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THE LAW
Ever since she was a child, Stacy Phil-

lips was destined to be a lawyer. She
grew up in a renowned family of law-

yers, including her grandfather, uncle and
father, lawyer Gerald Phillips, who was a top
executive at United Artists and is now of
counsel and a top private judge with her
firm, Phillips Lerner Lauzon & Jamra in
Century City.

She started her career in 1983 and in 1990
made the huge leap to start her own firm.
She has built one of the most successful
family law practices in California, gaining
recognition for her representation of Britney
Spears’ conservatorship and Corina Villarai-
gosa in her divorce from Los Angeles Mayor
Antonio Villaraigosa.

She is respected by her peers for the coun-
sel she and her partners provide to everyday
individuals facing the entire array of family
law needs. She is also a noted speaker and
philanthropist, with her firm “adopting” a
charity each year.

She took a few moments to sit down and
talk to Lawdragon about her work as a fam-
ily law attorney.
Lawdragon: When did you decide you

wanted to be a lawyer?
Phillips: I grew up in a family of lawyers

and I always had that legacy in my mind. My
grandfather founded Phillips Nizer Ben-
jamin Krim & Ballon (a distinguished New
York firm), and my father went to work there
when he graduated from law school.

Because of all those ties, I wanted to make
sure I wanted to be a lawyer for me. When I
grew up, women became teachers, nurses,
but they didn’t become doctors or lawyers.
The only other thing I could think of was
advertising because I liked watching
“Bewitched”!
Lawdragon:What do you find most satisfy-

ing about your work as a family lawyer?
Phillips: It’s very satisfying to help people

work through the most difficult decisions
and situations of their lives and achieve a
result that enables them to move on, stron-
ger and wiser. I especially like helping chil-
dren. I’m currently representing a 13-year
old girl at the request of a judge, which has
really changed how I look at custody cases.

My clients have a heartbeat. How many
lawyers can say that daily they truly make a
difference in someone’s life? That may sound
Pollyanna, but it’s true. You have people
going through one of the worst experiences
of their life and I know I can help make that
better or easier.
Lawdragon: But is that the outcome of

most family law matters?
Phillips: Unfortunately, too many end up

with bad feelings on both sides. But what I
try to help my clients focus on is putting the

past behind them. And, in particular, when there
are children involved, I try to keep the focus on
providing a solid foundation where the children
feel loved by both parents and do not see them-
selves as part of the parents’ need to part. It is key
to keep the children safe — physically, emotion-
ally and psychologically.
Lawdragon: Are you seeing more families in

distress now with the terrible economy?
Phillips: Absolutely. I see people paralyzed. I

liken it to after 9/11. Wealthy people who used to
pay by return mail are not. And divorces are
down, in part because people are just plain old
scared. Overall, though, difficult financial times
put more strain on relationships. I tell my clients
to remember that they need to make smart deci-
sions about their lives regardless of what is going
on in the world at any given point in time.
Relationships are the core of our lives and that
doesn’t change, in good times or bad.
Lawdragon: Do you enjoy representing celebri-

ties?
Phillips: I enjoy representing all of my clients. I

would be completely bored just representing
celebrities or women or men. I like the mixture.

Representing celebrities requires me to draw
on different types of skills, in particular dealing
with the media, helping my clients communicate
with the media — or at least respectfully saying I
will not talk. I will always take the call, but I may
refer the reporter to the representative handling
the media or politely decline to speak unless my
client insists. Oftentimes, my clients also want
privacy while they handle these difficult matters
and it’s part of my job to attain that for them. But
at the end of the day, everyone puts their pants

on the same way.
Lawdragon:What about representing Brit-

ney Spears’ conservatorship?
Phillips: Britney was challenging because

the situation was so different. I love collabo-
rating with all the mental health profession-
als and other dimensions of such representa-
tions.
Lawdragon: If an individual feels they are

in a troubled relationship, when is the right
time to turn to a lawyer?
Phillips: There is a variety of counseling

available to people in troubled relation-
ships, through churches, temples and other
community organizations and family coun-
selors. It’s important to remember that turn-
ing to a lawyer will cost money, and it also
often sets in motion a process that is diffi-
cult to undo. It can be undone — but often
people react and act as if it cannot.
Lawdragon: We’ve been hearing a lot

about domestic abuse lately and I know
you’ve done some work in that area. Tell us
about it.
Phillips: Domestic abuse should never be

tolerated. In 1994, I helped draft a bill that
extended the time in which victims of
domestic violence could sue their abusers in
civil court. That was subsequently enacted
into law and provides not only a remedy to
those who are abused, but some deterrent
effect, I hope, to those who would harm
their partner.

