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By  Joseph Murphy

PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE

Serving as the 101st President of the St. Petersburg 
Bar Association has been one of the greatest honors of 
my professional life. To follow in the footsteps of so many 
dedicated leaders, many of whom I had the privilege 
of serving alongside with, has been both humbling and 
inspiring. Having worked with at least seven past presidents 
on prior SPBA Board of Directors before taking on this role, 
I witnessed firsthand the commitment, integrity, and vision 
that define this organization. 

This year has reinforced what makes our Bar so special. 
Our theme, Bar 101, renewed our focus on the needs of 
our members. Focusing on the most beneficial aspects of 
our Association, we brought back a number of successful 
events from the past, held even more in-person events, and 
increased opportunities for more face time with our judiciary 
for our members. 

Our Bar is a leader among the Voluntary Bar Associations 
of our state, and is nationally known for our efforts in 
promoting mental and physical health and wellbeing. 
However, I am especially mindful that no presidency 
stands alone. The progress we have made is the result of 
the collective efforts of past and present board members, 
committee chairs, volunteers, staff, and members who give 
their time and energy for the betterment of our profession, 
our community, and our Association. It is through that 
collaboration that our Bar continues to thrive. 

As I transition from this role, I do so with immense pride 
in what we have accomplished together and with optimism 
for what lies ahead. 
I also look forward, 
with a sense of both 
humility and cama-
raderie, to joining the 
ranks of our Bar’s Past 
Presidents, an extraor-
dinary group whose 
continued guidance 
and support remain 
invaluable to our Association. This special group was recent-
ly celebrated at the Past Presidents’ Reception (see page 35).

Thank you for the trust you placed in me. It has been a 
tremendous honor to carry forward the legacy of the 100 
presidents who served before me. I would like to personally 
congratulate our President-Elect, Raleigh “Billy” Greene, 
who will serve as our 102nd President of the St. Petersburg 
Bar Association. I have no doubt that he will continue to 
lead our organization successfully into the future with the 
help of our amazing Executive Director, Melissa Byers, and 
our 2026-2027 Board of Directors.  
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Thank You for Your Outstanding Service!
St. Petersburg Bar Association 101st President 

JOSEPH MURPHY 
2025-2026
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Law Day 2026 — Our Dream,  
Our Responsibility

By Katherine Castaner

The Rule of Law and the American Dream is the theme  
that The American Bar Association (ABA) announced for 
Law Day 2026. Each year the ABA announces a theme for 
Law Day and invites dialogue on the law. This year’s theme 
calls for an honest reflection on the interplay between a 
judicial system we can trust and the future we aspire to 
achieve. 

Law Day is an annual commemoration to celebrate 
the law and cultivate a deeper understanding of the legal 
system.1 Across the country, teachers, students, judges, and 
attorneys will engage in programs 
and dedicate their time and efforts 
to exploring and expanding our 
understanding of what the Rule 
of Law is and how it upholds the 
American Dream. 

The phrase “American Dream” 
was first popularized by James 
Truslow Adams in his 1931 book, 
The Epic of America. Writing during the Great Depression, 
Adams described the American dream not a promise of 
material wealth, but one of equality. He wrote:

“It is not a dream of motor cars and high wages 
merely, but a dream of social order in which each man 
and each woman shall be able to attain to the fullest 
stature of which they are innately capable, and be 
recognized by others for what they are, regardless of 
the fortuitous circumstances of birth or position.”

Adams envisioned a dream that was built on social order. 
In the midst of the Great Depression, he contemplated the 
importance of order. Even in one of the most uncertain 
periods in American history, he recognized the importance 
of a stable and just system that would promote fairness 
among its people. That same idea resonates just as strongly 
today. 

Almost a century later, distinguished panelists gathered 
to present on the iconic phrase — The American Dream — 
and what it means today in light of the 2026 theme. 

To kick off this year, the ABA released the 2026 Law 
Day Program led by Law Day Chair Michael Flowers. In 
this webinar, panelists discussed the Rule of Law and its 
implication for the American Dream. Evoking the same 

1.	 ABA. https://www.americanbar.org/groups/public_education/
law-day/

2.	The World Justice Project, What is the Rule of Law? https://
worldjusticeproject.org/about-us/overview/what-rule-law

principles that James Adams spoke of, United States District 
Judge Alvin W. Thompson emphasized the importance 
of an often overlooked component of the Rule of Law: 
community commitment. 

Judge Thompson offered the definition of the Rule 
of Law devised by the World Justice Project: the rule of 
law is a durable system of laws, institutions, norms, and 
community commitment that delivers four universal 
principles: accountability, just law, open government, and 
accessible and impartial justice.2 While much attention is 
often directed to the formal institutions, Judge Thompson 
emphasized two pieces of the Rule of Law that often are 
understated— norms and community commitment. 

Together, the ABA, Judge Thompson, and even James 
Truslow Adams offer a powerful reminder: The American 
Dream is not guaranteed. It is powerful, but its preservation 
requires our continued commitment. This year, as we 
celebrate Law Day, we are reminded more than ever that the 
Rule of Law is not an abstract concept; it is the foundation 
for the American Dream and thus requires the commitment 
of its people. 

This year, the ABA has selected a theme that touches 
upon every aspect of life in America and the very law that 
governs and the future our shared commitment can offer. 
The message is clear, without the Rule of Law, the American 
Dream is not possible. With it, and with commitment from 
each of us, it is a dream worth tending to. 

Katherine “Kat” Castaner is an associate attorney at Banker Lopez 
Gassler P.A. in the beautiful and bustling St. Petersburg office.  A 
Florida native with a lifelong passion for written and spoken word, 
she has found great joy and pride in her role as a counselor on the 
Gulf Coast alongside respected colleagues and mentors.
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Could HOAs in Florida Soon Be a Thing of the Past?  
Mandatory Amendment Votes for Condominium 
Associations and HOAs? – Key Provisions of HB 657

By Leah Ellington
In December of 2025, State Representative Juan Porras 

(R-Miami) posted on X that “Floridians have been asking 
for real HOA reform, and we’re delivering…”  This post 
included a press release describing “HB 657 - Community 
Associations”, which made its way through the Florida 
House of Representatives, but stalled in the Senate, and 
ultimately died in Rules.

Among other things, this bill would allow for any 
circuit court in the state to create and administer a 
community association court program, which would have 
jurisdiction over disputes arising under Chapter 718 of the 
Florida Statutes (the Condominium Act), Chapter 719 (the 
Cooperative Act), and Chapter 720 (the Homeowners’ 
Association Act).  

The program would have certain specific powers, 
including the ability to: “enforce all statutory rights of 
unit owners and parcel owners”, “order the Department of 

State to dissolve a community association”, and “appoint 
a termination trustee to manage the distribution of 
association assets and resolution of liabilities.”     

