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	　　VLP lawyers enjoy high degree of freedom in setting their own billing rates and choosing their own types of clients to service, based on their specific circumstances.
　　Magazine staff reporter: Liu Mingjun
　　In December, 2008, RoseAnn Rotandaro took a sudden fancy to Chinese TV programs shown in her hotel room during her trip in China for an investment forum, while back in her home country with a more sophisticated TV industry, she had basically ignored the existence of TV. As a matter of fact, RoseAnn’s interests were not limited to Chinese TV programs; she also brought along a five-month-old new firm to China in the hope of exploring business and collaboration opportunities. “Although China and the US are separated by the Pacific Ocean, the Internet can connect us with our clients.”
RoseAnn is the co-founder of the virtual law office Virtual Law Partners (VLP), which was established in the Silicon Valley in July, 2008. Ever since its inception, VLP has been one of the hottest topics among US top law firms, lawyers and high-tech companies. One of the reasons for attracting so much attention is that VLP has gone beyond the conventional “brick and mortar” law firm model by eliminating central, brick-and-mortar offices. The attorneys provide legal services to clients via the Internet from home or anywhere else. What’s more surprising to the industry insiders is that VLP promotes a work-life balance and the attorneys may set their own working hours, service projects and billing rates. As for clients, the most attractive thing is that VLP’s top lawyers will provide legal services at rates far lower than those of conventional big name law firms. Another reason for so much interest in VLP is that one of its co-founders, Craig Johnson, has changed the service model in US legal industry.
　　 “Virtualization” made possible by technology
　　As early as 1997 when the Internet began to emerge, a lawyer in Silicon Valley openly advocated “virtual law firm” based on the network technology. At that time, any lawyer working at home could be called a “virtual” lawyer. Some virtual technologies developed later on, such as VLOTech (Virtual Law Office Technology) and DirectLaw, also helped to bring about virtual law firms of “small workshop” size with less than 10 lawyers. However, such law firms had not been able to grow large enough to deal with complicated cases requiring lots of collaboration.
　　The important technology basis on which VLP has developed into a popular virtual law firm not just in name but also in reality is that the firm is equipped with the RingCentral phone service system based on cloud computing technology, that is, a virtual phone center over the Internet. RoseAnn said, “we rely greatly on web conferences and other advanced technologies to improve efficiency and keep in close touch with our clients.” Thanks to this system, VLP can effectively connect with clients or potential clients all over US or even around the globe. In the view of Michael Ferrel, VLP vice president in charge of the network technology, this system has enabled VLP lawyers to respond and work at a much higher speed than conventional law firms, for VLP lawyers do not need to spend hours flying over to another city to do the job. “The phone center also enables us to work just like conventional law firms at reduced administration expenses and terminal costs, so as to maintain our firm’s competitiveness.”
　　VLP is no doubt a type of innovation to reduce costs through technology during the economic downturn, which indicates a new trend, not to mention the business model innovation it brings about. A recent survey in the US suggests that under current economic circumstances, over 72% of small and medium-sized enterprises are reducing indirect costs and improving work efficiency and another quarter of businesses are reducing office space.
　　“Virtual law firms at the moment are not highly organized yet;” two years ago Joseph Kashi started a work-at-home virtual law firm, Law Offices, which employs only a few lawyers today. Yet Joseph is still optimistic about the future of the firm, “The economic slump will boost the take-off of virtual law firms. We have seen a lot of opportunities.”
As for VLP, there is no doubt that the state-of-the-art technology has greatly facilitated its rapid expansion. The number of VLP lawyers has grown to 30 within the past 5 months. VLP has become the largest and most rapidly growing virtual law firm in US. “It is estimated that the number of lawyers will reach 200 by the end of 2009,” RoseAnn told the reporter.
　　Saving money for clients
　　A virtual “shadow” can be perceived in the new economy that drove the rapid economic expansion in the USA during the 1990s. Comparatively speaking, today’s VLP is undoubtedly a more innovative embodiment of the virtual service economy. One big advantage of this service model is that it can create a win-win situation for both lawyers and clients.
　　“VLP's rates are much lower than those of conventional law firms,” said RoseAnn. The service rates at conventional big firms are usually as high as $800 per hour, while the average billing rate at VLP is about $400 per hour. The huge difference in billing rates is due to the fact that under such a virtual model that their peers dubbed as “having a coach, but no librarian”, VLP’s overhead costs are greatly reduced and rental expenses for luxurious offices are dispensed.
