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A nn Guinn started to see the first signs of trouble in early March. As a solo/small law firm practice management
consultant at G&P Associates, Guinn has a uniquely big-picture view of economic shifts in the legal profession—except

in this case what the numbers told her wasn’t matching what her clients were telling her.

“I was asking them, ‘Are you seeing a change in your business?’” Guinn said. “They were going, ‘Oh no, no.”

Then the revenue for Guinn’s consulting business began to dip—still, no one seemed all that concerned.

“I still had no clue the proportions of what was coming,” Guinn said. What was coming, it turned out, was a complete
economic meltdown.

Though it would be easy to mistake that series of events for the emerging economic crisis due to the ongoing coronavirus
pandemic, it’s actually what happened in the early days of the 2008 financial crisis. For Guinn, the parallels between what
she’s seeing now and what she saw then are hard to ignore.
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“Part of the problem is lack of recognition that this is a problem,” Guinn said.

Everything about coronavirus seems to change almost daily, if not from one hour to the
next, but as of this writing nearly 17 million people filed unemployment claims in the U.S.
in just three weeks, as efforts to curb the virus’ spread led to mass layoffs and shuttered
businesses, particularly in the service and hospitality industries.

But you already know that. What you probably don’t know, because no one really knows,
is how it will all shake out elsewhere, particularly the legal profession.

What follows is based on interviews with legal professionals who responded to NWSidebar inquiries with section leaders
and other experts. But it’s worth noting that it is not an exhaustive account nor definitive summary of the financial situation
in Washington’s legal community. Based on interviews with a number of solo and small-firm practitioners, there are some
concerns and a lot unknowns—but the sky doesn’t appear to be falling for the profession. In fact, lawyers in some practice
areas are seeing a boon to their businesses, while others are experiencing more of a shift in the types of cases that make up
their business.

Anthony Baxter, an attorney with the Monroe-based Baxter Legal Services, said his caseload effectively reversed from being
nearly all business law with some occasional estate planning to almost entirely estate planning, while the phone has stopped
ringing with work from small-business clients.

“I’ve never seen such a massive shift all of a sudden,” Baxter said.

The estate planning work hasn’t completely supplemented his drop in small business clients and Baxter said he and his
paralegal are using the relative downtime to stay on top of federal and state programs and brush up on practice areas where
they expect to be slammed in the near future.

“We’re trying to keep up on all that stuff so if someone calls up and says, ‘Hey we’re in financial crisis now, what are we going
to do?’ to have the answers for them,” Baxter said. “Our focus right now is to … be prepared for when society is reintegrated,
if you will.”

Likewise, Shashi Vijay of VJ Law Firm reported a similar shift.

“I don’t say that it’s gone down; it’s just pivoted … in terms of what kind of cases I see,” Vijay said.

And other solo and small firm practitioners have been sharing similar stories during a weekly roundtable organized by
members of the WSBA Solo and Small Practice Section, and many are anticipating a wave of bankruptcies on the horizon that
will dominate their caseload.

“I’m using the downtime to get prepared for that onslaught …,” Vijay said. “I think really it comes down to the ability to pivot,
especially for solos.”

Another solo attorney said in an email that “for certain practices, the virus crisis is actually generating business. That is
certain in my experience as an employment lawyer who mostly represents employers.”

In the immediate aftermath of Gov. Jay Inslee’s stay-home order, Carol Johnson—whose practice areas include wills, trusts,
probate, guardianships, estate planning, and real estate—said she hadn’t heard back from several clients “who were in the
pipeline,” adding that she only gets paid after work is completed but that she also had no intention of hassling those clients
or opening collection processes if they couldn’t pay. Asked what could help stabilize her business if it continued to slide, she
joked “short of winning the lottery?”

“They put a moratorium on eviction, so fortunately if my business expenses can’t be covered I at least won’t be tossed out on
the street,” Johnson said.

http://justcast.herokuapp.com/shows/kmre-102-3-fm-spark-radio-south-fork-law/audioposts/409329
https://www.governor.wa.gov/sites/default/files/proclamations/20-19%20-%20COVID-19%20Moratorium%20on%20Evictions%20%28tmp%29.pdf
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Michael Cherry. Cherry is an attorney who helps clients address privacy and
cybersecurity matters at his firm, Lexquiro PLLC. After working in technology for
many years, Cherry attended the Seattle University School of Law where he attained

a J.D. and an LLM in Innovation and Technology Law. Cherry uses Apple and Windows devices
in his law firm. As Lexquiro PLLC is a virtual firm, without a physical office, Cherry works
remotely with his clients every day.

And legal professionals in Washington are filing for unemployment. According to the state Employment Security Department,
348 claims were filed by Washingtonians in the job category of lawyers, judges, and related workers (as of April 11) and
another 1,281 claims were filed by legal support workers.

The vast majority of those claims, at least 467, were in King County, followed by Pierce (152) and Snohomish (120) Counties.
(Note that some claimants’ counties of residence were not disclosed.)

Guinn recommends that all legal professionals diversify their services and brush up on areas of the law that many people
will likely need in the near and long term. Indeed, among more than a dozen members of the legal community NWSidebar
interviewed about coronavirus-related impacts, all noted that they’ve been using some of their extra time to read, attend
webinars, and sign up for CLEs in areas outside of their current specialties, notably estate planning, bankruptcy, and
employment law.

Perhaps more importantly, Guinn said it’s crucial to reach out to existing clients and offer assistance, even when there’s no
expectation for billable hours; in fact, especially when there’s no expectation.

“What I’ve been doing is calling all of my [solo and small practice attorney] clients and encouraging them to basically forget
about money right now,” Guinn said. “To call their clients and just check in with them: Do you have everything you need; can
I send you to a resource? But hear their story; find out what they’re dealing with and then find a way to work around [it], and
it may not be a workaround that will get you paid.”

Yet Guinn is still worried that no one seems worried. It was the same in 2008 when Guinn developed a series of classes about
surviving a recession, but only three or four people showed up on any given day—once she had only one attendee.

“The very first step has got to be recognition that this is going to smack you,” said Guinn, noting that a firm should have six
months to a year’s worth of runway to cover expenses. “In all my years doing consulting, I probably can’t even count on one
hand the number of small firms that are financially prepared for any kind of business interruption.”

In the next article in this series, we’ll examine some of the new insurance risks that come with mandatory stay-at-home
orders, and take a look at the financial landscape for medium and large law firms.
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