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Rule 1.15: Handling Funds and Property of Clients and Other Persons 
(Commission’s Proposed Rule – Clean Version) 

 
 
(a) Duty to deposit entrusted funds in trust account.  A lawyer shall deposit 

all funds that the lawyer receives or holds for the benefit of a client or 
other person in connection with the performance of a legal service or 
representation by the lawyer, including an advance for costs and 
expenses, in one or more trust accounts in accordance with this Rule. 

 
(b) Approved depositories for trust accounts.  Except as provided in 

paragraph (l), or as expressly ordered by a tribunal, all trust accounts 
under this Rule shall be in depositories approved by the California 
Supreme Court in the State of California.  All IOLTA trust accounts as 
defined in Business and Professions Code section 6211 shall be in 
depositories that are in compliance with the requirements of Business 
and Professions Code section 6212. 

 
(c) Trust account designation.  A lawyer shall designate each trust 

account as “Client Trust Account” or other identifiable fiduciary title. 
 
(d) Advances for fees; deposit and accounting.  A lawyer may, but is not 

required to, deposit an advance for fees in a trust account.  Regardless 
of whether the lawyer has deposited an advance for fees in a trust 
account: 

 
(1) subject to Rule 1.6 and Business and Professions Code section 

6068(e), the lawyer must account to the client or other person 
who advanced the fees; and 

 
(2) if a client or other person disputes a lawyer’s entitlement to a 

fee, any disputed portion of an advance for fees not yet fixed 
must be deposited in a trust account. 

(e) Duties concerning maintenance and use of trust funds.  A lawyer shall 
maintain inviolate all funds on deposit in a trust account and all 
property entrusted to the lawyer for the benefit of a client or other 
person until distributed in accordance with this Rule.   

 
(f) Commingling of lawyer’s funds and trust funds prohibited; exceptions. 

Funds belonging to a lawyer or law firm shall not be commingled with 
funds held in a trust account established under this Rule except: 

 
(1) funds reasonably sufficient to pay bank charges; 
 
(2) deposits for overdraft protection that compensate exactly for the 

amount that the overdraft exceeds the funds on deposit plus any 
bank charges; 

 
(3) the lawyer’s or law firm’s funds deposited to restore entrusted 

funds that have been improperly withdrawn; 
 
(4) funds in which the lawyer claims an interest but which are 

disputed by the client or other person; or 
 
(5) funds belonging in part to a client or other person and in part, 

presently or potentially, to the lawyer, but which are claimed by 
a third party. 

 
(g) Duties when lawyer’s entitlement to funds or property becomes fixed or 

the lawyer’s entitlement is disputed.  In the case of property, or funds 
held in a trust account, that belong in part to a client or other person 
and in part to the lawyer, the lawyer shall withdraw or distribute the 
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portion belonging to the lawyer at the earliest reasonable time after the 
lawyer’s interest in that portion becomes fixed, provided that: 

 
(1) the client or other person may still dispute that the lawyer is 

entitled to the funds or property; 
 
(2) when the right of a lawyer to receive a portion of entrusted funds 

or property is disputed by the client or other person, the lawyer 
shall distribute the undisputed portion in accordance with 
paragraph (k)(7), but shall not distribute the disputed portion 
until the dispute is finally resolved, the lawyer interpleads the 
funds or property, or the distribution is authorized by law or 
court order; 

 
(3) a lawyer shall take reasonable steps promptly to resolve any 

dispute regarding entrusted funds or property in the 
circumstances of paragraph (g)(2); and 

 
(4) if the client or other person disputes the lawyer’s interest in 

entrusted funds or property after the lawyer’s interest has 
become fixed and the lawyer has withdrawn the fixed portion, 
the lawyer shall have no duty to redeposit the disputed portion 
in a trust account. 

 
(h) Duties when a client or other person disputes the other’s entitlement to 

funds or property.  When the right of a client or other person to receive 
a portion of entrusted funds or property is disputed by a client or other 
person, the lawyer shall not distribute the disputed portion of entrusted 
funds or property until the dispute is resolved, the lawyer interpleads 
the funds or property, or the distribution is authorized by law or court 

order, except that the lawyer shall make any distribution required by 
paragraph (k)(7). 