Another change would require that every condominium 
association and homeowners’ association formed on or after 
July 1, 2026, have the following statement in its governing 
documents: 

“This association and the association’s governing doc-
uments are governed by the [Florida Condominium Act, for 
condominium associations; Florida Homeowners’ Associa-
tion Act, for homeowners’ associations], as amended from 
time to time.”
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Every association existing before that date would be 
required to hold a membership meeting by January 1, 2027, 
to vote on whether to amend the governing documents 
of the association to include such a statement.  The 
provision containing this requirement does not state 
whether this would be an amendment to the Declaration of 
Condominium or Declaration of Restrictions (depending on 
whether it is a condominium association or HOA), Articles 
of Incorporation, or Bylaws, or perhaps all three.  Such an 
amendment would require approval of two-thirds of the 
voting interests, regardless of the approval provisions in 
the Declaration, Articles of Incorporation, and Bylaws for 
that association regarding amendments.

This would give the membership of every such existing 
association in Florida the option of including what is known 
as “Kaufman language” in their documents. Kaufman v. 
Shere, 347 So. 2d 627 (3rd DCA 1977) is a landmark decision 
which confirmed that a Declaration, as a contract, includes 
the law as it existed at the time of its creation.  However, 
if the Declaration includes language incorporating the 
relevant statute, for example “as amended from time to 
time,” then future changes to the statutes are automatically 
incorporated into the Declaration and would, therefore, 
apply retroactively to that association.  Requiring all 
associations to either include such language if formed on 
or after July 1, 2026, or vote to add such language if existing 
before that date, raises serious issues regarding the freedom 
to contract and therefore, constitutional impairment.   

Another change in the proposed bill would be to 
eliminate the presuit mediation requirements contained in 
both the Condominium Act and the Homeowners’ Act.  

Perhaps the most notable aspect of HB 657, however, 
is that it includes a process by which homeowners’ 

associations in Florida could be terminated or dissolved.  
Under the bill, a homeowner who wishes to terminate an 
HOA would have to provide the board of directors with a 
petition that includes signatures from at least 50 percent 
of the association’s voting members.  The board must 
then hold a meeting of the members within 60 days.  
Two-thirds of the total voting interests of the association 
would be required to approve the termination plan.  If the 
members reject a plan of termination, a subsequent plan of 
termination may not be considered for at least 18 months 
after the date of the rejection.  

On March 5th, the bill was approved by the House of 
Representatives and was received by the Senate, but the 
Legislature adjourned on March 13th with no progress in 
the Senate regarding this bill.  It seems unlikely that the 
Senate will take this up in the special session expected 
to occur in April, but it is not clear if there will be future 
attempts to pass a bill similar to HB 657.  

It is important to keep in mind that, despite the 
frustrations that some people may feel toward their 
HOAs, mandatory homeowners’ associations organized 
under Chapter 720 of the Florida Statutes perform 
many important functions.  A bill such as HB 657 would 
simultaneously provide more regulation requirements 
(by opening the door to eliminate Kaufman language and 
therefore expand the applicability of statutory changes) 
and provide opportunities to deregulate associations (by 
allowing for the dissolution of HOAs).  

Leah Ellington is a Florida Bar Board Certified Expert in 
Condominium and Planned Development Law. She represents 
HOAs, Condominium Associations, and Cooperatives in the Tampa 
Bay area, Manatee, Sarasota Counties, and beyond.  
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Trademark Protection For HOAs:  How Can A 
Condominium Or Homeowners Association 
Safeguard Its Good Name?

By David R. Ellis

Recently, and on more than one occasion, I have been 
contacted by condominium and homeowners associations 
who have encountered  problems with one of their owners 
using the association‘s name for their own commercial 
purposes without the permission of the association.  In some of 
the cases, real estate agents living in the community have set 
up their own unofficial websites to promote their businesses, 
using variations of the association’s name, or established social 
media accounts, such as Facebook, or published magazines 
using the association’s name in the title of their publications, 
all without the permission of the association.

Once an association adopts its name, it immediately 
acquires common law rights in the name.  If the association‘s 
name is distinctive or has been used for a long period of time, it 
can be protected as a trademark and registered with the State 
of Florida or the United States Patent and Trademark Office 
(USPTO).  A trademark is a name, symbol, logo or slogan 
adopted by an entity to identify its goods and services and 
distinguish them from competing goods and services provided 
by others. 

When a trademark is used in connection with services, it 
is called a service mark. The USPTO, State of Florida, and most 
countries worldwide have adopted an international list of 45 
classes of goods and services, of which 34 are for goods and 
11 for services.  A service mark is a subset of trademarks and 
cover such services as advertising and business services (Class 
35), financial and real estate services, including brokerage 
and management services (36), education and entertainment 
services (41), hotels and restaurants (43), and legal services 
(45).  

Examples of trademarks for goods include electronic and 
computer equipment (9), printed publications (16), clothing 
(25), sporting goods and toys (28), and food items (29, 30, 
31), depending on whether they are derived from animal, 
vegetable, or grain products or whether they are processed 
or unprocessed.  The USPTO maintains an extensive list of 
acceptable descriptions of goods and services that can be used 
when applying for a trademark.

Who steals my purse steals trash;
But he that filches from me my good name
Robs me of that which not enriches him
And makes me poor indeed.
– Shakespeare’s Othello. Act III, Scene 3.

In order to register a trademark on the federal level, the 
association will have to show that it is engaged in or affects 
interstate or foreign commerce, but that is not a high bar 
inasmuch as many condo and homeowners live in Florida 
only on a part-time basis, and live the rest of the time in 
another, often northern state.  Since many of these snowbirds 
retain their permanent domiciles in their home states, that 
is sufficient to establish a nexus with interstate commerce.  
Also, HOAs sometimes advertise or otherwise communicate 
with residents of other states, perhaps to entice them to live 
in their communities, further establishing a connection with 
interstate commerce.

  Adoption and use of a trademark confers on the owner 
the right to prevent others from using the same or similar 
mark in a manner that would be likely to cause confusion or 
mistake or to deceive the public as to the true source of the 
goods or services.  The owner may also have rights under the 
Federal Anticybersquatting Consumer Protection Act of 1999 
to prevent an unauthorized person or entity from using a 
domain name that is confusingly similar to the owner’s.  So, 
for example, a condominium called “Sun and Sky”  with a 
domain name at www.sunandsky.com could bring an action 
against an owner who is operating an unauthorized website 
at www.sun-and-sky.com or www.sunsky.com where it would 
be likely to confuse homeowners as to the true proprietor and 
operator of the website.

