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DISCIPLINARY
BOARD
BEFORE THE
DISCIPLINARY BOARD
OF THE

WASHINGTON STATE BAR ASSOCIATION

Notice of Reprimand

Lawyer Christopher Lee Neal, WSBA No. 33339, has been ordered Reprimanded by the

following attached documents: Order on Stipulation to Reprimand and Stipulation to

Reprimand.
WASHINGTON STATE BAR ASSOCIATION
sel to the Disciplinary Board
CERTIFICATE OF SERMCF
I
1 certify that | caused a cooy of 'hn NW % W/LW% \4
to fiyere
1
Notice of Reprimand WASHINGTON STATE BAR ASSOCIATION
Page 1 of 1 1325 Fourth Avenue — Suite 600

Seattle, WA 98101-2539
(206) 727-8207
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AUG 102015

DISCIPLINARY
BOARD

BEFORE THE
DISCIPLINARY BOARD
OF THE
WASHINGTON STATE BAR ASSOCIATION

Inre Proceeding No. 14#00077
CHRISTOPHER LEE NEAL, ORDER ON STIPULATION TO

REPRIMAND
Lawyer (Bar No. 33339).

On review of the Stipulation to Reprimand, dated June 18, 2015, June 22, 2015, and
August 4, 2015, and the documents on file in this matter,

IT IS ORDERED that the Stipulation to Reprimand is approved.

Dated this_ 7% Yay of QM@A&(‘: 2015.
Qﬁm—wﬂ"

RellecCa L. Stewart—
Hegring Officer

CERTIFICATE OF SERV'CE

! cemfy that | caused 8 coov of 'th AL WW 40 %/WW

ed tp the Office of Discinlinary Copnsel and .
10 ||| fl i l Hes ondent's Counss
] l med/turst cla

Order on Stipulation
Page 1
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BEFORE THE
DISCIPLINARY BOARD
OF THE |
WASHINGTON STATE BAR ASSOCIATION

Inre | Proceeding No. 14400077
CHRISTOPHER LEENEAL, | STIPULATION TO REPRIMAND

Lawyer (Bar No. 33339).

Under Rile 9.1 of the Rules for Enforcement of Lawyer Conduct (ELC), the following

Stipulation to Re‘primand is entered into by the Office of Disciplinary Counsel (ODC) of the

|| Washington State Bar Assouanon (Assouatlon) through dlscxplmary counsel Jonathan Burke,

Respondent’s 00unse1 Anne I Scldel and Rcspondent lawyer Clmstophcr Lee Neal

Respondent understands that .he is eniitled under the ELC to a hearing, to preseﬁt‘
exhibits anci ‘witjn'csscs on his be‘hal‘f,‘ and -to»‘ have a hearing officer determine the facts,
misconduet and sanction in this case. Keépondént further ﬁndcrstands that he is entitled undéx;
the EL.C to appeal the: outcome of a hearing to the Disciplinary Board, and, in certain cases, the
Supremic Court. Respondent turther understands that a hearmg and appeal could result in an
outcome more favorable or less favorable 'to -him, Respondent chooses to resolve this

proceedmg now by entering into the follong stipulation to facts, misconduct and sanction to
Stipulation to Discipline OFFICE OF DISCIPLINARY COUNSEL OF THE
Page | - WASHINGTON STATE BAR ASSOCIATION
i 1325 4% Avenue, Suite 600
Seattle, WA 98101-2539
206y 7278207 - . -
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avoid the risk, time, and expense attendant to further proceedings.
1. ADMISSION TO PRACTICE

1. Respondent was admitted to practice law in the State of Washingtori on Jaruary 29,
2003.

11. STIPULATED FACTS

2. In August 2012, Nester Cisneros (Nester) and Tomasa Ontiveros (Tomasa),
collectively referrcd to as the Cisn_croécs,tm.et 'Wiﬂi.'Respondcnt to discuss representing them in
connection with a dispitte with the United States Intetnal Revenue Service (IRS) regarding
income tax credits claimed for dependents in the tax year 2009.

3. The Cisneroses do not. speak English fluently. Norma Cisneros (Norma), the
Cisneroses’ daughter, attended all meetings with Respondent and translated for them, and mede
al] telephone calls to Respondent for the Cisneroses,

4. There was no written fee agreement or other documentation reflecting when.
Respondent was hired by .ﬂ1e Cisneroses. The Gisnéroseé b_efiﬁeved that. that fhey hired
'Responden’f in August 2012 and provided him with documentation regarding their tax claims..

