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Breaking Away

Attorneys at RSRS enjoying success
after creating boutique law firm

By Danielle Birkin
Contributing writer

In the case of Rice Silbey Reuther & Sulli-
van (RSRS), bigger is not necessarily better.

The Las Vegas-based legal powerhouse and
business law firm with a special emphasis
in real estate transactions was founded by a
foursome of prominent local attorneys. They
intend to keep their boutique operation small
and personal. With just 15 employees — in-
cluding the four partners, four associates, a
paralegal, an office manager and support staff
— RSRS nonetheless boasts a blue chip client
roster that includes some of the Southwest’s
premier real estate developers and entrepre-
neurs.

The quartet of original partners — attor-
neys Stephen Rice, William Silbey, Renee
Reuther and Stephen Sullivan — all previ-
ously worked at Jones Vargas, one of the
state’s oldest and largest law firms, prior to
launching the new venture, although Silbey
most recently headed his own local practice.
With a collective 70 years of experience
among them, the four eschewed large-firm

culture to launch their own intimate enter-
prise.

“For all of us, it was really a way to better
control our own destiny and be able to work
closely with one another,” said Sullivan, a
native of Las Vegas. “The key advantage is
more personal contact with clients — getting
more involved with their day-to day business
and providing more intense advice for them.
We’ve found a way to run a leaner operation,
keep overhead low and cut out some of the
inefficiencies in larger firms. We don’t have
a lot of bureaucracy or a rigid hierarchy and
that has led us in one respect to have a very
informal office while everyone is working
harder and having fun doing it. We’ve been
very cautious in expanding and very cau-
tious in who we’ve brought on board, and in
hiring the best people in the legal field and
not growing just for growth sake.”

Rice, also a Las Vegas native, expressed a
similar sentiment.

“There were things we wanted to do that
were conducive to a smaller firm,” he said.
“We like each other and have chosen to
practice together. We’re very careful when

we hire someone new, not
only that they qualify but
also that they will fit into
the firm culture. We want
someone who enjoys
practicing with us.”

Added Silbey, who
hails from New Jersey:
“We pride ourselves on
having a professional but
friendly, informal work
environment so people
enjoy coming to work,”
he said. “I think there’s
no question that in some
ways the volume of work
is greater — at least the
impact of the volume in a
small firm — but we think
the environment has made
a tremendous difference
in terms of productivity and in the enjoy-
ment of the practice of law for everyone at
the firm.”

And there is certainly enough work to keep
the team at RSRS on their toes. Many of their
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clients followed them to their new firm, creat-
ing a built-in customer base from its inception.
“It’s funny, when we first stared out our
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mantra was ‘we are not taking on any new
clients,” ” Sullivan said. “We were very for-
tunate to develop personal relationships with
clients at Jones Vargas, so they came over
with us. We stated off
unlike a lot of start-ups
with more work than
we could handle but
we did start getting a
lot of referrals and a lot
of word of mouth. The
fact that we’re a smaller
firm hasn’t really had
an effect on very large
clients coming to us.
We haven’t been look-
ing for the work so we
have been able to really
elect to work with these
clients that really appeal
tous.”

This includes Ameri-
can Nevada Corp.,
Centra Properties LLC,
Crescent Real Estate
Equities Ltd., Frey De-
velopment, Kimball Hill
Homes, The Landwell
Co., MacDonald Properties, Nevada West
Development LLC, Palm Beach Resort Con-
dominiums LLC and Territory Inc., among
others. According to Las Vegas native Re-
uther, roughly one-third of the firm’s clients
constitute new business.

“When we moved over here there were pe-
riods of time where it was flat-out ‘no new
clients’ — we have to evaluate the timing of
the client’s needs and how quickly they want
us to act and if we can serve them,” she said,
adding that gaining respect and maintaining
a viable client base was not nearly as chal-
lenging as she initially anticipated. “I thought
it would be much tougher than it is, but I think
all of us have been able to develop a reputa-
tion and expertise, and that expertise is the
basis for the respect from our clients, not the
size of the firm.”

“Clients tend to identify with individual
attorneys or small groups with whom they
work, so from a client perspective it’s not
difficult to gain respect,” Silbey said. “Re-
spect comes from doing excellent work and
understanding a client’s business and the
real estate market is one in which this works
very well.”

