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MCC INTERVIEW: David Rosenhlatt / Burns & Levinson

Taking On the Big Boys

A midsize firm competes by adding unusual practice groups

ow does a midsize firm compete in the

Boston legal market? How can they take
on the big boys? Personal service was part of the
answer we got from David Rosenblatt, manag-
ing partner of 125-lawyer Burns & Levinson.
No shock there. But he also dispensed a few
tidbits that may surprise you. The firm has built
some unconventional practice groups, like one
that handles divorce and family law work. And

another that caters to the cannabis business. In the

wake of all the state legalizations, it'’s (pam’on the
pun) growing. The interview has been edited for
style and length.

MCC: You have been the managing partner
at Burns & Levinson for almost 20 years.
How has the business of law changed since
you first took on this role, and how has
Burns differentiated itself in an increasingly
competitive environment?

Rosenblatt: One of the best parts of my job
has been working on the front lines as law
firms have become much more businesslike
in their management practices. Better law
firm management leads to the improved
delivery of legal services to the marketplace
and happier clients. At 125 lawyers, our
firm is considered a midsize firm (we are the
13th largest in New England) and we really
use that to our advantage. By design, we

are populated with many more partners and
partner-level attorneys than associates. We
staff matters leanly without teams of lawyers
at every conceivable level. We make sure that
clients get direct access to partners and their
expertise, and that they aren’t paying for the
training of young associate attorneys or for a
lot of internal conferences.

David Rosenblatt /s 2. managing partner at
Burns €3 Levinson, a role he has held  for nearly
20 years. He also serves as chairman of the firm’s
environmental group. He can be reached at
drosenblatt@burnsiev.com.
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MCC: Burns & Levinson launched a new
brand identity and website last month. What
can you tell us about it, and why was it impor-
tant to the firm?

Rosenblatt: Our new brand identity is built
around the concept of “amazing clients,”
which echoes the firm’s decades of serving
clients who are amazing at what they do. We
try to amaze them in return with an intense
focus on relationships, top-notch service and
impressive results. I think the new brand will
help us differentiate our firm from many of
Boston’s top-tier local firms that have merged
with big, national, out-of-state firms to
become “supersize.” We've really seized the
opportunity to turn our client-centered ap-
proach, smaller and more personalized service
orientation and deep roots in New England
into a competitive advantage.

MCC: How have clients’ needs changed over

the years, and how has your firm responded fo
client pressures to reduce the amount spent on
legal work?

Rosenblatt: Clients are now demanding more
expertise, efficiency and value from their out-
side counsel. As a Boston-based law firm, we

the first major
Boston corpo-

see more and more national law firms coming
into our region to take advantage of the excit-
ing growth opportunities in important business
sectors such as high tech, life sciences, health
care, private equity and entrepreneurship. As a
smaller law firm, we have more flexibility when
it comes to fee arrangements for our clients,
and our cost and overhead structure is substan-
tially less than the very large firms.

MCC: Your corporate group has a reputation
for “punching above its weight”— handling
sophisticated M A and private equity work
that doesn’t often go to midsize firms. Can you
tell us a little about your corporate group — the
type of work they do and your ‘secret sauce,” so
to speak?

Rosenblatt: As a firm, we have invested
heavily over the years in building an impres-
sive corporate group that can handle even
the most complex mergers and acquisitions,
securities issues and financing deals. The
group also focuses on some niche industries
that set us apart. We have an exciting sports
practice with clients ranging from minor
league baseball teams to leaders in the sports
entertainment industry. For example, last year
we helped the Modesto Nuts, a minor league
baseball team, enter into a unique player de-
velopment contract with the Seattle Mariners,
who were required (thanks to league rules) to
become the majority owner of the Modesto
Nuts franchise. We were able to creatively
structure a deal that allowed the team to con-
tinue to run its day-to-day operations while
giving up majority ownership.

Our secret sauce is probably our focus on
being responsive to our clients’ needs and pro-
viding the highest-quality legal services in an
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efficient and cost-effective way. The attorneys
in our corporate group are driven by main-
taining strong relationships with clients, not
how many billable hours they can churn. This
makes a meaningful difference to our clients.

