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Pro Bono Firm Of 2010: Robins Kaplan 
By Richard Vanderford 

Law360, New York (December 8, 2010) -- With an approach that encourages attorneys working pro bono to take all the 
hours they need to win, Robins Kaplan Miller & Ciresi LLP managed to score nearly $100 million for survivors of Minnesota's 
I-35W bridge collapse, but not a penny in fees, earning the firm a spot on Law360's Pro Bono Firms of 2010 list. 
 
The firm spent more than 20,000 hours — or, put another way, 10 person-years — in staff and attorney time on a three-
year legal slog on behalf of those affected by the collapse of the I-35W bridge over the Mississippi River, which killed 13 
commuting through downtown Minneapolis and injured another 150. 
 
That effort, for which the firm assembled and led a group of 17 local law firms, did not stop an already bustling pro bono 
practice that has seen the firm's attorneys routinely go to bat for asylum seekers, foster children and even women's hockey 
teams. 
 
Though taking the bridge case pro bono obviously meant the firm was turning down a potentially huge contingency fee, no 
one complained. 
 
“I am unaware of a single voice within the firm who raised any question whatsoever about proceeding pro bono at any 
point in time,” said Phil Sieff, a Robins Kaplan injury and mass tort attorney who headed the bridge case along with the 
firm's Chris Messerly. 
 
Robins Kaplan's level of devotion to that case, though perhaps abnormal in its duration and the number of man-hours 
required, is not surprising, at least to attorneys inside the firm, who get drilled from the time they are summer associates 
about how much the firm values pro bono work. 
 
“It's not just window dressing for the firm,” Sieff said. “It's very much a part of who we are, not just as lawyers, but as 
people.” 
 
On average, each attorney at Robins Kaplan puts in 141 hours of pro bono time a year, and each is asked — in writing — to 
shoot for at least 50 hours. 
 
If they forget, there is Anne Lockner to remind them. A business attorney and equity partner who chairs the firm's pro bono 
committee, Lockner, among other things, rats out nonperformers to the partners in a mandated quarterly meeting on the 
firm's pro bono progress. 
 
“I'll have people coming up to me after the meeting and say, 'Anne, I'm really sorry. I'm a goose egg, what can I do,'” 
Lockner said, using the firm's slang for an attorney who has not put in any pro bono time. 
 
The goose egg stigma is strong, enough so that even the predictably busy firm chair Martin R. Lueck takes on his own pro 
bono cases and spends time helping associates formulate their arguments before they to go to trial on pro bono matters. 

mailto:customerservice@law360.com


 
Once Robins Kaplan takes a pro bono case, it is its case to win, no matter how long it takes and regardless of the fact that 
the client will not be paying. 
 
The firm has its attorneys count their pro bono hours toward their billable requirement, so that attorneys are not penalized 
at review time if they have had a busy pro bono year. 
 
There is also no cap on the number of pro bono hours an attorney can rack up in a year — it's not uncommon for attorneys 
to spend more than 200 hours a year on pro bono work, and if takes longer, it takes longer. 
 
“There's never any question raised like, 'well, this is a pro bono case, come on,'” Sieff said. “There's no subtle pressure. 
There's no direct pressure.” 
 
“The pro bono cases are treated with as much vigor, zealousness and commitment as any other case,” he said. 
 
Robins Kaplan has results to show for that zeal. It represented a gay rights group at a high school in Osseo, a Minneapolis 
suburb, that was being kept from using the PA system and other school resources, winning an injunction to force the high 
school to grant the group the same access other kids had. That injunction was later successfully defended twice before the 
U.S. Court of Appeals for the Eighth Circuit. 
 
Attorneys spent two years representing an asylum seeker from Togo, whose claims that she had been persecuted based on 
her politics were met with doubt by U.S. immigration authorities. That woman won asylum, and the firm is now working on 
her green card. 
 
Some cases involve representing foster children who emerge from a system that dumps them on the street after they reach 
the age of majority, or representing women's hockey teams fighting for access under Title IX. 
 
