of your office. Your mind needs a break every now and again –
give it one.

Find And Be A Mentor. Lawyers at every stage of their career need to
learn from other people in order to succeed. However, with the demands
on today’s lawyers and the diversity in law firms, the old structure of a sen-
ior partner mentoring a new associate may not always be ideal and a forced
mentoring relationship is almost always doomed to fail. Instead, you need
to determine for yourself what your personal goals and objectives are and
then surround yourself with people who can assist you in accomplishing
those goals. Find people with whom you have things in common, whether
professionally or personally, people who have accomplished the things you
strive to accomplish and people who can provide the information you seek.
While looking for your group of mentors, do not be afraid to be a mentor
for someone else.

Treat People With Respect. Every person is important,no matter what
their background, job, position, education or socioeconomic situation and
every person deserves to be treated with respect. This philosophy applies
to the people with whom you work, your clients, opposing counsel and any-
one you meet. There is nothing to gain from being a bully or being rude.
You are much more likely to be taken seriously and achieve your desired
result if you are courteous and respectful.

Opportunities For Business Development Surround You. One of the
hardest, but most important, skills for a lawyer is client development. Even
young lawyers like you can begin marketing yourself and your firm at an
early stage in your career. After all, the average time it takes from first meet-
ing someone to having them retain you as their lawyer is 5 years. Why not
start early?  The good news is that potential clients are everywhere. So be
active in your favorite charity, join and be active in a trade organization such
as the International Council of Shopping Centers (ICSC) or the Urban
Land Institute (ULI), write an article, give a speech or do anything else that
you feel comfortable doing. Business development opportunities will pres-
ent themselves. You just need to keep your eyes and ears open.

Participate In Outside Activities. In addition to being a potential source
of future clients, your participation in outside activities will make you a more
interesting and well-rounded person. The best lawyers are individuals who
not only are good at practicing law, but are also interesting people. Having
interests unrelated to the practice of law will not only be rewarding for you,
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become increasingly prevalent over the past several years. Based on
today’s real estate market, Mr. Bollinger has indicated that more
and more bankruptcy courts will be addressing the issue concern-
ing bankruptcy hindrance mechanisms employed by secured lenders,
and whether these particular lenders will be able to ultimately fore-
close on the subject properties.

IV. Conclusion

The economic climate is such that you may come across many of the issues
addressed in this article. Hopefully, as a real estate practitioner, you will
be able to recognize some of these issues, and determine to what extent
the BAPCA revisions will have on your real estate practice and the rep-
resentation of your clients.

Jacquelyn Choi is a real estate associate with the Los Angeles office of
DLA Piper US LLP.
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O
n April 19, 2007 the USC Gould School of Law, in association
with the Los Angeles County Bar Association,presented the 2007
Benjamin S.Crocker Symposium on Real Estate Law and Business

at the Millennium Biltmore Hotel in down-town Los Angeles. The
Symposium opened with an introductory session providing an overview of
the current real estate market. This was followed by a plenary sessions dis-
cussing various real estate topics among them the first finance breakout ses-
sion entitled In a World Awash in Capital, Where is the Smart Money in
Real Estate Headed? This session was moderated by William D. Ellis Esq.
a real estate partner in Sidley Austin LLP. Joining in Mr. Ellis were five
panelists Daryl J. Carter an Executive Managing Director of CharterMac
Mortgage Capital, David L. Gold a Principal of Paladin Realty Partners,
Stanlet L. Lezman, President and Chief Executive Officer of American
Realty Advisors,Van G.Maddocks,Chief Executive Officer of CB Richard
Ellis Investors LLC and Brian L.Newman of Real Estate Madison Dearborn
Partners.

The session kicked off with each of the panelists providing their indi-
vidual commandments of operating in an environment awash in capital.
Mr. Gold lives by the commandment “ Thou shall invest where others fear
to invest.” He elaborated that this commandment provide more likelihood
of return on investment as there is less capital chasing these investments.
His second commandment “ Thou shall not invest alone.” enables one to
enter investments with people who know what they are doing.