Respondent -does-not-recall the- August 2012 meeting with the Cisneroses.._In_any.svent,

v

Respondent‘bevlie‘ves that he was hired by the Cisneroses m March 2013, itrespective if he met
with the Cisneroses in August 2012, For purposes of this stipulation, the parties agree that it
was unclear when Respondent was .ﬁi.red by thé Cisneroses.

5. On January 22, 2013, fhe Cisneroses éntered into an installment paymeni plan'
with the IRS and started making monthly payments to the IRS on the alleged debt owed.

Respondent was not involved in negotiating the payment plan.

Stipulation to Discipline OFFICE OF DISCIPLINARY COUNSEL OF THE
Page 2 WASHINGTON STATE BAR ASSOCIATION
1325 4" Avenue, Suite 600
Seattle; WA 98101-2539
{206) 727-8207
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6. . The Cisneroses client file. was lost at Respondent’s law office for-a period of at

least 4 months.

7. Rcspondgnt did not promptly inform the Cisneroses that their client file was
missing and.-did not return telephones messages from the Cisneroses regarding the status of their
client matter during the period when their file was lost.

8.  Nester and Tomas each signed IRS Form 2848 (Power of Attorney and Declaration
of Representation) and provided the executéd. forms to Respondent by no later than May 6,
2013,

9, On May 6, 2013, Respondent informed. the IRS about his fepresentation of the
Cisnetoses and tequested an account transcript for the Cisneroses, which the IRS provided that
day.

10. Respondent did not maintain contemporaneous time records reflecting how much
time he spent on the Cisneroses case, Respondent’s records reflect that he performed some
legal research regarding the Cisneroses’ claim,

11. After Respondent’s initial contact with'the IRS on May 6, 2013, Respondent did not
contact the IRS and resolve the issues regarding the Cisnerosés’ depeiident tax credits for the | .
tax year 2009.

12. On or about November 6, 2013, the Cisneroses terminated:- Respondent because
they believed that Respondent was not diligently pursuing their matter.

13, In November 2013, Respondent sent the Cisneroses a billing statement for $1,660
for-legal services rendered. This was the first bill and only bill Respondent provided to the
Cisneroses. |

14. Some of the services charged to the Cisneroses in the billing statement were

Stipulation to Disciptine OFFICE OF DISCIPLINARY COUNSEL OF THE
Page 3 WASHINGTON STATE BAR ASSOCIATION
1325 4" Avenve, Suite 600
Seattle; WA 98101-2539
(206) 727-8207
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inaccurate. There was also work performed by Respondent that was not included in the bill.
Respondent believes that he may have negligently charged the Cisneroses for legal services
provided to another client.
15. The Cisneroses refused to pay Respondent’s bill and filed a grievance with ODC.
16. Respondent did not pursue the Cisneroses for payment of the bill and has agreed to
write off the charges,
TN STIPULATION TO MISCONDUCT
17. By misplacing the Cisneroses’ client file. and their d.oc’umentaﬁon, .Respondent‘
violated RPC 1.15A(c)(3).
18. By failing to diligently complete the Cisneroses’ tax ‘matter within a reasonable time
frame, Respondent violated RPC 1.3,
19. By failing to return telephone calls from the Cisneroses regarding the status of their
matter, Respondent violated RPC 1.4(a),
20. By charging unsupported fees to the Cisneroses, Respondent violated RPC 1.5(a).
| 1V. PRIOR DISCIPLINE
-.. 21.Respondent has.no.pror.discipline.. .. _..___.. . .__ .. e ]
V. APPLICATION OF ABA STANDARDS |
22. The i'bllowipg American Bar Association Standards for Imposing Lawyer Sanctions
(1991 ed. & Feb. 1992 Supp,) (ABA Standards) apply to this case:
Violation of RPC 115A(c)(¢)(3)
23. ABA Standard 4.1 applies to violations of RPC 1.15A(c)3), and provides as.
follows:

4.1 Failure to Preserve the Client's Property

Stiputation to Discipline OFFICE OF DISCIPLINARY COUNSEL OF THE
Page 4 ‘'WASHINGTON STATE BAR ASSOCIATION
1325 4% Avenue, Site 600
Seattle, WA 98101-2539
(206) 727-8207
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‘4,11 Disbarment is genmally appropriate when a. lawyer knowingly converts
client property and causes injury or potential injucy to a client.

4,12 Suspension is generally appropriate wheri a lawyer knows or should know
that he is dealing improperly with client property and causes injury or potential
injury to a client.

4.13 Reprimand is. generally appropriate when a lawyer is negligent in
dealing with client property and causes injury or potential injury to a client.