LAWYER LIMELIGHT: Courtroom Scorecard
Amount: $2.3 million
To: Melissa Borck, a 45-year-old Los Ange-
les Police Department officer, who suf-
fered sexual harassment while stationed in
the Valley Traffic Division, resulting in the
birth of a stillborn son, Evan
The Plaintiff’s Lawyers: Matthew McNi-
cholas of McNicholas & McNicholas
The Defense Lawyer: Daniel Aguilera, Los
Angeles City Attorney’s Office
The Judge: U.S. District Court Judge Terry
Hatter
The Harassment: Melissa Borck enrolled
in the L.A. Police Academy in August
1993. By February, her shooting instructor
had asked her out, beginning a pattern of
conduct that included a fellow officer in
the Valley Traffic Division pushing her
head to his groin and saying, “I thought
you’d never ask.” Allegations also included
open display of photographs of officers
having sex with teenage girls in Thailand;
an officer pulling down his pants, shaking
his butt and announcing “I’m just a fat
horny old man,” while panting like a dog;
and requests once Melissa was pregnant
that she breast feed her fellow male offic-
ers. The stress of her job caused her to
deliver her son, Evan, at 19 weeks. He was
stillborn. Melissa reported the harassment
to Internal Affairs and was retaliated
against.
What Happened in Court: Melissa first
filed her suit in 1999. This was the second
trial of the case. An earlier trial, in 2007,
resulted in a mistrial. On April 1, McNicho-
las, assisted by his associate (and sister)
Courtney McNicholas, persuaded a federal
jury to award Melissa $1 million in eco-
nomic damages and $1.3 million for emo-
tion distress and other non-economic
damages. The jury also found the LAPD
had “customs and policy of discrimina-
tion”.
What’s Next: Melissa is now assigned to
the Topanga station, where she says she
and fellow officers continue to face harass-
ment and retaliation. She is currently on
injury leave. She has since had another
son, Austin, who joins her two other sons
and a daughter.
Need to Know: This is McNicholas’ fourth
verdict against the City for employment
harassment and retaliation without a loss,
ranging from $2.3 million to $5.34 million.
He is set for two other trials in May and
June for other officers allegedly retaliated
against and harassed.

“It’s very satisfying to help people
work through the most difficult
decisions and situations of their
lives and achieve a result that

enables them to move on,
stronger and wiser.”

Stacy Phillips, Phillips Lerner Lauzon
& Jamra in Century City
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Help is Here for Your Credit Card Crisis

know your rights

anks are strangling 
consumers. Consum-
ers are legally fleeced 

for billions of dollars in annual 
profits through fees and finance 
charges on revolving credit 
lines, also known as consumer 
credit cards. As of 2007, 
approximately 215 million 
Americans had credit cards, 
but few cardholders know their 
rights and obligations pertain-
ing to the everyday use (and 
abuse) of those cards. 

  On May 22, President Barack 
Obama signed the Credit Card 
Accountability, Responsibil-
ity and Disclosure (CARD) 
Act, which gives more power 
to credit card users, and limits 
some of the abusive and unfair 
tactics employed by credit card 
companies to boost profits.

  The secret to mammoth credit 
card profits is a mammoth 
customer list. Credit card com-
panies have learned the lessons 
of marketing and often employ 
“promotional rate” strategies 
to attract new customers. In the 
past, when the 60- or 90-day 
promotional rate period ended, 
the cardholder would face 
skyrocketing rates. By that 
time, the credit card companies 
hoped the consumer would be 
carrying a balance, and that the 
adjusted, higher interest rate 
would thus have to be paid on 
the balance. No more. Under 
the new act, promotional rates 
cannot be increased for a mini-
mum term of six months from 
the date the promotional rate 
takes effect. 

  CARD also makes headway 
in protecting underage consum-
ers, individuals statistically 
less likely to appreciate the 

significance and obligations of 
a credit card. Consumers under 
age 21 must now have either 
a cosigner over the age of 21 
who will be jointly liable for 
the debt, or be able to estab-
lish an independent means of 
paying the bills. If there is a co-
signer, the credit limit may not 
be increased without the writ-
ten approval of the cosigner.

  Since many consumers need 
a credit card when they start 
college, credit card companies 
and universities have been 
scratching each other’s backs 
to put cards into the hands 
of students. Now, any higher 
education institution that has 
a marketing agreement with 
a company must disclose the 
agreement publicly. Credit card 
companies are prohibited from 
giving away tangible items that 
would serve to induce a student 
to apply for a credit card if the 
offer is made on campus, near 
campus or at a school-spon-
sored event. 

  The economic downturn has 
hit banking hard, directly limit-
ing the amount of credit that 
credit card companies can ad-
vance, limiting their profits. As 
a result, the companies began 
looking to stable consumers to 
boost profits, and considered 
charging interest or a fee to 
consumers who paid off their 
cards every month. To prevent 
that, CARD prohibits a credit 
card company from charging 
a finance charge on payments 
to a credit card account when 
the payment is made within the 
minimum 21-day time period 
provided. The new 21-day 
minimum payment period will 
help to ensure that consumers 
have sufficient time to make 

payments to their accounts and 
thereby avoid late fees or other 
charges. 

  In the event that you are 
unable to pay off your bill in 
full every month, or you are 
carrying a balance, take heart 
that CARD will help you pay 
your debts faster. In the past, 
when a consumer had a balance 
charged at varying interest 
rates, the companies would 
apply payments to the balance 
with the lowest rate of interest. 
This would maximize profit 

by leaving the balance with 
the highest interest rate intact. 
Now, payments in excess of 
the minimum payment will 
be applied first to the balance 
bearing the highest interest rate, 
and then to each successive bal-
ance bearing the next highest 
interest rate, until the payment 
is exhausted. 