Mr. Leizman commandment entailed focusing on the underwriting
risk more carefully given the margins of error and narrowing dramatically.
This will ensure that the risk involved in the investment is understood to
minimize risk and maximize return.Mr.Leizman further discussed his sec-
ond commandment noting that when investing in a market awash in cap-
ital the focus should be on purchasing better assets constructed with better
materials at lower yield given that better assets and materials in the long
run perform stronger than weaker assets. In other words trade away bigger
upside by controlling your downside exposure.

Mr.Carter’s first commandment took the approach that one should not
view real estate investment independent of other financial asset classes of
stocks, bonds, private equity etc. He elaborated that capital that flows into
real estate are tied to capital that flows to other asset classes.

His second commandment noted that creative and complex financing
structures do not negate poor real estate fundamentals.All investments need
to be thoroughly audited and due diligence needs to be done from under-
writing onwards.

“ Though shall not require leverage to make an investment, your invest-
ment shall make sense unleveraged as well.” This commandment was pro-
vided by Mr. Newman together with the commandment that one should
only work with people you would enjoy working through problems and
would expect to keep the valuable relationship no matter the outcome. He
emphasize that bad facts negatively affecting the investment can be over-
come, whereas bad partners cannot.

Mr. Maddocks delivered the final commandments as one should only
invest in markets where real time intelligence is available as local market
players will always win over absentee allocations of capital.Secondly, one
should not compound risk by investing in non institutional quality assets
in second tier markets. He explained that liquidity is key to limiting down-

side exposure, stressing quality is king as high quality investments in major
markets is the best place to liquidate out of.

The second part of the session was broken down into a question and
answers where the first question posed was how to mitigate international
risk or entering new markets. Mr. Carter answered this question by stating
that one has to acknowledge the risk, obtain local expertise in the new mar-
ket. This can be achieved by forming joint ventures with people in those
markets with the US company retaining a 51%  share in the investment and
the foreign partner holding 49% . He further stated that another approach
is investing in smaller deals and thus one is able to tap into friends and
school mates who reside in those countries. He noted that some of the con-
tacts can arise from people one meets at law firms and seminars who then
go on to provide valuable contacts in the new markets.

Another question addressed to Mr. Newman was how does one start
from scratch at a new company? He explained that his approach to any
investment however complex is to break things up into small components
and thus making it easier to tackle and towards the closing of the deal all
the pieces are pieced together.

Mr. Ellis responded to a question on how to invest in a downturning
market by performing thorough due diligence. He indicated that there will
always be times when there is high risk but it boils down to how the invest-
ment will perform in the long run.There are opportunities for investments
that developers cannot attain elsewhere and relationships in real estate mat-
ter however, the formation and issues such as pricing matter just as much.

The question whether the 80’s real estate scenario in this era was likely
to return was posed to Mr. Leizman who opined that capital markets have
changed radically over  the last few years and dispersion of risk has hap-
pened in different markets but like the other panelists stressed the impor-
tance due diligence. He stated when due diligence is waived it is a recipe
for disaster waiting to happen. Mr. Ellis chimed in to provide an example
of the single family real estate mortgage business indicating that poor under-
writing has caused the collapse of the market. Thus, some markets will be
affected and other will not. He further elaborated that the subprime mar-

but will allow you to carry on conversations with others in social situations.
You could meet a new client because you have the same interests.

Be A Good Person. To be a good lawyer, you must first be a good co-
worker, a good friend, a good spouse, a good parent, a good neighbor and
a good citizen. Good people attract great work and great clients.

Remember How You Got To Where You Are. If you think about it, a
lot of people have helped you become the person you are. People have
touched your life in a variety of ways. Don’t forget those people. They can
and will continue to be a source of support, knowledge and clients.

Excelling as a real estate attorney is not something that can be achieved
overnight, but keep these tips in mind and you will succeed.
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