
Law firm mergers in the United
States dipped precipitously last year,
mirroring a decline in general business
merger-and-acquisition activity.

Nationwide, fewer than 60 law firms
merged in 2009, down almost 25 per-
cent from the year prior. And almost 80
percent of those deals involved firms
with 20 or fewer attorneys, according
to Altman Weil, a Newtown Square,
Penn.-based legal consulting firm.

Mergers are expected to decline in
2010 as well, according to Hildebrandt
Baker Robbins, a Somerset, N.J., legal
consulting firm that reported 57 merg-
ers in 2009.

Mergers tend to take place in the
beginning of the year and 2010 is off to
a slow start, said Lisa Smith, head of
Hildebrandt Baker’s strategy and merg-
er practice.

Thirty-three law firms merged in the
first quarter of last year, compared to
nine in the second quarter, seven in the
third and eight in the fourth quarter.

"What’s happening in the industry is
that there has been a lot of consolida-
tion, and a lot of lawyers have been let
go from their firms," said Ira Halperin,
a partner and head of the corporate law
group at Meltzer Lippe Goldstein &
Breitstone. "Hiring has been postponed
or delayed and some firms have had
major problems. We have lost some of
the major firms."

So instead of official mergers,
groups of attorneys who have been laid
off or disillusioned with their current
practice have simply changed firms.

For instance, in late 2008, interna-
tional law firm Nixon Peabody, which

has offices in Jericho, hired 90 former
lawyers from Manhattan’s Thelen
Reid, including 10 that moved to
Nixon Peabody’s New York City
office. The two firms had plans to
merge, but negotiations fell through
and Thelen was dissolved.

Financial considerations aside,
merging law firms is a delicate process
that must take into consideration name
partners, equity positions and practice
areas - in addition to the usual com-
plexities of business and systems inte-
gration.

"The goal is to make it a seamless
operation so that the barriers and dif-
ferences between the two operations
disappear as quickly as possible," said
Bill Brennan, a principal at Altman
Weil. "It’s like ripping the Band-Aid
off. You want to eliminate any ’we’ ver-
sus ’they’ competition."

Jeff Forchelli, who headed the merg-
er of Forchelli, Curto, Schwartz,
Mineo, Carlino & Cohn with Crowe
Deegan two years ago, the Island’s last
major legal marriage, concurs.

"Everyone needs to be pulling the
wagon in the same direction," he said.
"You need to run your law office like a
business."

The answer there is communication,
and lots of it. In the months leading up
to the Forchelli-Crowe Deegan merger,
the two firms hammered out an inte-
gration deal that gave Dan Deegan and
Kathleen Deegan Dickson seats on
several of the firm’s committees,
including public outreach and market-
ing, and alternating spots on the com-
pensation panel.

"We’re very hands on, very interac-
tive partner to partner," Forchelli said.
And size matters. Merging a small firm
into a much larger one can be difficult
because boutique firms tend to be more
informal in terms of employee policies
and human resources issues.

"If anything, the idea of a boutique
law practice is a more difficult practice
model," said Marc Hamroff, manag-
ing partner of Moritt Hock Hamroff
& Horowitz in Garden City.

Ultimately, though, it’s always about
culture.

"In the end, while money is impor-
tant and everyone in the business needs
to be paid fairly, money alone can’t
make it a successful merger," Hamroff
said. "If a merger partner is going to
change the fabric of our firm, money is
not important enough to do that."

Which is why there are always a few
casualties on the road to a merger.

"That’s happened every time we’ve
merged," Forchelli said. "Somebody
always leaves."
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