So how does the stress level at RSRS com-
pare to that of a larger firm?

It’s pretty much on par, the partners agree.

“The stress is pretty high,” Reuther said.
“Given the pace of the real estate market
there’s a demand for greater turnaround.
Clients want their lawyers to work much
faster but they’re huge transactions we’re
working on.”

Rice was of the same opinion.

“The clients are the same, the amount of
work we have to do has increased, and the
stress level is pretty much the same, there’s
just more of a connection,” he said, adding
that the sophistication of the firm’s practice
and the quality of its clients has exceeded
the founder’s expectations. “Yet we’re a
small firm with people who actually like
each other.”

Giventhe partner’s savvy for real estate law
and related transactions, RSRS has benefited
tremendously from the apartment-to-condo
conversion craze that is sweeping Southern

group.”

Nevada. Sullivan estimated he has been per-
sonally involved with upward of $400 mil-
lion of acquisitions for apartment complexes
to be converted to condominiums, while Sil-
bey said he has converted an estimated 15 to
20 local apartment projects to condos.
Reuther  credits
this brisk business

“Given the amount Of arena to the lack of
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developable parcels.
“Clients are

greater density out
of the land that they

go to some kind of
condo development

said, adding that
this allows them to
derive more value
and product for
their property. “The
conversion does
provide entry-level
housing that’s just not out there. You can’t
really find a house for under $200,000.”

The four partners — who agree the
condo-conversion phenomenon is driven
by the fact that the local market has a need
for a lower housing price point — are also
in concurrence when it comes to the key
advantages of working at a boutique legal
operation. This includes the rewards of
knowing that personal perseverance has a
direct correlation on profits.

“You know that the work you are doing is
going to benefit you directly,” Rice said. “If
everybody works hard and we have a good
month the pot is larger and we will all benefit
from that. Within a month of opening, my
partner and I were at a closing at 2:30 in the
morning and it had a much different feeling
knowing that we’re working for ourselves
and putting in these hours. At a larger firm
you can work just as hard but how you will
do financially depends on how well the firm
is doing.”

Apparently, RSRS is doing quite well,
as Rice estimated that 2005 billings would
reach $5 million — not too shabby for a firm
whose four founders remain close friends,
with bonds that extend beyond a typical
working relationship.

“Given the amount of hours we work we
seem to spend as much time here as we do
with our own families, yet we spend time
outside the office together, getting all of our
families together,” Sullivan said. “It’s harder
for a larger group to remain as close as a
smaller group.”

Although RSRS has doubled both in
the size of its staff and the space it leases
since its inception, the original partners
are committed to maintaining a small-firm
culture and a small-firm feel, a policy that
has served it well.

“We have always envisioned that we would
stay small, so as for the future we are eight
attorneysandlenvisionveryopportunistically
adding two or three attorneys to broaden out
our real estate practice, but that would be
optimal size at least for a number of years,”
Silbey said.

Stephen Sullivan
Partner, RSRS
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Fisher & Phillips LLP Congratulates
Attorney Mark Ricciardi on
Being Named Among the Best
Labor and Employment Lawyers
in America.

Many of Mark’s Fisher & Phillips colleauges across the U.S.
share the distinction of being named among the best labor lawyers.
Mark practices here in Las Vegas, but he’s part of one of the largest

labor and employment law firms in the nation. More than 200
Fisher & Phillips attorneys provide their expertise on employment-
related matters. Because of our size and experience,
we are able to offer employers practical advice
in all areas of labor and employment law.

So let's also congratulate Mark's colleagues across the country
who were named among the best:
Roger Quillen, Atlanta
Claud “Tex” Mclver, Atlanta
Ann Margaret Pointer, Atlanta
John Thompson, Atlanta
Mason Alexander, Charlotte
Dan Ellzey, Columbia
Jonathan Pearson, Columbia
Charles Caulkins, Fort Lauderdale
Brian Finucane, Kansas City
Cynthia Jacob, New Jersey
Sandy Feingerts, New Orleans
Robert McCalla, New Orleans
Keith Pyburn, New Orleans
Timothy Murphy, Oakland
Carlos Burruezo, Orlando
Corbett Gordon, Portland
Theresa Gallion, Tampa
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