MCC: Burns & Levinson has an impressive
intellectual property group. Who are some of
your IP clients, and what type of work does the
firm do for them?

Rosenblatt: Our IP clients range from
inventors looking to obtain patents to large
corporations looking to protect their property
with litigation. Our attorneys are skilled in
issues involving patents, IP due diligence,
trademarks, copyright, anticounterfeiting,
and privacy and security data. We have a
team of seasoned litigators with knowledge
in the technical and life sciences industries as
well. Our IP team also has vast experience in
food and drug law, and we have clients from
large multinational corporations and emerg-
ing growth companies that look to us to help
them navigate the many regulatory require-
ments in this industry.

In the IP space, there is little we can’t do
even for the biggest companies. For example,
we handle the patent prosecution portfolio for
a large global medical technology business.
They came to Burns when they were looking
for a law firm to handle their high-volume,
complex patent filings on a fixed-fee basis in
order to better manage and control patent
prosecution costs. They hired us because they
knew we could deliver big-firm results at
midsize pricing, which is far more competitive
than larger firms.

MCC: Very few major corporate law firms handle
divorce and family law work, but Burns &
Levinson has made it a cornerstone practice. Why?

Rosenblatt: We have one of the largest

and most reputable divorce and family law
practices in the country, which is unique for
a corporate law firm. Most of the lawyers
operating in this area are solo practitioners

or small boutique firms, so they don’t have
the level of expertise or in-house resources to
handle the types of challenging cases that we
take on. We have a team of 30 attorneys in
our private client group who routinely handle
the messiest of divorces and most complex
family law matters. Often these private issues
are complicated by business ownerships,
earned or inherited wealth, and diverse asset
management obligations, and we know how
to navigate these land mines at the highest
levels, from negotiating agreements to litigat-
ing disputes.

For example, last year we won a closely
watched divorce case focused on the issue of
trust assets as marital property in divorce pro-
ceedings at the Massachusetts Supreme Judi-
cial Court. This case is now the definitive law
on trust interests for division of marital assets
in Massachusetts, and it also serves as guid-
ance for every one of the more than 35 states
that use a similar equitable division statute.
We also saved our client from having to pay
approximately $1.4 million. This decision was
widely heralded as the biggest family law case
of the year. We won another important appel-
late victory last year for a client whose ex-wife
had sought part of a $20 million bonus that
our client received nearly two years after the
parties divorced. We were able to overturn
the district court ruling that had awarded our
client’s ex-wife nearly $6 million. The U.S.
Court of Appeals for the First Circuit also
remanded the case with prejudice, shutting
the doors to the federal courts against future
claims from disgruntled ex-spouses who try to
get around their state court divorce rulings.

MCC: Are there any up-and-coming practice areas
that you are especially excited about right now?

Rosenblatt: 'm excited about the expansion of
our cannabis business advisory group, which
helps clients navigate the complex legal and
business framework that surrounds the rapidly
growing marijuana industry. Burns was the
first major Boston corporate law firm to de-
velop a cannabis business practice three years
ago, which was initially started as a medical
marijuana practice. Now we are considered
among the top law firms in the country with
substantial expertise handling high-level
corporate and financing deals in the cannabis
market. For example, we are currently han-
dling the formation of a large private equity
fund to invest in new cannabis technologies.
Opverall, our cannabis client roster includes
license holders, investors, dispensaries and
cultivation centers. The attorneys who run
this group have unrivaled experience in the
industry in everything from formation and
corporate structuring to real estate and labor
and employment issues. We're basically a one-
stop shop for our cannabis business clients

across New England and the U.S.

MCC: What will Burns & Levinson look like
five years from now?

Rosenblatt: In five years, I expect our niche
practice areas will continue to grow and become
increasingly important parts of our firm as a
whole. As the industries we serve grow and
change, and new specialized needs emerge, we
will stay on the forefront of these developments.
No matter what, Burns & Levinson’s core values
will remain the same. Building relationships
with our clients and providing value-added
service will continue to be the key to our success
and the basis for everything we do.