Once the association’s trademark is registered either with 
the state of Florida or the USPTO, the association can send 
out a cease and desist letter to the person or entity infringing 
its mark, demanding that they stop using the association’s 
trademark or any confusingly similar mark on their website, 
social media accounts, publications, and other media.  
The letter would allege that the infringer was engaging in 
trademark infringement, unfair competition, deceptive trade 
practices, misrepresentation, and cybersquatting.  It would 
give the infringer a short period of time in which to cancel 
its domain registration, terminate or change the name of 
its social media accounts, and discontinue publication of its 
magazine or other printed material, or change the name.

If the infringer did not comply, the association would have 
the right to bring a lawsuit in state or federal court against the 
infringer.  If the court finds the defendant in violation of the 
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association’s rights, it can order the infringer to immediately 
cease its unauthorized use of the mark.  The court can also 
order all infringing items such as printed publications and 
advertising material destroyed and award money damages to 
the trademark owner, which can be trebled in certain instances.  

In determining the amount of damages, the court may 
require the infringer to pay to the trademark owner all profits 
derived from the wrongful use, plus attorney’s fees and court 
costs.  We have been successful in more than one case in using 
these tools to stop infringers from using an association’s name 
and confusing their members and others in the community 
to the detriment of the association’s reputation and its good 
name.

Copyright © 2026 David R. Ellis. All rights reserved

David R. Ellis is a Largo attorney practicing trademarks, copyrights, patents, 
trade secrets, and intellectual property law; computer and cyberspace law; 
business, entertainment and arts law; and licensing and contract law.  A 
graduate of M.I.T. and Harvard Law School, he is a registered patent attorney 
and Board Certified in Intellectual Property Law by the Florida Bar. He is the 
author of the book, A Computer Law Primer, and has taught Intellectual 
Property and Computer Law as an Adjunct Professor at the law schools of 
the University of Florida and Stetson University. He can be reached at 727-
531-1111 and ellislaw@alum.mit.edu. For more information, please see www.
davidellislaw.com.
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To Blow or Not To Blow 2026

By Bruce Denson

There was a time, last year in fact, when the standard, almost 
reflexive answer to the number one question asked of a criminal 
defense lawyer at a bar, “What should I do if I get stopped for 
DUI?” was simple: refuse the breath test. It wasn’t flippant advice. 
It was strategic. No number meant no evidence for the State to 
print in bold font and project onto a courtroom screen. On a first 
DUI you could even bypass the administrative suspension and 

then fight the criminal case without the 
State’s favorite piece of evidence. For years,  
this was part of the standard DUI playbook.1

Now, refusing to take a breath test is a 
crime. Even the first refusal is a misdemean-
or. Starting in October 2025, under Section 
316.1939, Fla. Stat. (2025), if a person is law-

fully arrested for DUI, is properly advised of the implied consent 
requirements, and thereafter refuses to submit to a requested 
chemical test of breath or urine, that refusal is a misdemeanor.

The only constant is change, and the law moves. When the 
law moves, the advice must move with it.

Florida Rule of Professional Conduct 
4-1.2(d) has not changed. It says:

“A lawyer shall not counsel a client to engage, or assist a 
client, in conduct that the lawyer knows or reasonably should 
know is criminal or fraudulent.”

So now, with the new law making refusal of a breath test a 
crime, the old advice runs headlong into this Rule. If refusal itself 
carries criminal exposure, then telling a client “you should refuse” 
is no longer merely strategy. It is counseling conduct that will 
likely constitute a separate offense. However attractive that tactic 
once was, the Rules of Professional Conduct now stand squarely 
in the way.

If that weren’t enough, there’s a second complication. In 
Pinellas County, the traffic division no longer manages all of the DUI 
cases. DUI cases are now dispersed among multiple misdemeanor 
judges, each bringing a different philosophy and temperament to 
the bench. Some judges treat refusals more harshly than others. 
The fragmentation of judicial assignment means there is no longer 
a single “how this judge handles refusals” narrative. The strategy 
has become courtroom-specific, and you just don’t know ahead of 
time which judge you are going to land in front of. It’s a little like 
rolling the dice, and you just don’t know when you are going to hit 
your number, or when you are going to crap out.

This does not mean we are powerless. We can explain what 
happens if a client blows. We can explain what happens if a client 
refuses. We can discuss administrative suspensions, enhanced 
penalties, the DROP program, prior history, how refusal plays 
in front of a jury, and how prosecutors tend to treat it in plea 
negotiations.2 

Florida Rule of Professional Conduct 
4-1.2(d) goes on to say:

“However, a lawyer may discuss the legal consequences of 
any proposed course of conduct with a client and may counsel or 
assist a client to make a good faith effort to determine the validity, 
scope, meaning, or application of the law.”

But, the ultimate decision must belong to the client, who 
is informed by a clear explanation of legal consequences, not 
nudged by us into criminal conduct. And as you can see, there are 
just too many variables to give advice that works for all persons or 
anticipates all the variables.

The deeper point is this: the law is not static. Statutes evolve. 
Legislatures recalibrate penalties. Public policy shifts. What 
worked last year now carries new risks. But the Rules Regulating 
The Florida Bar do not bend with tactical convenience. Rule 
4-1.2(d) remains constant. 
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There is something grounding about that. A lawyer's job has 
never been to tell clients how to beat the system. Our job is to 
protect rights, navigate consequences, and preserve credibility. 
Both with the court and with ourselves. When the line between 
strategy and criminal conduct moves, we do not get to pretend it 
stayed put. 

The old “just refuse” shorthand is gone. In its place is 
something more nuanced, more careful, and frankly, more 
professional. That may make barroom advice less dramatic, but 
it makes courtroom advocacy stronger. In the long run, ethical 
credibility is a far more durable asset than any single tactic.

The law changed. So must we. To blow or not to blow? Well, 
here’s what you have to consider…

 Bruce Denson is a criminal defense lawyer in St. Petersburg, Florida. 
You can read more by him at https://bruceversus.substack.com/

1.	 The DMV allows first time offenders to waive their Formal Review 
Hearing and get a hardship license immediately, avoiding the 90 
day penalty for refusing.

2.	Currently, in Pinellas County, if a person refuses the breath test 
OR blows under a .15, they may qualify to get their case reduced 
to Reckless Driving under the DROP program. So, it is entirely 
possible that a person who refuses gets their DUI reduced to a 
lesser charge, but gets sentence to jail for the refusal.
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Know Your Rights During  
an ICE Encounter
Constitutional Protections During  
Immigration Enforcement Actions

By Rory G. Safir, Esq.

Immigration enforcement has become an increasingly 
visible part of daily life across Florida and the rest of the 
country. Whether at home, at work, or on the road, people 
are encountering Immigration and Customs Enforcement 
(ICE) agents with growing frequency. While these encounters 
can be intimidating, the Constitution provides protections 
that apply to every person on American soil, regardless of 
citizenship or immigration status.