　　Undoubtedly, such a service model fits perfectly into the current economic slump. In the past, although the service relationship between most companies and big law firms were based on high legal expenses, most companies were under no pressure to make changes. “When everything was flourishing, clients did not take much account of costs. Now everything is different. There should be more alternatives,” commented Andrea Chavez, another co-founder of VLP.
　　VLP also guarantees that the legal costs are clear to the client at a glance. “Our clients can monitor the legal costs closely,” said RoseAnn. VLP attorneys will post their billable hours weekly online. The clients can access and view the accrued charges on each project via password, together with detailed descriptions of the services provided.
　　VLP’s concern for the interests of clients is reflected in many more details. There's no “up or out” promotional system at VLP. As it is widely adopted at conventional big law firms, this type of system generates a high rate of lawyer dropouts and cannot ensure a continuous understanding of the clients being serviced. “VLP provides the best tools, resources, benefits and working environment to our attorneys so that they will stay with VLP for a long time and create a long-term, collaborative relationship with our clients,” said RoseAnn.
　　VLP’s service model is gaining recognition among many clients. Currently VLP has more than 200 clients, mostly large and medium-sized enterprises. RoseAnn said: “each of our attorneys can bring along at least 8 clients.” VLP is involved in almost every field of legal practices aside from litigation which requires too much manpower and energy.
　　Generous job
　　At VLP, lawyers enjoy higher degree of freedom in setting their own service rates and choosing their own types of clients to service based on their specific circumstances. More to the surprise of the legal service industry, over 85% of the revenue generated goes directly as compensation to the working attorney, with only 15% retained by the law firm to cover administrative costs. Whereas the common practice at today’s big law firms is that the attorneys have to pay 30%-40% of their revenue to their law firms.
　　Meanwhile, the compensation package for the attorneys at conventional law firms are based on their billable hours for the clients, which entails that each lawyer finishes a certain amount of billable hours every year. VLP has no such requirements and the lawyers can freely decide on their own working hours, with much emphasis on the work-life balance.
　　VLP has aroused great interests among many big law firms, as the current economic conditions have brought great pressure to traditional law firms; the American IPO market has even slipped back to the level of depression experienced during the 1973 oil crisis and many conventional law firms are downsizing their teams of attorneys, thus driving more and more lawyers out into the labor market. VLP’s advocacy of a work-life balance has certainly struck a chord with more and more “stirred-up” lawyers, and the law firm got over 200 resumes in one week in July, 2008. “This is a generous job,” commented some attorneys in the American legal service industry on this VLP model. 
　　This type of “relaxed” corporate culture at VLP relates closely to the background of the three co-founders of the firm. There have been so many “surprises” in RoseAnn’s personal history: serving in the US voluntary organization Peace Corps, teaching Eskimos in the Arctic region, building a house of her own in Alaska, and teaching in China during the 1980s. RoseAnn worked with Wilson Sonsini at Goodrich & Rosati for 6 years and started Armor Legal Counsel in 2003. Being equally ambitious, Andrea Chavez once founded a small virtual law firm of her own, Lion Tech Law.
　　The two equally life-enjoying and work-loving attorneys had run into the same difficulty in expanding their law firms and coping with big legal projects. As the founder of Venture Law Group (“VLG”), and once the second most important figure at Wilson Sonsini Goodrich & Rosati, Craig Johnson had been looking for something more challenging ever since his retirement. When RoseAnn and Andrea came to their “hero” for advice, the trio finally decided to combine forces and launch VLP.
　　Since its foundation as a firm advocating a work-life balance, VLP has recruited quite a few top lawyers with extraordinary experience, such as American author-attorney Wena Poon, who won the 2008 Frank O'Connor International Short Story Award and short listed for the 2008 Singapore Literature Prize, and W.H. Baird Garrett, a well-known wine expert and an adventurous Alpine climber. The introductory notes on the VLP website show all the attorneys dressed in casual style and lay much emphasis on their individual interests and hobbies. “The time has come for lawyers to control their own working hours,”; 61-year-old Craig is quite confident about VLP’s future development.
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