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LAID-OFF ATTORNEYS FIND A HOME IN SHORT-TERM OFFICE SPACE LEASES 


By Pat Broderick 


Daily Journal Staff Writer 


SAN DIEGO - Deborah Davidson, regional manager of Barrister Executive Suites Inc. knows that when her business is booming the economy is likely tanking. And, these days, the phones are ringing and the coffers are ca-chinging. 


"We feel the blip in the economy first, and we react quickly,"

Davidson said during an interview in the company's Carmel Valley office near San Diego. "After layoffs, we get a lot of inquiries." 


The calls this year are likely to be from laid-off lawyers, eager to start over in solo practices in space that doesn't require long-term leases but still offers some law firm cachet. 


Davidson, whose Los Angeles-based company operates three San Diego locations and caters to a variety of entrepreneurs, has been through downturns before. But this time, she said, there's a difference. 


"We used to have lawyers from Los Angeles and Orange County, who needed a local presence in San Diego," she said. "This year, it's all San Diego lawyers." 


For lawyers going solo, operations such as Barrister Suites, which has offices throughout Southern California, offers options. 


Barrister's business model includes both traditional offices, on a month-to-month basis, or longer, with access to such perks as a receptionist and phone answering, mail processing, utilities, conference rooms, and kitchen facilities. Another option are the so-called "virtual" offices that lets clients work from home, but tap into a variety of on-site services, along with a conference room where they can meet their clients. 


Barrister's rates, for dedicated offices, range from $800 to $2,000 a month for about 120 square feet to 300 square feet, in addition to the common spaces. Full-time tenants also can use conference rooms at any of the other locations for up to eight hours once a month gratis. Rates for virtual office space range from $100 to $350. 


"You use what you need and don't use what you don't need," said Drew Page, a former partner in the downtown office of Latham & Watkins. 


Page had been planning a solo move for a while. As it turned out, however, his last day at the firm coincided with a purge of associates, paralegals and support staff. 


"It was terrible," said Page, who moved into Barrister's Carmel Valley center on March 2. "My secretary got laid off, as well. It was difficult to watch." 


While Page's departure had been long planned, what he hadn't expected was the cold response from landlords not eager to lease out small spaces. 


"I was a little surprised that there was no interest," Page said.

"One of the buildings I had looked at was a brand new one, and it only had two or three tenants. You'd think these guys in this economy should be interested in leasing to anyone. But they were not." 


Stephen J. Holland, first vice president at CB Richard Ellis'

tenants representation group in San Diego, isn't surprised. He explains it this way. 


"Landlords don't want to break up their space for one or two attorneys," Holland said. "It's expensive for the landlord, because it takes more dividing walls and doors. It's why there are opportunities for executive suites." 


Another lawyer who has taken advantage of the opportunity offered by Barrister Executive Suites is David Clinton, who now operates the Long Beach-based Clinton & Clinton, with satellites in San Francisco, San Diego, Sacramento and Orange County. 


"Unless you're starting a firm with friends, I can't think of a more economical way to do it," he said. 


Back in '95, Clinton went solo, leasing an office in Barrister's Pasadena location, and eventually taking over about a quarter of the floor. 


But, starting out, small is better, Clinton said. 


"I don't think that any lawyer leaving a big firm right now, whether or not they have a book of business, wants to, or should, go out and sign a lease with a personal guarantee for a couple of thousand square feet, when they don't really know what the future holds," he said. 


Irvine-based Premiere Business Center, with offices in San Diego, Los Angeles, Orange County and San Francisco, has seen a "significant change" in its usual client pattern - one-third of which is made up of attorneys. 


"Two years ago, clients would take an office, then add offices as they grew, and, when they got too big, they'd move into an office building,"

said Jeff Reinstein, Premiere's chief executive officer. "Now, due to downsizing, they're leaving those buildings and moving into our space. They don't want to make any long-term commitments." 


For the Regus Group, with offices in 75 countries, and 67 locations in California, the virtual option is popular with about 30 percent of its attorney clients, with rates ranging from about $100 to $350. 


"As their practices build, they move up and use more locations, and extend their services up and down the coast of California, or other states or countries," said Sande Golgart, western region vice president. "Then they take on a full-time office." 


Carrie Gates, Barrister's vice president of leasing and marketing, observed that the legal services market - including lawyers, mediators and jury consultants - has grown industrywide from 10.7 percent of Barrister's clientele in 2002 to almost 15 percent in 2007. 


"They are coming into these business centers, particularly now that the economy is so volatile," Gates said. "They don't know where they're going to be in 12 months." 


San Diego seems to be a particularly fertile market, noted Gates, who also is president of the Office Business Center Association International, an industry trade group. 


Company-wide, Barrister reported a six percent rise in inquiries from attorneys over the past six months, while in San Diego it was 43 percent. As for signed deals, Gates said attorneys accounted for 75 percent of new business in San Diego, compared to only 15 percent for the same period last year. 


Gates also has spotted another trend at its Southern California

locations: an increase in attorney traffic in its downtown locations. 


"This is where we're seeing our biggest increases, large metro areas where firms are letting attorneys go," she said. "They like to be in zip codes where the phone numbers are recognized by clients." 


And some attorneys want to retain an element of prestige, especially if they've left large firms. But that can have its own set of challenges, said Reginald Holmes, an arbitrator, mediator and private judge, who has worked out of Barrister's Pasadena's location for several years. 


While the model has worked for him, Holmes said, "These people don't give you anything for free." 


For newbie soloists, "it can be a shock to them," he said. "That is what you find when you come out of an environment where everything is provided. You tend to get very efficient, or you try to get right back to those environments as soon as you can." 


After his lease runs out at year's end, Holmes figures that he has the flexibility of growing or cutting back, depending on the market. 


"In the wake of George Bush, and the uncertainty of Obama, who knows?" he said. 


But Gary S. Davis, a principal at Patterson Davis Consulting in San Francisco, discounts the prestige factor that often drives solos to lease space at posh executive suites. He believes the "wow and the pop factor" of yesteryear isn't particularly relevant in today's market. 


"You don't need a fancy building or fancy address, you don't need artwork on the walls," he said. "Clients don't care. You need space where you can be productive. All you need is a computer." 
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