I. The Constitution protects everyone in the United 
States.

The Bill of Rights does not distinguish between citizens 
and non-citizens. The Fourth Amendment guarantees 
the right to be secure against unreasonable searches and 

seizures. The Fifth Amendment protects against compelled 
self-incrimination. The United States Supreme Court has 
recognized that these protections extend to all persons 
within the territorial jurisdiction of the United States 
regardless of immigration status.

II. Your home receives the highest constitutional 
protection.

The Fourth Amendment treats the home as the most 
protected space in American law. ICE agents generally 
cannot enter a private residence without a valid judicial 
warrant signed by a judge or without the voluntary consent 
of a relevant occupant.

ICE agents frequently carry administrative warrants, 
typically a Form I-200 or Form I-205. These are signed by ICE 
officers, not judges. An administrative warrant authorizes 
ICE to arrest a named individual but does not, by itself, grant 
legal authority to enter a private home. A judicial warrant 
has been reviewed by a neutral magistrate. An administrative 
warrant is an internal agency document where the same 
branch of government requesting the authority is the one 
approving it.

If ICE agents knock on your door, you are not required 
to open it. You may ask them to slide any warrant under the 
door, hold it up to the window (or peephole), so you can 
verify whether it was signed by a judge. The current federal 
administration has taken the position that administrative 
warrants may authorize home entry in certain circumstances, 
but this represents a departure from longstanding policy 
and is being challenged in federal courts under the United 
States Constitution and the rule of law.

III. You have the right to remain silent.
You are not required to answer questions about your 

place of birth, your immigration status, how you entered the 
country, or how long you have been here. You may clearly 
and calmly state that you are exercising your right to remain 
silent and that you wish to speak with an attorney.

Exercising this right does not guarantee that you will not 
be detained. But anything you say to an immigration officer 
can be used against you in removal proceedings. Silence 
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protects you. Lying does not. Providing false information 
or false documents to an immigration officer is a separate 
offense that can create additional legal problems.

IV. ICE agents sometimes identify themselves as 
police.

ICE agents have historically used deceptive tactics 
during enforcement operations, including identifying 
themselves as “police” without disclosing that they are 
immigration officers. They may wear plain clothes, use 
unmarked vehicles, or claim to be investigating an unrelated 
matter. If someone knocks on your door or approaches you 
claiming to be law enforcement, you may ask what agency 
they represent and specifically whether they are from ICE or 
Customs and Border Protection.

V. Traffic stops and public encounters.
If you are the driver of a vehicle during a traffic stop, you 

are generally required to provide your license, registration, 
and proof of insurance. Beyond that, you are not obligated to 
answer questions about your immigration status. Passengers 
are typically not required to provide identification at all. If 
you are approached on foot in a public place, you may ask 
whether you are free to leave. If the answer is yes, you may 
calmly walk away. In all encounters, do not run, argue, or 
physically resist.

VI. Do not sign documents without an attorney.
If you are detained, you may be presented with 

documents including voluntary departure agreements and 
stipulated orders of removal that can permanently affect 
your ability to return to the United States. You have the right 
to consult with an attorney before signing anything and 
the right to a hearing before an immigration judge. Unlike 
in criminal proceedings, there is no automatic right to a 
government-appointed attorney in immigration court, but 
organizations throughout Florida provide free or low-cost 
immigration legal services.

VII. Conclusion
The Fourth Amendment requires a judicial warrant before 

the government enters your home. The Fifth Amendment 
allows you to remain silent. The First Amendment protects 
your right to record law enforcement in public. These rights 
belong to everyone, and asserting them is not an act of 
defiance. It is an exercise of the freedoms this country was 
built on. If you or someone you know encounters ICE, stay 
calm, assert your rights clearly, and contact an attorney as 
soon as possible.

Rory Safir is a Florida criminal defense attorney practicing in St. 
Petersburg, Florida, and the founder of Safir Injury & Criminal 
Defense Law PLLC. He primarily focuses on DUI defense and regularly 
handles Constitutional issues in Florida courts.
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The Lost Art of Networking: 
Why Showing Up Still Matters
A guide for new attorneys navigating 
the professional landscape

By Gabriela Ibanez-Alers and Tyler Caley

There is a quiet irony in modern legal practice: we are 
the most connected generation of lawyers in history, yet 
many have grown increasingly reluctant to walk into a room 
of strangers and start a conversation. Email, LinkedIn, Slack, 
and texting have made communication 
efficient and accessible. However, none 
of these tools can replicate the value of a 
firm handshake, direct eye contact, and a 
genuine in-person exchange.

The COVID-19 pandemic reshaped 
how young lawyers entered the profes-
sion. In-person meetings largely dis-
appeared, replaced by virtual hearings, 
webinars, and remote work. For many 
attorneys, the formative early years of 
practice passed without meaningful face-

to-face interaction. While technology ensured 
continuity, it diminished the informal relation-
ship-building that drives referrals, mentorship, 
and professional confidence. Even now, the ef-
fects remain visible in quieter networking en-
vironments, slower referral development, and 
hesitation among newer attorneys to engage.

Encouragingly, opportunities to recon-
nect have returned. Events such as “Java with 
the Judges” provide valuable opportunities for 
young lawyers to interact with members of the 
bench and experienced practitioners in a relaxed 
setting. These gatherings reinforce a fundamen-

tal principle: the practice of law is more effective when pro-
fessional relationships are established. Familiarity fosters 
trust, and trust creates opportunity.

Networking is not a lost art because it has lost its value. 
It is a lost art because it has been underutilized. 

Why Networking is Essential in Legal Practice
The legal profession is, at its core, relationship-driven. 

Clients seek attorneys they trust. Referrals come from col-
leagues who have confidence in your abilities. Judges, oppos-
ing counsel, and co-counsel form impressions that extend 

well beyond any individual case. A professional reputation is 
developed over time through consistent interaction.

Whether pursuing a solo practice or a long-term role 
within a firm, the ability to cultivate re-
lationships will directly influence profes-
sional growth. Associates who generate 
business through meaningful connec-
tions become increasingly valuable to 
their firms. Solo practitioners depend 
heavily on referrals and professional 
goodwill to sustain their practices. Over 
time, the benefits of networking com-
pound and become a defining asset.

Technical competence may open the 
door, but professional relationships are 
what sustain a successful legal career. 

Those professional relationships need not be narrow, either. 
Many attorneys, especially younger attorneys or attorneys 
starting their own practice, fail to realize that some of the 
most valuable relationships to be formed are those with 
fellow attorneys across different practice areas. A fledgling 
criminal defense attorney, for instance, may find that some 
of the most fruitful leads for new cases come not from other 
criminal defense attorneys, but from those practicing family 
law or immigration law. While joining a section or commit-
tee related to the area of law that you practice is certainly 
valuable, don’t forget to forge those relationships with at-
torneys in fields that are different from your own. You never 
know what opportunities you may stumble upon.