 
(i) Duties when entitlement to funds or property is disputed by third party.  

When the right of a client or other person to receive a portion of 
entrusted funds or property (1) is disputed by a third party that has a 
security or ownership interest in the entrusted funds or property or (2) 
is subject to a court order, the lawyer shall not distribute the disputed 
portion until the dispute is resolved, the lawyer interpleads the funds or 
property, or the distribution is authorized by law or court order.  
Nevertheless the lawyer shall distribute any undisputed entrusted 
funds or property, as required by paragraph (k)(7). 

 
(j) Credit card, debit, or other electronically transferred payments.  A 

lawyer may establish a relationship with a merchant bank or electronic 
payment service so that a client or other person may use credit card, 
debit, or other electronically transferred payments to pay an advance 
for fees or costs directly into a trust account, provided that the contract 
with the merchant bank or electronic payment service requires that the 
lawyer’s obligations for any charges, chargebacks and offsets be paid 
from a source that is not a trust account. 

 
(k) Management, recordkeeping and accounting for funds and property 

held in trust. A lawyer shall: 
 

(1) promptly notify a client or other person of the receipt of funds, 
securities, or other property in which the client or other person 
claims or has an interest and notify the client or other person of 
the amount of such funds or the identity or quantity of such 
property; 
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(2) identify and label securities and property of a client or other 
person promptly upon receipt, place them in a safe deposit box 
or other place of safekeeping as soon as practicable, segregate 
any securities or property from the lawyer’s own securities or 
property of the same character, and notify the client or other 
person of the location of the property; 

 
(3) maintain complete records of all funds and property of a client or 

other person coming into the possession of the lawyer; 
 
(4) account to the client or other person for whom the lawyer holds 

funds or property.  An accounting shall include, but is not limited 
to: (i) a statement of all funds and property received by the 
lawyer as of the date of the accounting, the source, amount of 
funds or description of property, and date received; (ii) a 
statement of all distributions of such funds and property, the 
date of distribution, the amount of funds or description of 
property distributed, the payee or distributee, and any trust 
account check number; and (iii) any balance remaining in the 
possession of the lawyer; 

 
(5) preserve records of all entrusted funds or property for a period 

of no less than five years after final appropriate distribution of 
such funds or property; 

 
(6) comply with any order for an audit of such records issued by the 

State Bar Court pursuant to the Rules of Procedure of the State 
Bar; and 

 

(7) promptly distribute, as requested by a client or other person, 
any undisputed funds or property in the possession of the 
lawyer that the client or other person is entitled to receive.  

 
(l) Scope and Application of Rule. This Rule does not apply to the 

following: 
 

(1) A member of the State Bar of California residing and practicing 
law in a state other than California who (i) receives funds or 
property from a person who is not a resident of California, 
arising from or related to a legal representation not in California, 
and (ii) handles the funds or property in accordance with the law 
of the controlling jurisdiction. See Rule 8.5(b). 

 
(2) Funds or property entrusted to a multi-jurisdictional law firm in 

locations outside of California by clients domiciled outside of 
California regarding disputes or matters arising or being litigated 
outside of California, even though the firm maintains an office in 
California. 

 
(3) Lawyers practicing under California Rules of Court 9.47 or 9.48, 

regarding all matters involving a client or other person domiciled 
outside of California in which no other party to the matter, 
residing in California, claims an interest. 

 
(4) At the request of the State Bar of California disciplinary agency, 

a member of the State Bar of California who is subject to 
subparagraphs (l)(1) and (2) shall provide information 
respecting the lawyer’s or law firm’s non-California bank or 
financial institution account holding client or third party funds, 
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including, but not limited to, requested bank or financial 
institution records.  

 
(m) Board of Governors’ Standards. The Board of Governors of the State 

Bar shall have the authority to formulate and adopt standards as to what 
“records” shall be maintained by lawyers in accordance with paragraph 
(k)(3).  The standards formulated and adopted by the Board, as from time 
to time amended, shall be effective and binding on all lawyers. 

