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Arbitrator's law -rm webinar appearance
sinks $132,000 award
A Los Angeles County judge vacated an arbitration award after 9nding a retired judge should
have disclosed her appearance at a webinar sponsored by the law 9rm representing the
prevailing parties.

 

 

 

Alternative Dispute Resolution

A retired judge's undisclosed appearance at a webinar
sponsored by the law firm representing the prevailing
side in an arbitration created enough doubt about her
impartiality to require the award to be vacated, a Los
Angeles County judge ruled.

The underlying real estate dispute resulted in an award
requiring Elden Investments LLC to return a $132,265
deposit with interest and pay attorney fees and costs.
Los Angeles County Superior Court Judge Wendy
Chang granted Elden's cross-petition to vacate the
award and denied the buyers' petition to confirm it.

The dispute will now return to arbitration before a new
arbitrator, attorneys for both sides said in phone
interviews Tuesday.

Orbit IP LLP partner Ehab M. Samuel, who represents
Elden with firm attorney Robert W. Dickerson Jr., said
Chang's ruling vindicated their client.

"Justice was served. Our client is very happy with the outcome and is looking forward to an
arbitration with an arbitrator that has no appearance of bias or impartiality," Samuel said.

Klinedinst PC shareholder Daniel A. Lawton, who represents the two buyers, disagreed.

Ehab M. Samuel
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"Form over substance. Gamesmanship over justice," Lawton said.

Lawton said his clients are evaluating their options, including an appeal.

On Aug. 12, Chang found retired San Diego County Superior Court Judge
Randa M. Trapp, now a JAMS neutral, should have disclosed her
participation in Klinedinst PC's "Trailblazers," a public webinar highlighting
women in law, while the arbitration was pending.

In her order, Chang wrote that the issue was not actual bias, but whether a
reasonable person could doubt Trapp's impartiality.

Chang found the circumstances went beyond routine professional contacts
because the Klinedinst-sponsored event brought prestige to Trapp while also serving partly as
marketing for the firm.

"All of this is only highlighted by the fact firms do not normally present events like this to the
public; such is not within the core business of the firm. It is extra. It is, in part, altruism, but it is
also, in part, marketing for the firm," Chang wrote.

Chang compared the case to Mt. Holyoke Homes, L.P. v. Jeffer Mangels Butler & Mitchell LLP, a
2013 decision by the 2nd District Court of Appeal vacating an award after an arbitrator failed to
disclose that he listed a partner at a law firm appearing before him as a professional reference.

Samuel said the ruling is a significant application of California's arbitration disclosure
requirements following the 2013 Mt. Holyoke decision.

Lawton argued Trapp's participation was innocuous, describing it as an uncompensated, one-
hour public webinar about women in law with no evidence of an improper relationship.

According to court filings, the webinar occurred March 19, 2025, about two weeks after Trapp
issued an interim award and while attorney fees and other matters remained pending.

Elden argued Trapp never disclosed the appearance. Lawton countered that the webinar was
publicly advertised and Elden could have raised the issue before the final award.

Trapp ultimately found Elden breached the underlying purchase agreement and ordered the
defendant to return the $132,265 deposit with interest and pay $71,880 in attorney fees and
$18,014.09 in costs.

The dispute arose from a 2022 agreement to buy a 10,913-square-foot commercial
condominium in Paramount. The buyers sought to confirm the award in San Diego County,
where Elden sought to vacate it before the case was transferred to Los Angeles County. Hall et
al. v. Elden Investments LLC, 26STCP01203 (L.A. Super. Ct., filed May 28, 2025).
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