Maximizing Bar Association Opportunities
Bar association events, including those hosted by the St. 

Petersburg Bar Association, remain among the most valu-
able and underutilized resources available to young attor-
neys. Some attend once, feel uncomfortable, and do not 
return. Others attend but fail to engage meaningfully. Both 
approaches limit the potential benefits of participation.

During the event, make a conscious effort to step outside 
familiar circles. Approach individuals who may be standing 
alone, as they are often the most receptive to conversation. 
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A simple introduction is sufficient: “Hello, I don’t believe 
we have met. My name is [Name], and I practice in [area].” 
From there, a thoughtful conversation leaves a far stronger 
impression than a rehearsed introduction.

The Importance of Follow-Through
Initial meetings are only the first step. Within 24 to 48 

hours, send a brief follow-up message, whether by email or 
LinkedIn, referencing a specific point from the conversation. 
This practice reinforces the 
connection that was just built. 
Additionally, fight the urge 
to make these conversations 
formulaic. We are all humans, 
and the vast majority of people 
recognize and value authenticity. 

Maintaining relationships re-
quires continued effort. Sharing 
relevant information, acknowledging professional accom-
plishments, or extending invitations to future events helps 
sustain engagement. Strong professional relationships are 
developed gradually through consistent and meaningful in-
teraction.

Active Involvement as a Strategic Advantage
Beyond attendance, active involvement offers the great-

est opportunity for meaningful connection. Volunteering for 
committees or assisting with events creates natural oppor-
tunities to collaborate with experienced attorneys. These 
interactions are organic and mutually beneficial, allowing 
young lawyers to contribute while building professional 
credibility.

Attorneys who sustain long and successful careers rarely 
attribute their achievements solely to legal knowledge. 
Instead, they point to the relationships that supported 
their growth: mentors who provided guidance, colleagues 
who offered referrals, and a professional community that 
recognized their contributions.

The next St. Petersburg Bar Association event is already 
scheduled. Take the opportunity to attend, engage, and 
introduce yourself.

Gabriela Ibanez-Alers is the managing partner and founder of 
Fortaleza Law Group, PLLC, where she practices Probate and Family 
Law. She serves as the 2025-2026 President of the Young Lawyers 
Section of the St. Petersburg Bar Association.

Tyler Caley is an Associate in the Workers’ Compensation group 
at Banker Lopez Gassler P.A. in St. Petersburg. He serves as the 
2025-2026 Vice President of the Young Lawyers Section of the St. 
Petersburg Bar Association.
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Craft Cocktails and Zero Proof Mocktails! Over 60 members 
enjoyed the final Mid-Week Mixer that included great weather, 
wonderful camaraderie, board members, section chairs, law 
students, and annual sponsors. A big thank you to the Trophy 
Fish staff and owner, Past President Ryan Griffin, for always 
rolling out the red carpet for us!
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The One-Strap Problem: Why Law 
Firms Fall Behind Without Realizing It

By John V. Tucker
When I was in high school and college in the 1980s, if you 

wore a backpack, you used one strap.  Not two. One.  If you 
wore both straps, you looked out of touch. You stood out in 
a bad way. Fast forward to today. The standard has flipped. 
Now if you wear one strap, you look outdated.

Same backpack. Different expectations.

That shift is exactly what happens in how we run law 
firms. The problem is most lawyers do not notice when 
the shift happens. They keep operating the way they were 
trained. They assume that if something worked before, it 
should still work now. That assumption quietly costs them 
growth, talent, and clients.

Here are a few places where I see “one-strap thinking” 
inside law firms:

Client communication:  
Ten or fifteen years ago, it was acceptable to return calls 

in a day or two. Clients tolerated it. Today, that feels slow. 
Clients expect speed and clarity. They want updates before 
they ask. They want to understand what is happening in their 
case without chasing you. If your firm still relies on reactive 
communication, you are wearing one strap.

Here is a simple example:  A disability client submits 
medical records in the law firm’s portal but hears nothing 
back from for two weeks. The lawyer likely thinks the client 
should understand that “no news is good news.”  However, 
the client thinks, “Did they even get my records?”  A simple 
acknowledgment sent back in the portal alleviates the 
client’s anxiety and reinforces that you are working on their 
file. 

Firms that win today build communication systems 
using practices such as:

•	 Leveraging technology to automate things like 
confirmations when documents are received

•	 Scheduled status updates delivered in a format the 
client expect 

•	 Clear expectations on response methods and times
That is two-strap thinking.

Team management:
A lot of law firm owners still manage by proximity. They 

assume people are working if they are busy or present. But 
being busy is not the same as being productive, and this 
approach breaks down even quicker the more you have team 

members working from a remote location.  Your team needs 
clarity, not just activity.

Example: A case manager works hard all day but is 
unsure what matters most. Deadlines slip. Priorities shift 
based on who speaks loudest. The lawyer feels frustrated. 
Team members feel overwhelmed.

The issue is not effort. It is a lack of structure.

Two-strap firms define:

•	 Clear roles and responsibilities
•	 Measurable outcomes
•	 Repeatable workflows
•	 Scheduled access time when questions can be asked 

and everyone can focus on workflows with the same 
focus.
Two-strap firms do not rely on personality or constant 

supervision.  They hire talented people and clear the path for 
them to do their jobs well.

Intake and conversion:
Many firms still treat intake like a basic administrative 

function. Answer the phone. Gather some information. 
Schedule a consultation. That is outdated.

Intake is your first impression. It is where trust is built 
or lost.

Example: A potential client calls about a veteran’s 
disability claim. The intake person sounds rushed and not 
very knowledgeable. They gather basic facts but do not 
guide the conversation to focus on key issues or provide the 
next steps in your firm’s process. What happens?  The caller 
hangs up and calls the next firm.

Two-strap firms treat intake as a core business function:

•	 They understand the client’s relationship with the firm 
begins before the first phone call, often by reviewing 
the firm’s website.

•	 They train intake staff to lead conversations.
•	 They set standards for empathy and clarity.
•	 They track conversion rates and improve them.
•	 They identify communication methods and set expec-

tations from the initial call.
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Two-strap firms understand that growth starts before a 
client signs a representation agreement. Many clients have 
spent time on the internet or using artificial intelligence, 
and those efforts help them spot firms that are behind the 
times.

Attorney role:
Many lawyers still define their value by how busy 

they are. They measure success by hours worked, not by 
outcomes created. That model limits the firm.