4.14  Admonition is gencrally appropriate when a lawyer is negligent in dealing
with ¢lient property and causes little or no actual or potential injury to a client.

24, Respondent was negligent in dealing with the Cisperoses’ client file resulting in

delay in. handlmg their tax matter.

25. Reprimand is the presumptwe sanctlon under ABA Standard 4.13.
Violation of RPC 1.3 and RPC 1.4(a) |

26. AB:A._S_’La_n_c_i__a_id 4.4 applies to violations of RPC 1.3 and RPC 1.4(a), and provides as
follows: | |

4.4 Lack of Diligenca

4.41  Disbarment is generally appropriate when:

(a) a lawyer abandons the practxce and causes serious -or potennally serious
injury to a client; or

(b) - alawyer knowingly fails to perform services for a client and causes serious
or potentially serious injury to a client; or

© a lawyet engages in a pattern of neglect with réspect to client matters and
causes serious or potentially serious-injury to a client. R

4.42 Suspension is generally appropriate when:

(@  alawyer knowingly fails to perform. services for aclient and causes injury
or potential injury to a client, or

(b) a lawyer engages in a pattern of neglect and causes mjmy or potential
injury to a client,

4.43  Reprimand is generslly appmpl‘iate when a lawyer is negligent and
does not aet with ressonable diligence in representing a chent, and causes
injury or potential injury to a client.

4.44  Admonition is. generally appropriate when 4 lawyer is negligent and does

Stipilation t¢- Dlsczplme OFFICE OF DISCIPLINARY COUNSEL OF THE
Page § : WASHINGTON S TATE BAR ASSOCIATION
1325 4™ Avenue, Suite 600
Seattle, WA 98101-2539
(206) 727-8207
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not act with reasonsble diligence in representmg a client, and causes little of no-
actual or potential injury to a client. -

27. Respondent was negligent in handling the Cisng¢roses’ claim and responding to the.
Cisneroses® calls.resulting in d_elay;_ |
28. Reprimand is the prestimptive sanction under ABA Standard 4.43. .
Violation of RPC 1.5(a) -
29. ABA Standard 7.0 appl ies‘.to violations of RPC 1;.5(3), and prox}ides.as follows:
- 7.0 Violations of Duties Owed as a Professional
7.1 Disbarment is generally appropriate when a lawyer knowingly engages.in
conduct that is a violation of a duty owed as a professional ‘with the intent to
obtain a benefit for the lawyer or-another, and causes serious or potentially serious
injury to a client, the publie, or the legal system.

72 quspensxon is generally appropriate when a lawyer knowmgly engages in
~ conduct that is a violation of a duty owed as a professional and causes injury or
potential injury to a client, the public, or the legal system.

7.3  Reprimand is generally appropriate 'when a lawyer negligently
engages in conduct that is a violation of a duty owed as a professional and
causes injury or potential injury to a client, the public, or the legal system.

7.4  Admonition is generally ap:propriate. when a lawyer engages:in an isolated
instance of negligence that is a violation of a duty owed as a professional, and
causes little or no actual or potential injury to a client, the pubhc, or the lcgal _
system. , .

30. Respondcn't negligently failed to -maintain 'biiling‘ tecords for the Cisneroses

resulting in potential harm.

31. Reprimand-is thé presuniptive ’sancti.oﬁ under ABA Standard 73
Aggravating and Miiigating' Factors |

32. The following aggravating factors apply under ABA Standard 9.22;

(d) 'M'ultiple offenses [fespondént violated "se;/eml‘ RPCs}; -

(i) Substantial experience in the practice of law [Respondent was admitted to practice in

Stipulation to Discipline : OFFICE OF DISCIPLINARY COUNSEL OF THE

WASHINGTON STATE BAR ASSOCIATION
- 1325 4" Avenue, Suite 600
Scattle, WA 98101-2539
(206) 727-8207
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2003).

33, The followirig mitigating factors apply undet ABA Standard 9.32: -

(a) Absence of a prior disciplinary record;

(b) Personal and emotional problems [During the period in questions, Respondent was
dealing with significant family issues, his wife was being treated for cancer and his
son suffered from a traumatic hcadmjury as 4 result of a sledding accident]; and

(c) Physical disaﬁility [During ‘mateﬁal times, R&pondent’s lc;,gal practice was impacied
by his diabetes].