 
 
COMMENT 
 
Definitions 
 
[1] As used in this Rule, “property” means (a) a tangible or intangible 

asset, other than funds, in which a client or other person claims any 
ownership interest or right of possession or enjoyment.  Property does 
not include a client’s file except for anything in it that has pecuniary 
value (e.g., a negotiable instrument) or intrinsic value (e.g., a will or 
trust).  Regarding the client’s file, see Rule 1.16(e).  All references in 
this Rule to “a client or other person” mean a client or other person for 
whose benefit the lawyer holds funds or property. 

 
[2] As used in this Rule “in connection with the performance of a legal 

service or representation” means that there is a relationship between 
the actions of a lawyer in his or her capacity as a lawyer and the 
receipt or holding of funds from a client or other person.  The 
provisions of this Rule are also applicable when a lawyer serves a 
client both as a lawyer and as one who renders nonlegal services.  
(Kelly v. State Bar (1991) 53 Cal.3d 509, 517 [280 Cal.Rptr. 298].)  
Although lawyers who provide fiduciary services that are not related to 

the performance of a legal service or representation may be required 
to handle funds in a fiduciary manner (e.g., when serving as an 
executor, escrow agent for parties to an escrow who are not clients, or 
as a trustee for a non-client), this Rule does not govern those activities.  
Because the latter fiduciary accounts are governed by other law, funds 
should be maintained in separate fiduciary accounts and not in a trust 
account established under this Rule.  However, the failure to discharge 
fiduciary duties in relation to the provision of such services may result 
in discipline for other violations.  See, e.g., Business and Professions 
Code section 6106. 

 
[3] As used in this Rule “client” means a prospective, current, or former 

client for whom not all legal services have been completed, or as to 
whom not all funds or property have been distributed in accordance 
with this Rule. 

 
[4] As used in this Rule “entrusted funds” means funds that have been put 

into the care of a lawyer, by or on behalf of a client or other person in 
connection with the performance of a legal service or representation, 
that are held for the benefit of the client or other person, regardless of 
whether the funds are deposited or held in a trust account.  Entrusted 
funds do not include (i) an advance for fees unless there is an 
agreement between the lawyer and the client or other person that the 
advance for fees will be held in trust; (ii) funds belonging wholly to a 
lawyer or law firm; (iii) payments for undisputed past-due fees; or (iv) 
undisputed reimbursement by a client or other person for costs 
advanced by a lawyer or law firm. 

 
[5] As used in this Rule, “advance for fees” means a payment intended by 

the client as an advance payment for some or all of the services that 
the lawyer is expected to perform on the client’s behalf.  
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[6] As used in this Rule, “bank charges” include any administrative or 
service charges charged to a trust account by an approved depository 
for trust accounts but does not include merchant account charges, 
chargebacks, or offsets charged in connection with a merchant 
account that is attached to a trust account. 

 
Application of Rule 
 
[7] Funds do not take on a fiduciary status merely because they are 

deposited into a trust account.  A lawyer’s misuse of a client trust 
account can result in discipline. In the Matter of McKiernan (Rev. Dept. 
1995) 3 Cal. State Bar Ct. Rptr. 420 (deposit of non-client business 
operating funds in trust account was misconduct.) 

 
Paragraph (a) –  Application to true retainer fees 
 
[8] Because a true retainer fee, as defined in Rule 1.5(f), is earned on 

receipt and so is not held for the benefit of the client, a lawyer may not 
deposit it in a client trust account. (Baranowski v. State Bar (1979) 24 
Cal.3d 153, 164  [154 Cal.Rptr. 752].) 

 
[9] If any part of a true retainer fee is paid for or applied to fees for the 

performance of legal services, the entire amount loses its character as 
a true retainer fee and is converted to an advance for fees. 
(Baranowski v. State Bar (1979) 24 Cal.3d 153, 164, fn. 4 [154 
Cal.Rptr. 752]; In the Matter of Fonte (Rev. Dept. 1994) 2 Cal. State 
Bar Ct. Rptr. 752, 757.)  When this occurs, the lawyer must comply 
with paragraphs (d) and (k)(4) with respect to the entire fee. See also 
Comment [10]. 