Example: A firm owner spends the day responding to 
emails, reviewing minor issues, and putting out fires. At 
the end of the day, they feel productive. But nothing moved 
forward in a meaningful way.

Two-strap leaders shift their role:

•	 They focus on high value decisions.
•	 They build systems that reduce dependency on them.
•	 They leverage time by delegating what can be delegated.
•	 They develop their team to operate without constant 

input.
•	 They understand that modern employees want the 

training to be able to gain flexibility and responsibility 
to solve problems.

•	 They stop being the bottleneck.

The real question:
This is not about backpacks. It is about awareness. 

Standards change. Expectations evolve. The market moves 
whether you notice or not.

So, ask yourself:

•	 Where am I still doing things because “that is how I was 
taught?”

•	 Where is my firm slower, less clear, or less structured 
than it should be?

•	 What would it look like to update how we operate 
today?

The firms that adapt early create leverage. They attract 
better clients and better team members. The ones that hold 
on too long slowly fall behind.

Same backpack. Different expectations. Make sure you 
wear it the way today’s world demands.

John Tucker is a Past President of the St. Petersburg Bar Association. 
He leads Tucker Disability Law, a national firm handling VA 
disability, ERISA disability, and Social Security disability claims. He 
also coaches attorneys with Atticus Advantage. Contact:  Tucker@
TuckerDisability.com
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Marketing in a Modern World

By Jeremy Cocomise

St. Pete is evolving, artificial intelligence is evolving, your 
client is evolving. Is your marketing evolving? 

Picture this: It’s a balmy Tuesday in St. Pete. A snowbird 
slips on a rogue seashell at Pass-a-Grille, a young professional 
rear-ends a golf cart on Central Ave., and a retiree’s estate-
planning panic hits after walking into Mazzaro’s. All three 
grab their phones and immediately go online. If they don’t 
know you, will they find you?

If your firm’s marketing still relies on a dusty print ad, 
a few social media posts every two years, an outdated 
website, and a hope and prayer that your cousin’s neighbor 
“knows a guy,” congratulations—you’ve just been overruled 
by Google. In St. Pete’s hyper-competitive legal market, 
word-of-mouth alone won’t cut it anymore. 

You may think you can’t afford a comprehensive 
marketing strategy. Marketing metrics tell a different story. 
One that illustrates a solid return on investment. If you’re 
not modernizing your marketing, you’re leaving money on 
the table.

1029 Central Ave Suite 200 | www.skyway.media | 727. 317.6826

Cost of a Legal Marketing Manager: > $75,000/year

Cost of Skyway Media: Less than One Referral: < $1,250/mo

Branding & Graphic Design
Website Development
Social Media Management
Content Marketing
SEO + AEO
Website Hosting + Maintenance

Paid Search Management
AI Automation
Online Reputation Management
Email Marketing
Lead & Call Tracking
Analytics & Performance Reporting

*Schedule A Free Consultation

Legal Disclaimer: Skyway Media has been a St. Pete Bar Annual Sponsor helping members increase referrals through marketing and branding since 2018

*No strings attached. We promise.

1. A Cutting-Edge, Modern, & Mobile 
Friendly Website

Your website is your 24/7 receptionist and your FIRST 
IMPRESSION—except it never calls in sick and doesn’t judge 
your tie choices. If yours still looks like it was designed 
during the first Trump administration, clients will assume 
your legal strategy is equally prehistoric. Today’s visitors 
expect clean and modern designs, lightning-fast load times, 
mobile-friendly scrolling (because who isn’t checking cases 
while waiting in line at the Pier), and clear calls-to-action 
like “Schedule Your Free Consultation” that don’t require a 
law degree to find. A sleek, modern site doesn’t just look 
good, it converts browsers into billable hours. Think of it as 
your opening statement—make a great one, or watch the 
jury (your clients) walk.
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2. Social Media Management
Let’s be honest—most law firm social pages are lonelier 

than a sole practitioner on a Friday night at Perry’s Porch. 
Posting once a quarter with a stock photo of scales of justice 
isn’t a strategy, it’s digital negligence. Professional social 
media management lets you humanize your firm, share 
anonymous wins, drop quick legal tips (“What to Do After 
a Boating Accident”), engage the St. Pete community and 
most importantly, show that you are a modern and active 
firm. If your last post was in 2024, the user is left to wonder 
if you are still practicing. Will social media bring you new 
clients? Probably not, but a bad presence or no presence will 
lose you clients.

3. SEO + AEO (Search Engine Optimization 
+ Answer Engine Optimization)

When someone yells “I need a lawyer!” into their phone 
after a fender-bender on the Gandy Bridge, you want to be 
the answer and not the afterthought. Traditional SEO gets 
you on page one of Google. AEO (the hot new kid on the 
block) makes sure AI tools and voice assistants actually 
recommend you with natural-language answers. “Best 
personal injury attorney St. Pete” or “how to contest a will in 
Pinellas County” shouldn’t send traffic to your rival. Proper 
optimization means you show up first, fast, and factually. 

4. Ad Words & Local Service Ads
Waiting for organic traffic is slow, stressful, and 

expensive in lost opportunity. Google AdWords and verified 
Local Service Ads put your firm at the very top of search 
results within days. Better yet, Local Service Ads allow you 
to pay per lead rather than per click. In Tampa Bay’s hyper-
competitive legal market, these ads are your process server 
on steroids: they deliver warm leads straight to your inbox 
while your competitor is still adding toner to their fax 
machine and praying for their print ads to generate a five-
figure client.

5. Reputation & Review Management
Bad reviews spread faster than courthouse gossip. 

One disgruntled client can torpedo months of hard work, 
especially when Google reviews pop up right next to your 
phone number. Professional reputation management means 
monitoring, responding professionally, and encouraging 
happy clients to sing your praises. You need to turn five-star 
testimonials into marketing gold and quietly address the 
occasional one-star hiccup before it becomes Exhibit A in 
the court of public opinion.

6. Lead Tracking & Analytics
Flying blind on your marketing spend is like going to trial 

without discovery—risky and, frankly, embarrassing. Robust 
lead and call tracking shows exactly which channel brought 
in Mrs. Johnson’s estate plan or that slip-and-fall case. 
Analytics reveal ROI in real time: which ad is converting, 
which keyword is bringing the best clients, which post is 

getting shares, and which page is leaking clients like a leaky 
boat on the Intracoastal. No more guessing. Just hard data 
that lets you double down on what works and fire what 
doesn’t, saving you time and money.

7. AI Automation
AI is coming… for your grunt work. Smart automation 

handles administrative work, lead nurturing, chatbots that 
qualify prospects 24/7 (even at 2 a.m. when someone’s 
staring at a hospital bill), and personalized follow-ups that 
feel human but never sleep. Your new “junior AI associate” 
will free you up to practice the law and win cases. In a market 
where every minute counts and every billable hour matters, 
AI helps you maximize your time efficiency. Imagine freeing 
up 10-20 billable hours per month with a $30/month AI 
tool?