34. On balance the aggravating atid mitigating factors do not require a departure from

the presumptive sanction of reprimand.
VL STIPULATED DISCIPLINE

35. The parties stipulate that Respondent shall receive a réprimand for his conduct.

'36-.:Rcsp0ndcnt will be subject to probation for a period of two years beginning when

this stipulation. receives final approval. During thie two-year probation period (1) Respondent

will prepare and maintain. written fee agreements.for .all clients for whom he provides iegal

services, and (2) ‘Respondeﬁt will keep accurate time. fecords for all clients for whom he is| -

providing legal services on an hourly basis: Every six months during the probation period,

Respondent shall provide disciplinary counsel with. copies of (1) all fee agreements for legal

clients, and (2) all billing statements for legal services provided to clients on an hourly basis.
VIL RESTITUTION

37. Restitution is not applicable.

Stipulation to Discipline OFFICE.OF DISCIPLINARY COUNSEL OF THE

Page 7 WASHINGTON STATE BAR ASSOCIATION
: 1325 4% Avenue, Suits 600
Seattle, WA 98101-2539
Ce e -(206)T27-8207 - -
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jaccordance with-the purposes of lawyer discipline while avoiding further proceedings and the

VIII. COSTS AND EXPENSES

38. Respondent shall pay attorney fees and. administrativé costs of $852.50 ($5,00 in
expenses and $352.50 in costs) in accordance with ELC 13.9(1): The Association will seek a
money judgment under ELC 13.9(1) if these costs are not:paid within 30.days of approval of this-
stipulation.

IX. VOLUNTARY AGREEMENT

39. Respondent states that prior to -.entefing into this Stipulation be has consulted
independent legal counsel regarding this Stipulation, that Respondent is entering into this
Stipulation voluntarily, and that no promises or threats have been made by ODC, the
Association, nor by any representative thereof, to induce the Respondent to enter into this
Stipulation except as provided herein.

40. Once fully executed, this stipulation is & contract governed by the legal principles
applicable to contracts, and may not be-unilaterally revoked or modified by either party.

X. LIMITATIONS.

41. This Stipulation i§ a compromise agreernent. intended to resolve this matter in

expenditure of additional resources by the Respondent and ODC, Both the Respondent lawyer
and ODC acknowledge that the result after ﬁlrther‘procéqdings in this matter might differ from
the result agreed to herein.

42, This Stipulation is not binding upon ODC or, the respondent as a statement of all‘
existing facts relating to the professional conduct of the respondent lawyet, and any additional
existing facts may be proven in any subsequent disciplinary proceedings.

43, This Stipulation results from the consideration of various facters by both parties,

Stipulation to Discipline : OFFICE OF DISCIPLINARY COUNSEL OF THE
Page 8 : WASHINGTON STATE BAR ASSOCIATION
' 1325 4" Avenue, Suite 600

Seattle, WA 98101-2539
(206) 727-8207
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|including the benefits to both by promptly resolving this matter ‘without the time and expense of

hearings, Disciplinary Board appeals, and Supreme Court appeals or petitions for review.- As
such, approval of this Stipulation will not constitute precedent in determining the appropriate
sanction to be 1mposed in other cases; but, if approved, ‘this Stipulation will be admissible in

subsequent proceedings against Respondent to the same extent as any other approved

Stipulation.! - -

44, Under ELC 3.1(b), all documents that form the record before the ‘I—Iearihg Officer for
his or her review become public information on approval of the Stipulation by the Hearing
Officer, unless disclosure is restricted by order or tule of law. |

45, If this ‘Stipulation is approved by the Hearing Officer, it will be followed by the
disciplinary action agreed to ‘in this Stipulation. All notices required in the Rules for
Enforcement of Lawyer Conduct will be made.

46. If this Stipulation is not approved by the Hearing Officer, this Stipulation will have
no force or effect, and neither it nor the fact of its execution: will be admisgible as evidence in
the pending disciplinary proceeding, in any subsequent disciplinary proceeding, or in any civil

or criminal action,

Stipulation to Disc,ip'l_ine ‘ ()-EF!CE QF<D!SCIPI,INARY COUNSEL OF THE
Page 9 WASHINGTON STATE BAR ASSOCIATION
: 1325 4™ Avenue, Suite 600
Seattle, WA 98101.2539
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1o Discipline as sejforth abo

WHEREFORE the undérsigned being fully-advised, adopt and: agree to- this Stipulation

w6 [13is @D

\Chfistopher Leg Neal, BarNo. 33339
Respondent

Anne 1, Seidel, Bar No. 22742
Counsel for Respondent

.D;'ted: é_/zz’/ls ) |

| Dated; gl i Z l‘,s

athan Burke, Bar No. 20910
enior Disciplinary Counsel

Stipulation to Discipline S . OQFFICE OF DISCIPLINARY COUNSEL.QF THE. - .
Page 10 ’ WASHINGTON STATE BAR ASSQCIATION'
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