 
 

Paragraph (d) – Advances for fees; accounting for advances for fees 
 
[10] Although a lawyer has no duty to deposit an advance for fees in a trust 

account, the lawyer still has a duty under paragraph (d)(1) to account 
for all funds received as an advance for fees.  In preparing an 
accounting as required under paragraph (d), a lawyer may follow the 
standards set forth in Business and Professions Code section 6148(b). 
(In the Matter of Fonte (Rev. Dept. 1994) 2 Cal. State Bar Ct. Rptr. 
752, 756–758.) 

 
Paragraph (e) – Duty to hold funds inviolate 
 
[11] Compliance with paragraphs (e) and (k)(4) requires that all withdrawals 

and disbursements from a trust account must be made in a manner 
that permits the recipient or payee of the withdrawal to be identified.  
Paragraphs (e) and (k)(4) are not intended to prohibit electronic 
transfers or to preclude a means of withdrawal that might be developed 
in the future, provided that the recipient of the payment is identified.  
When payment is made by check, the check should be payable to a 
specific person or entity.   

 
Paragraphs (g) – (i)  – Disputed fees 
 
[12] Paragraph (g)(2) of this Rule applies even when the lawyer claims to 

have a valid lien on trust funds for the payment for services, costs and 
expenses. 

 
[13] A lawyer may not withhold the undisputed portion of a client’s or other 

person’s funds because of a fee dispute.  The undisputed amount must 
be paid promptly to the owner upon demand.  (Friedman v. State Bar 
(1990) 50 Cal.3d 235, 240–241 [266 Cal.Rptr. 632].) 
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[14] A lawyer may not unilaterally withdraw disputed fees from a trust 
account.  However, in circumstances coming within paragraphs (h) or 
(i), a lawyer may interplead the disputed funds or property. 

 
Paragraph (k) – Duties to maintain records and account for receipt of trust 
funds or property 
 
[15] A lawyer who receives client funds in which another person is known to 

have an interest (e.g., a medical provider lienholder), must also notify 
that person of the receipt. (In the Matter of Respondent P (Rev. Dept. 
1993) 2 Cal. State Bar Ct. Rptr. 622, 632)  Certain statutory liens may 
have statutory notice requirements applicable to lawyers. See, e.g., 
Welfare and Institutions Code section 14124.79. 

 
[16] With respect to the timing and frequency of a lawyer’s accounting 

under paragraph (k)(4), see Business and Professions Code  section 
6091. 

 
Other Guidance 
 
[17] Trust account practice assistance.  For guidance concerning the 

management and administration of trust accounts under this Rule, see 
State Bar of California publication “Handbook on Trust Accounting for 
California Attorneys” and the “California Compendium on Professional 
Responsibility” Index. 
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(a)
Duty to deposit entrusted funds in trust account.  A lawyer shall deposit all funds that the lawyer receives or holds for the benefit of a client or other person in connection with the performance of a legal service or representation by the lawyer, including an advance for costs and expenses, in one or more trust accounts in accordance with this Rule.

(b)
Approved depositories for trust accounts.  Except as provided in paragraph (l), or as expressly ordered by a tribunal, all trust accounts under this Rule shall be in depositories approved by the California Supreme Court in the State of California.  All IOLTA trust accounts as defined in Business and Professions Code section 6211 shall be in depositories that are in compliance with the requirements of Business and Professions Code section 6212.

(c)
Trust account designation.  A lawyer shall designate each trust account as “Client Trust Account” or other identifiable fiduciary title.

(d)
Advances for fees; deposit and accounting.  A lawyer may, but is not required to, deposit an advance for fees in a trust account.  Regardless of whether the lawyer has deposited an advance for fees in a trust account:

(1)
subject to Rule 1.6 and Business and Professions Code section 6068(e), the lawyer must account to the client or other person who advanced the fees; and

(2)
if a client or other person disputes a lawyer’s entitlement to a fee, any disputed portion of an advance for fees not yet fixed must be deposited in a trust account.