St. Pete’s law firms are multiplying, the population is 
booming, and clients expect the same seamless experience 
from you that they get ordering takeout on their phones. 
Don’t wait for opposing counsel to outmaneuver you online. 
Give your firm the digital defense it deserves. Your next big 
case might be one well-placed click away.

Jeremy Cocomise is the founder and CEO of Skyway Media, a full-
service digital marketing agency located on Central Avenue. In 2015, 
Jeremy launched Skyway Media as a true one-stop shop dedicated 
to helping passionate local business owners succeed online. He 
brought with him proven expertise from his previous venture, where 
he worked with more than 800 small law firms nationwide.

Support Our Sponsors!
Skyway Media has been an Annual Gold St. Pete Bar 

Sponsor since 2018. Let them help modernize your marketing 
and increase referrals. Get started on a digital marketing 
strategy. Contact Skyway Media for a free, no strings 
attached consultation at 727.317.6826 or contact jeremy@
skyway.media 
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Why Construction Cases Feel Harder 
Than They Should Be

By Daniel R. Basch
Construction disputes often enter litigation after the 

work is complete. The parties have strong views, and project 
cash has already moved. The damages record still has to be 
assembled. When that assembly begins late, counsel and 
the neutral are forced to reconstruct project economics 
from accounting and field records that were created to run 
the job, not to prove a claim.

In my work supporting counsel on economic damages 
and valuation issues in construction and other commercial 
disputes, I am often retained after positions have hardened. 
Damages are not unknowable, but several decisions that 
make a damages presentation coherent are often deferred.

Damages Starts Late
Many cases proceed for months as if damages will be 

obvious. They are not. A construction loss can be framed 
as an unpaid contract balance, change work, delay and 
disruption, repair and remediation, termination related loss, 
lost profits, or a combination. Those categories can overlap, 
and overlap is where disputes become expensive.

If the team does not define the claim early, the record 
expands in every direction. Later, the damages professional 
is asked to assemble a model that includes every cost 
the client disputes, then defend it as measured loss. The 
opposing side responds in kind. The result is competing 
models that are hard to reconcile because they answer 
different questions.

Baseline Sets the Frame
A damages analysis begins with a baseline. What was the 

work expected to cost, and when was it expected to finish. 
What did the contractor price, and what did the contract 
require. In many disputes, those questions are treated as 
background even though they govern the damages frame.

In practice, the baseline is rarely a single document. 
It is a set of anchors, including the bid and estimate, the 
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schedule and budget, procurement planning, and early 
project records showing how work was sequenced. Consider 
a project affected by weather and trade turnover, followed 
by an attempt to recover schedule. Later cost growth 
may reflect change work, contractor inefficiency, market 
volatility, or normal friction. Without a baseline that can be 
explained and defended, the case drifts into labels.

Job Cost Data Is Not the Claim
Construction accounting is designed to manage a 

project, not to prove damages. Job cost reports often blend 
direct cost, allocated overhead, equipment charges, and 
accounting conventions that do not map cleanly to claim 
categories. Cost codes shift. Change work is sometimes 
recorded in base scope. Field adjustments can be booked 
late or not at all.

In the St. Petersburg and Tampa markets, compressed 
schedules, storm disruption, and subcontractor turnover 
can amplify this mismatch. Litigation then demands clean 
categories and a causal link between event and cost. When 
the translation is deferred, it becomes a cost driver.

Overlap Creates Inflation
Most construction damages disputes include some 

form of duplication. Common examples include change 
work also included in delay costs, rework also claimed as 
inefficiency, and repair cost that includes betterment or 
scope expansion. Duplication can also occur when a prime 
contractor and a subcontractor claim the same labor or 
equipment time under different headings.

A damages presentation should test for overlap directly. 
It should reconcile the claim to job cost totals, identify 
exclusions, and explain why a cost is not being claimed 
twice under different labels.

Clarity Supports Resolution
Judges and mediators do not decide construction cases 

by the size of a spreadsheet. They look for a link between 
event, responsibility, and economic consequence. The 
damages presentations that persuade are often the ones 
that are easiest to follow.

Clarity requires restraint. It requires narrowing the claim 
to costs that can be traced, explained, and tied to the case 
theory. It requires stating what is not claimed. It requires 
candor about assumptions and uncertainty. That approach 
often improves settlement posture because it gives the 
other side a number to analyze rather than a number to 
dismiss.

Construction cases feel harder when damages work 
starts late. They move when the economics are framed early, 
the baseline is identified, and the model matches the proof.

Daniel R. Basch is Vice President, Valuation Services at Aperture 
LLC, where he supports litigation counsel with business valuation, 
forensic accounting, and economic damages analysis in commercial 
disputes, including construction matters.

Whether it’s Commercial Insurance, 
Personal Lines, or Employee Benefits,

We’ve got you covered.

Providing
Peace of Mind

since 1925.

Call, text, or email Ken Jones today 
to discover how we can assist you 
and your clients in accomplishing 
their insurance objectives.  
kjones@w3ins.com
727.560.2321  |  w3ins.com

Insurance Defense | Commercial Litigation 
Construction & Real Estate Law

ST. PETERSBURG  ■  TAMPA  ■  FT. LAUDERDALE
(727) 498-2244

www.ZinoberDiana.com

“Zinober Diana Monteverde P.A. has been named a  
Tier 1 firm in St. Petersburg for Commercial Litigation 
by U.S. News – Best Lawyers® “Best Law Firms” in 2022.”
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In boardrooms across Florida, the 
most important decisions aren’t 
just legal—they’re strategic. That’s 
why our clients don’t come to us  
for legalese. They come to us for 
business­minded partnership. 
 
When you need counsel that thinks 
like a CEO, acts like a strategist, and 
leads like a visionary, there’s only 
one choice. 

Gunster.com   |   800.749.1980

Not Just Lawyers. 
Leaders.

Gunster. Florida’s Law Firm  
for Leaders.
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New Beginnings With New Rules Part Two

By Emily VanOosting

As the legislative session slowly marches its way to a 
close, we litigators await the new statutory changes sure to 
take place. While there is no set schedule for when changes 
can happen, July and October are the main months when rule 
changes and statutory changes take effect.

In our previous issue of 2026, we shared nearly a dozen 
rule changes approved by the Florida Supreme Court. These 
rules are separate from the statutory changes and creations 
debated by our legislature and may come out and take effect 
at any time in the year.