The work on the I-35W bridge case, though, is the firm's most prominent pro bono success, and one of the most intense. 
 
In all, the firm won about $100 million for victims through three separate efforts: a confidential settlement with a 
construction company, widely reported to be valued at $10 million; a $52 million settlement with an engineering firm; and 
$37 million in emergency state money for which Robins Kaplan lobbied. 
 
The money was not cheaply won. Though work on the case finished up in 2010, it began shortly after the bridge's collapse 
on Aug. 1, 2007. 
 
Messerly, a partner and 29-year veteran of the firm who attributes some of his grit to his love for hockey, said it took him 
about “five minutes” to decide the firm should work on the bridge collapse case pro bono. Firm management agreed.  
 
Within days of the incident, Messerly spoke at a meeting of the local attorney's group and proposed other firms join Robins 
Kaplan in a group pro bono push. 
 
Messerly, who like many Minneapolis residents traversed the bridge as part of his commute, spent more than two straight 
months at the state capitol lobbying for funds for the victims. 
 
Pre-existing state law limited state liability at a total of $1 million, a pittance that would translate into less than $10,000 for 
each of the affected families. 
 
Messerly trudged through Minnesota's January snow in 2008 with victims still on crutches and in wheelchairs, he recalled, 
to convince legislators and a conservative governor to pass a $37 million bill he had written, modeled on legislation that 
created a fund for 9/11 victims. 
 
Robins Kaplan even flew out Kenneth Feinberg, the 9/11 fund's head, to testify on the bill's behalf. 



 
Messerly's law included a provision that no lawyers could take a fee from the fund — “in other words, I mandated pro bono 
work in the statute,” he said — so he also had to battle one personal injury firm worried its contingency fee revenue would 
suffer. 
 
“Thankfully, by the end they got rolled. I did it like I play hockey: hit them as hard as I can, under the rules, and shook their 
hands when it was over,” he said. 
 
It took a while for newspapers to realize that the firm had taken on the victims' case for free. 
 
“Not even our clients believed us at the beginning. The newspapers would interview us and say, 'Chris, what's up?'”  
 
“You don't understand,” Messerly would respond. “It's pro bono!” 
 
Once newspapers figured out Robins Kaplan was not lying about the case being pro bono, the firm had to set up a call 
center to handle the volume of people who called seeking help. It even found Spanish-speaking lawyers to help children on 
a bus who came from mostly Spanish-speaking families. 
 
As investigators discovered more information about the crash, they realized that a construction company working on the 
bridge and an engineering firm might also have some liability. 
 
“Where I really credit [Robins Kaplan] and the firm management is that when it became there were other parties involved, 
when it became clear we might be able to get through some legislation — I think it would have been easy for some firms at 
that point to be like, 'okay, let's take a fee,'” Sieff said. 
 
They did not take a fee. After some protracted legal wrangling, the construction company, PCI Corp., settled in 2008. After a 
marathon 14-hour courtroom settlement conference on a Saturday afternoon, engineering firm URS Corp. settled for $52 
million in August. 
 
Some checks went out in only November, Messerly said. The case ended, symbolically, late that month, when attorneys and 
clients met at a jazz club in Minneapolis for a final reunion. 
 
“One woman told me, 'Chris, this is the first time I've gone into the holidays in the last few years where I've had some 
closure on something,'” Messerly said. 
 
“Lawyers need to remember that we're in a service profession, and we exist solely to serve others,” Messerly said. “Phil and 
I essentially dropped everything. If you judge our success by the bottom line, we'd be a total failure. But thankfully, we 
don't do that.” 
 
Methodology: Law360 invited more than 400 law firms to participate in its Pro Bono Firms of the Year series. Participants 
were asked to identify major wins in pro bono cases in the past year. Submissions were reviewed several times by a 
committee of four editors. The firms with the biggest wins in pro bono cases that also displayed a major commitment to pro 
bono work in 2010 were selected to be profiled in this series. 
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