(e)
Duties concerning maintenance and use of trust funds.  A lawyer shall maintain inviolate all funds on deposit in a trust account and all property entrusted to the lawyer for the benefit of a client or other person until distributed in accordance with this Rule.  

(f)
Commingling of lawyer’s funds and trust funds prohibited; exceptions. Funds belonging to a lawyer or law firm shall not be commingled with funds held in a trust account established under this Rule except:

(1)
funds reasonably sufficient to pay bank charges;

(2)
deposits for overdraft protection that compensate exactly for the amount that the overdraft exceeds the funds on deposit plus any bank charges;

(3)
the lawyer’s or law firm’s funds deposited to restore entrusted funds that have been improperly withdrawn;

(4)
funds in which the lawyer claims an interest but which are disputed by the client or other person; or

(5)
funds belonging in part to a client or other person and in part, presently or potentially, to the lawyer, but which are claimed by a third party.

(g)
Duties when lawyer’s entitlement to funds or property becomes fixed or the lawyer’s entitlement is disputed.  In the case of property, or funds held in a trust account, that belong in part to a client or other person and in part to the lawyer, the lawyer shall withdraw or distribute the portion belonging to the lawyer at the earliest reasonable time after the lawyer’s interest in that portion becomes fixed, provided that:

(1)
the client or other person may still dispute that the lawyer is entitled to the funds or property;

(2)
when the right of a lawyer to receive a portion of entrusted funds or property is disputed by the client or other person, the lawyer shall distribute the undisputed portion in accordance with paragraph (k)(7), but shall not distribute the disputed portion until the dispute is finally resolved, the lawyer interpleads the funds or property, or the distribution is authorized by law or court order;

(3)
a lawyer shall take reasonable steps promptly to resolve any dispute regarding entrusted funds or property in the circumstances of paragraph (g)(2); and

(4)
if the client or other person disputes the lawyer’s interest in entrusted funds or property after the lawyer’s interest has become fixed and the lawyer has withdrawn the fixed portion, the lawyer shall have no duty to redeposit the disputed portion in a trust account.

(h)
Duties when a client or other person disputes the other’s entitlement to funds or property.  When the right of a client or other person to receive a portion of entrusted funds or property is disputed by a client or other person, the lawyer shall not distribute the disputed portion of entrusted funds or property until the dispute is resolved, the lawyer interpleads the funds or property, or the distribution is authorized by law or court order, except that the lawyer shall make any distribution required by paragraph (k)(7).

(i)
Duties when entitlement to funds or property is disputed by third party.  When the right of a client or other person to receive a portion of entrusted funds or property (1) is disputed by a third party that has a security or ownership interest in the entrusted funds or property or (2) is subject to a court order, the lawyer shall not distribute the disputed portion until the dispute is resolved, the lawyer interpleads the funds or property, or the distribution is authorized by law or court order.  Nevertheless the lawyer shall distribute any undisputed entrusted funds or property, as required by paragraph (k)(7).

(j)
Credit card, debit, or other electronically transferred payments.  A lawyer may establish a relationship with a merchant bank or electronic payment service so that a client or other person may use credit card, debit, or other electronically transferred payments to pay an advance for fees or costs directly into a trust account, provided that the contract with the merchant bank or electronic payment service requires that the lawyer’s obligations for any charges, chargebacks and offsets be paid from a source that is not a trust account.

(k)
Management, recordkeeping and accounting for funds and property held in trust. A lawyer shall:

(1)
promptly notify a client or other person of the receipt of funds, securities, or other property in which the client or other person claims or has an interest and notify the client or other person of the amount of such funds or the identity or quantity of such property;


(2)
identify and label securities and property of a client or other person promptly upon receipt, place them in a safe deposit box or other place of safekeeping as soon as practicable, segregate any securities or property from the lawyer’s own securities or property of the same character, and notify the client or other person of the location of the property;

(3)
maintain complete records of all funds and property of a client or other person coming into the possession of the lawyer;

(4)
account to the client or other person for whom the lawyer holds funds or property.  An accounting shall include, but is not limited to: (i) a statement of all funds and property received by the lawyer as of the date of the accounting, the source, amount of funds or description of property, and date received; (ii) a statement of all distributions of such funds and property, the date of distribution, the amount of funds or description of property distributed, the payee or distributee, and any trust account check number; and (iii) any balance remaining in the possession of the lawyer;

(5)
preserve records of all entrusted funds or property for a period of no less than five years after final appropriate distribution of such funds or property;

(6)
comply with any order for an audit of such records issued by the State Bar Court pursuant to the Rules of Procedure of the State Bar; and

(7)
promptly distribute, as requested by a client or other person, any undisputed funds or property in the possession of the lawyer that the client or other person is entitled to receive. 

