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“Bad facts make [for] bad law.” [1] The flip side is that
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sometimes, easy facts make for easy decisions, but serve
as a reminder of some basic rules. In In re Muscle
Improvement Inc., [2] one of Judge Samuel L. Bufford’s (ret.) last decisions,
presents an example of the latter.
In Muscle Improvement, the debtors had substantial disputes with Allstate Financial
Group Inc., their primary creditor, which possessed the debtors’ funds and key
records. [3] The debtors had been recommended to consult with attorney Haleh
Naimi. Naimi, the debtors and John Michael, an Allstate representative, met for two
hours. [4] After this first meeting, Naimi sent the debtors an engagement letter, but
the debtors did not sign or return it. [5]
Naimi and the debtors met a second time, which the parties called a “consultation,”
and for which Naimi billed the debtors for $350. [6] The debtors brought a financial
consultant, Brian Avaylon, [7] and financial documents to the second meeting. [8] In
that meeting, Naimi advised the debtors that due to costs, they should attempt a
workout instead of filing for bankruptcy, and that they should not make preferential
payments. [9] The debtors decided not to retain Naimi, and filed chapter 11 petitions
through other counsel. [10] Allstate and Michael retained Naimi as their counsel in

the bankruptcy. [11] The debtors moved to disqualify Naimi and her firm. [12]
In a decision that will surprise no one (other than Naimi), Judge Bufford granted the
debtors’ motion to disqualify her and her firm, effective immediately. Somewhat
surprising are how much analysis Judge Bufford apparently felt was necessary to
reach this conclusion and some of his subsidiary rulings. Judge Bufford started his
analysis with Rule 3-310 of the California Rules of Professional Conduct, [13] which
“requires an attorney to avoid the representation of adverse interests.” [14]
Rule 3-310(E) provides:
A member shall not, without the informed written consent of the client or
former client, accept employment adverse to the client or former client
where, by reason of the representation of the client or former client, the
member has obtained confidential information material to the employment.
[15]
Judge Bufford noted that the “chief fiduciary value” to be protected in precluding
“successive clients” is the duty of confidentiality, although he subsequently suggested
that Naimi had been “consulted,” but not “retained,” that is, the debtors never were
Naimi’s clients and hence there were no “successive clients.” [16]
Naimi attempted to demonstrate that she had received no confidential information
from the debtors—a contested factual issue. [17] Judge Bufford quickly dismissed
any need—or even the court’s ability—to resolve that contested factual issue, noting
that the client (or, here, the potential client) could not be compelled to reveal, or to
permit the attorney to reveal, the purported confidences as a condition to disqualify
the attorney, and that Naimi’s attempted refutation was “impermissible” under
California law. [18] Instead, as a substitute, the court must determine whether the
two engagements are “substantially related.” [19] If they are, the attorney is
irrebutably presumed to have received confidential information. [20] “To prevail
under the substantial relationship test, the former client [21] must satisfy two
elements: (1) the subject matter of the attorney’s current representation is
substantially related to the subject matter of the attorney's earlier representation of
the former client; and (2) the attorney’s earlier representation of the former client
was one in which confidential information would ordinarily be disclosed.” [22]
Judge Bufford easily found the two engagements to be “substantially related”—after
all, it was the very same dispute. [23] He also found that the circumstances were
such that the potential client ordinarily would have communicated confidential
information to Attorney. [24] Judge Bufford specifically did not take into account the
first meeting, at which Michael attended, because anything the debtors
communicated at that meeting would not be confidential. [25] However, Judge
Bufford found that Naimi likely received confidential information at the second

meeting, as she requested and received financial documents after the first meeting,
gave advice about filing for bankruptcy and making preferential payments, and
charged the debtors a fee for the second meeting. [26] Naimi argued that Avaylon’s
presence at the second meeting negated any confidentiality, which Judge Bufford
rejected, finding that Avaylon was the debtors’ financial consultant. [27] Judge
Bufford disqualified Naimi but interestingly declined to decide whether to disqualify
Naimi’s law firm because neither Allstate nor the law firm had suggested that the
firm might represent Allstate without Naimi. [28] Judge Bufford closed with the
following advice:
In view of this decision, counsel may well wonder how to obtain
protection where counsel is consulted about a case but ultimately not
hired. Rule 3-310(E) provides an answer: [C]ounsel may obtain written
consent from those who attend the consultation to represent another
party in the case if counsel is not retained by the parties to the
consultation. [29]
Although Judge Bufford’s suggestion, if achievable, generally would work, another
approach, which is not dependent in obtaining the opposing party’s informed written
consent, is to make it clear to the potential client that he or she should not provide
the attorney any confidential information until the attorney and the client decide
whether to form an attorney-client relationship, and for the attorney to realize that
once an attorney has been in a position in which confidential information ordinarily
would be conveyed, the attorney no longer may switch sides. Among other things, as
an ethical matter, an attorney must conduct a conflicts search before he or she
obtains any confidential information. As a business matter, the attorney should
consider whether to risk forgoing representing other parties in the matter before
putting himself or herself in a position to obtain such information. [30] We learned
these “rules to live by” in law school and when studying for the bar. The fate of Naimi
in Muscle Improvement is a refresher lesson for us all.
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