  The credit card industry calls 
a cardholder who pays his or 
her bill in full every month a 
“deadbeat.” The industry uses 
this term because individuals 

who pay their bill in full every 
month prevent the company 
from charging interest on the 
unpaid balance, which shrinks 
profit margins. A sweater 
marked down 20 percent isn’t 
a bargain if you’re paying 20 
percent interest on it. Use your 
credit card as a substitute for 
cash, not as an endless well of 
free money. Pay off your card 
every month, minimize your 
debts and the card company’s 
profits, and be a deadbeat. 

  About the Author: Tyler R. 

Dowdall is an attorney with 
the Law Offices of Federico 
Castelan Sayre in Santa Ana. 
He specializes in the areas of 
serious personal injury,
civil rights, wrongful death, 
product and premises liability, 
insurance bad faith, medical 
malpractice, fraud, breach of 
contract and toxic torts.  He 
is dedicated to protecting the 
rights and interests of con-
sumers and individuals who 
have been injured through the 
wrongful, intentional or negli-
gent acts of others. 

Consumer rights lawyer Tyler Dowdall lets readers know their rights under a new credit card law.
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courtroom scorecard

Amount: $18.3 million

To: Dax Pierson, founder and key-
boardist for the Bay Area rap group 
Subtle, who was paralyzed in a car 
accident.

Plaintiff’s Lawyers: Kevin Quinn of 
Thorsnes Bartolotta in San Diego; 
Daniel Dell’Osso and Tom Brandi of 
the Brandi Law Firm in San Francis-
co

Defense Lawyers: Amir Nassihi of 
Shook Hardy in San Francisco

The Accident: In February 2005, 
Subtle was on tour, driving through 
Iowa when its van, a 15-seat Ford 
E-350 Econoline, hit a patch of black 
ice. The van flipped 2 1/2 times. Pier-
son was wearing a seat belt, but the 
seat broke loose from the floor, slam-
ming his head into the roof, which 
fractured his spine and left him para-
lyzed. The others in the van suffered 

minor injuries. 

The Case: Pierson sued Ford in San 
Francisco for negligence and faulty 
design. Ford blamed the van’s driver 
for traveling at excessive speed. After 
a two-week trial, a jury found Ford 
100 percent at fault and awarded 
Pierson $12.3 million for his medical 
expenses and $6 million for his pain 
and suffering. The rental company 
that leased the van to the group set-
tled previously for $5 million.

Need to Know: Pierson, 38, suffered 
complete loss of the ability to use his 
arms and legs but still contributes 
music through the computer pro-
gram Ableton Live. He worked on the 
group’s last album, ExitingARM. At 
the time of the accident, Subtle had 
recorded four albums and was be-
coming widely known. The band had 
been written about in Rolling Stone 
and was scheduled to tour the U.S. 
and Europe.

McNicholas LLP is a full-service trial fi rm 
representing consumers, individuals and 
groups of victims in a wide variety of areas. 
These areas include wrongful death, toxic and 
catastrophic injury, mold exposure, product 
liability and medical product liability, wrongful 
labor and employment practices, civic rights, 
maritime law and Jones Act litigation and 
mass tenant-landlord actions.

www.McNicholasLaw.com
(310) 474-1582

•  $10.8 million verdict against school district on behalf 
of a teenage boy sexually abused by a teacher.

•  $10 million verdict for a construction worker who 
suffered compound fractures.

•  $8 million settlement for 27 tenants against their 
landlord for lack of habitability, nuisance and mold 
related injuries.

•  $6.5 million jury verdict for a family whose father 
was crushed to death while working in a subway 
tunnel.

•  $5.7 million settlement for the wrongful death of 
two working mothers struck by a corporate van.

•  5.4 million verdict against SONY Music and 
recording artist Michael Bolton for copyright 
violations on behalf of The Isley Brothers.

•  $5.34 million verdict in favor of the fi rst African 
American member of the LAPD Bomb Squad for 
harassment, discrimination and retaliation.

•  $3.45 million settlement for Jones Act seaman 
injured while working on a private fi shing boat.

•  $2.3 million verdict in favor of a female police offi cer 
denied a position on an elite LAPD SWAT Team due 
to gender discrimination.

•  $2.25 million for a 34-year-old man rendered 
quadriplegic during an outdoor basketball game.

•  $1.55 million settlement for a 28-year-old single 
mother who sustained liver damage after using an 
over-the-counter dietary supplement.

•  $1.5 million settlement for an employee in a 
whistleblower action against a school district.

Some Results That Mattered to Our Clients...
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McNicholas & McNicholas is a full-service trial firm representing consumers, 
individuals and groups of victims in a wide variety of areas. These areas include 
wrongful death, toxic and catastrophic injury, mold exposure, product liability and 
medical product liability, wrongful labor and employment practices, civic rights, 

maritime law and Jones Act litigation and mass tenant-landlord actions.

To advertise on this page and reach over 1.5 million readers, call Stacey Tilford at (818) 713-3286.