(l)
Scope and Application of Rule. This Rule does not apply to the following:

(1)
A member of the State Bar of California residing and practicing law in a state other than California who (i) receives funds or property from a person who is not a resident of California, arising from or related to a legal representation not in California, and (ii) handles the funds or property in accordance with the law of the controlling jurisdiction. See Rule 8.5(b).

(2)
Funds or property entrusted to a multi-jurisdictional law firm in locations outside of California by clients domiciled outside of California regarding disputes or matters arising or being litigated outside of California, even though the firm maintains an office in California.

(3)
Lawyers practicing under California Rules of Court 9.47 or 9.48, regarding all matters involving a client or other person domiciled outside of California in which no other party to the matter, residing in California, claims an interest.

(4)
At the request of the State Bar of California disciplinary agency, a member of the State Bar of California who is subject to subparagraphs (l)(1) and (2) shall provide information respecting the lawyer’s or law firm’s non-California bank or financial institution account holding client or third party funds, including, but not limited to, requested bank or financial institution records. 

(m)
Board of Governors’ Standards. The Board of Governors of the State Bar shall have the authority to formulate and adopt standards as to what “records” shall be maintained by lawyers in accordance with paragraph (k)(3).  The standards formulated and adopted by the Board, as from time to time amended, shall be effective and binding on all lawyers.

COMMENT


Definitions


[1]
As used in this Rule, “property” means (a) a tangible or intangible asset, other than funds, in which a client or other person claims any ownership interest or right of possession or enjoyment.  Property does not include a client’s file except for anything in it that has pecuniary value (e.g., a negotiable instrument) or intrinsic value (e.g., a will or trust).  Regarding the client’s file, see Rule 1.16(e).  All references in this Rule to “a client or other person” mean a client or other person for whose benefit the lawyer holds funds or property.


[2]
As used in this Rule “in connection with the performance of a legal service or representation” means that there is a relationship between the actions of a lawyer in his or her capacity as a lawyer and the receipt or holding of funds from a client or other person.  The provisions of this Rule are also applicable when a lawyer serves a client both as a lawyer and as one who renders nonlegal services.  (Kelly v. State Bar (1991) 53 Cal.3d 509, 517 [280 Cal.Rptr. 298].)  Although lawyers who provide fiduciary services that are not related to the performance of a legal service or representation may be required to handle funds in a fiduciary manner (e.g., when serving as an executor, escrow agent for parties to an escrow who are not clients, or as a trustee for a non-client), this Rule does not govern those activities.  Because the latter fiduciary accounts are governed by other law, funds should be maintained in separate fiduciary accounts and not in a trust account established under this Rule.  However, the failure to discharge fiduciary duties in relation to the provision of such services may result in discipline for other violations.  See, e.g., Business and Professions Code section 6106.

[3]
As used in this Rule “client” means a prospective, current, or former client for whom not all legal services have been completed, or as to whom not all funds or property have been distributed in accordance with this Rule.


[4]
As used in this Rule “entrusted funds” means funds that have been put into the care of a lawyer, by or on behalf of a client or other person in connection with the performance of a legal service or representation, that are held for the benefit of the client or other person, regardless of whether the funds are deposited or held in a trust account.  Entrusted funds do not include (i) an advance for fees unless there is an agreement between the lawyer and the client or other person that the advance for fees will be held in trust; (ii) funds belonging wholly to a lawyer or law firm; (iii) payments for undisputed past-due fees; or (iv) undisputed reimbursement by a client or other person for costs advanced by a lawyer or law firm.


[5]
As used in this Rule, “advance for fees” means a payment intended by the client as an advance payment for some or all of the services that the lawyer is expected to perform on the client’s behalf. 


[6]
As used in this Rule, “bank charges” include any administrative or service charges charged to a trust account by an approved depository for trust accounts but does not include merchant account charges, chargebacks, or offsets charged in connection with a merchant account that is attached to a trust account.


Application of Rule


[7]
Funds do not take on a fiduciary status merely because they are deposited into a trust account.  A lawyer’s misuse of a client trust account can result in discipline. In the Matter of McKiernan (Rev. Dept. 1995) 3 Cal. State Bar Ct. Rptr. 420 (deposit of non-client business operating funds in trust account was misconduct.)


Paragraph (a) –  Application to true retainer fees


[8]
Because a true retainer fee, as defined in Rule 1.5(f), is earned on receipt and so is not held for the benefit of the client, a lawyer may not deposit it in a client trust account. (Baranowski v. State Bar (1979) 24 Cal.3d 153, 164  [154 Cal.Rptr. 752].)


[9]
If any part of a true retainer fee is paid for or applied to fees for the performance of legal services, the entire amount loses its character as a true retainer fee and is converted to an advance for fees. (Baranowski v. State Bar (1979) 24 Cal.3d 153, 164, fn. 4 [154 Cal.Rptr. 752]; In the Matter of Fonte (Rev. Dept. 1994) 2 Cal. State Bar Ct. Rptr. 752, 757.)  When this occurs, the lawyer must comply with paragraphs (d) and (k)(4) with respect to the entire fee. See also Comment [10].


Paragraph (d) – Advances for fees; accounting for advances for fees


[10]
Although a lawyer has no duty to deposit an advance for fees in a trust account, the lawyer still has a duty under paragraph (d)(1) to account for all funds received as an advance for fees.  In preparing an accounting as required under paragraph (d), a lawyer may follow the standards set forth in Business and Professions Code section 6148(b). (In the Matter of Fonte (Rev. Dept. 1994) 2 Cal. State Bar Ct. Rptr. 752, 756–758.)


Paragraph (e) – Duty to hold funds inviolate


[11]
Compliance with paragraphs (e) and (k)(4) requires that all withdrawals and disbursements from a trust account must be made in a manner that permits the recipient or payee of the withdrawal to be identified.  Paragraphs (e) and (k)(4) are not intended to prohibit electronic transfers or to preclude a means of withdrawal that might be developed in the future, provided that the recipient of the payment is identified.  When payment is made by check, the check should be payable to a specific person or entity.  


Paragraphs (g) – (i)  – Disputed fees

[12]
Paragraph (g)(2) of this Rule applies even when the lawyer claims to have a valid lien on trust funds for the payment for services, costs and expenses.


[13]
A lawyer may not withhold the undisputed portion of a client’s or other person’s funds because of a fee dispute.  The undisputed amount must be paid promptly to the owner upon demand.  (Friedman v. State Bar (1990) 50 Cal.3d 235, 240–241 [266 Cal.Rptr. 632].)


[14]
A lawyer may not unilaterally withdraw disputed fees from a trust account.  However, in circumstances coming within paragraphs (h) or (i), a lawyer may interplead the disputed funds or property.


Paragraph (k) – Duties to maintain records and account for receipt of trust funds or property


[15]
A lawyer who receives client funds in which another person is known to have an interest (e.g., a medical provider lienholder), must also notify that person of the receipt. (In the Matter of Respondent P (Rev. Dept. 1993) 2 Cal. State Bar Ct. Rptr. 622, 632)  Certain statutory liens may have statutory notice requirements applicable to lawyers. See, e.g., Welfare and Institutions Code section 14124.79.

[16]
With respect to the timing and frequency of a lawyer’s accounting under paragraph (k)(4), see Business and Professions Code  section 6091.

Other Guidance


[17]
Trust account practice assistance.  For guidance concerning the management and administration of trust accounts under this Rule, see State Bar of California publication “Handbook on Trust Accounting for California Attorneys” and the “California Compendium on Professional Responsibility” Index.
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