Below are summaries of the substantive changes which 
have been approved since our last check-in. Each attorney 
should read the rules themselves to ensure understanding 
of all changes as well as when they take effect. Additional 
rulings, as well as the specific language, can be found at the 
Florida Supreme Court’s website under the ‘Opinions’ tab. 
Opinions are released by the Court every Thursday. 

APPELLATE PROCEDURE

Rule 9.140—Appeal proceedings in criminal cases.

SC2026-0073 adds the specific instance of when a 
defendant may appeal a guilty or nolo contender plea to 
include when there is an error in the sentencing procedure, if 
preserved. (Effective June 1, 2026)

Rule 9.200—The record.
SC2025-1378 adds subsection (4) to the rule allowing in 

cases where the lower court declared the defendant to be 
indigent for purposes of an appeal, an order from the court 
directing supplementation of the record is sufficient to 
compel the court reporter to provide a transcript to the clerk 
without the need for a separate order. (Effective April 1, 2026) 

Rule 9.420—Filing; Service of copies; Computation of time.
SC2025-1458 amends the rules of service and removes the 

distinct rules regarding whether service is by a party, Amicus 
Curiae, or Clerk of the Court and instead creates a single rule 
that service of every document filed in a proceeding must 
be made as required by FL. R. General Practice and Judicial 
Admin. 2.516(b). (Effective July 1, 2026)

Rule 9.710—Eligibility for mediation.
SC2025-1415 amends appellate cases eligible for 

mediation to exclude those filed under rule 9.100(c)(2). 
(Effective July 1, 2026)

CIVIL PROCEDURE

Rule 1.350—Production of documents and things and entry 
on land for inspection and other purposes.

SC2024-0779 amends rule 1.350(b)(2) and (4) to require 

that requests for production as well as responses must be 
served on all parties. (Effective April 1, 2026)

Rule 1.370—Requests for admissions.

SC2024-0079 amends the rule to now require that 
requests for admissions and responses must be served on all 
parties in a proceeding. (Effective April 1, 2026)

GENERAL PRACTICE AND JUDICIAL ADMINISTRATION

Rule 2.215—Trial Court Administration

SC2024-1403 amends the rule to only allow the chief 
judge after consulting other judges in the circuit to propose a 
new local rule (prior rule language allowed a majority of the 
circuit and county judges to propose new rules). Challenges 
to a new rule must now be made either by petition for an 
extraordinary writ or an objection before the trial court in a 
pending case in which the administrative order applies (prior 
rule language allowed any judge or Florida bar member to 
apply to the Supreme Court Local Rules Advisory Committee 
for a decision on the question). (Effective January 1, 2026)

RULES REGULATING THE FLORIDA BAR

Rule 4-8.6—Authorized Business Entities

SC2025-1173 amends the rule to add an allowed business 
structure for lawyers practicing within the state to in the 
form of a not-for-profit authorized business entity. The rule 
now also requires that only a legally qualified attorney or 
attorney authorized by Rule 4-5.4 may serve as a partner, 
member, shareholder, president, or equity owner, or perform 
any policy-making function within the authorized business 
entity practicing law within Florida.

Any non-qualified attorney or not authorized by Rule 
4-5.4 may serve as an officer, director, VP, or similar title that 
implies control over policies or management only if their title 
includes a clear and conspicuous statement of the jurisdiction 
where the person may practice of that they are not licensed 
in Florida.

No person not qualified to practice in Florida or authorized 
under Rule 4-5.4 may direct the legal services or professional 
judgement of a Florida lawyer. (Effective February 16, 2026)
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Tell Me 
Something

GOOD!

Some St. Petersburg Bar Association 
(SPBA) events lead to referrals. Others lead 
to something a little more unexpected. For 
Tyler Caley and Ashley Kelefas, an SPBA 
event led to a love story.

Ashley Kelefas, managing partner of 
Kelefas Law, and Tyler Caley, vice president 
of SPBA’s Young Lawyers Section and as-
sociate at Banker Lopez Gassler P.A., found 
each other through the SPBA. What began as 

a chance introduction at an SPBA Mid-Week 
Mixer hosted at Trophy Fish quickly became 
the most important connection either of 
them has made in their legal careers. 

This connection led to a marriage pro-
posal October 9, 2025. Tyler proposed at 
Dunnottar Castle, a centuries-old fortress 
perched dramatically on the cliffs above the 
North Sea near Stonehaven, Scotland. With 
crashing waves below and ancient stone 

walls around them Ashley said, “Yes!”
The couple plans to celebrate their wed-

ding this September in İstanbul, Türkiye. 
It’s a long way from the Pinellas County 
Courthouse, to the clifftops of Stonehaven, 
to the banks of the Bosphorus, but for Ty-
ler and Ashley, every stop along the way has 
made the next one feel inevitable.

The SPBA community couldn’t be hap-
pier for Tyler and Ashley. Congratulations!
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Congratulations to 

Bill McQueen

727.471.5868  •  LegacyProtectionLawyers.com

William Battle McQueen
Best Lawyers in America® | 2019-2026

William Battle McQueen has been recognized 
by Best Lawyers® as the 2026 Trusts & 
Estates “Lawyer of the Year” in St. Petersburg. 
This honor is awarded annually to only one 
lawyer by practice area in each region with 
extremely high overall feedback from their 
peers, making it both competitive and 
rewarding.

Celebrating an Exceptional Distinction

• Trusts and Estates
• Closely Held Companies
• Family Businesses

Recognized as St. Petersburg’s

“Lawyer of the Year”

Plan. Protect. Prosper.
Estate Planning • Probate & Trust Administration • Will & Trust Litigation 

Asset Protection • Business Formation & Exit Planning

Trusts & Estates
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727-823-4155  executivereporting.com

Experienced court reporters

ers@executivereporting.com 

TAMPA BAY’S COURT REPORTING

LEADER JUST GOT  STRONGER 
TAMPA BAY’S COURT REPORTING
LEADER JUST GOT  STRONGER 

SCHEDULE YOUR NEXT DEPOSITION WITH ERS

NOW PART OF THE
ERS FAMILY

Professional deposition suites Responsive, personal service when you call us

Serving Florida litigators since 1982 

WWW.SKILLMANINSURANCE.COM (727) 894-3658

LEARN MORE AT LEAP.US

Practice 
Law More 
Efficiently
💼💼

�

�

Seamless Case Management

Advanced Document Automation

Robust Legal Accounting & Billing

Award-Winning Legal AI
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PFAWL Empowering Women 
Lawyers and Strengthening 
Community Connections in 2026

By Victoria Bell

The Pinellas Chapter of the Florida 
Association of Women Lawyers 
(PFAWL) has continued the year 
with a renewed focus on community 
engagement, advocacy, and profess-
ional development. Dedicated to the 
advancement of women in the 
legal profession, this chapter has 
committed to making a positive 
impact both within the legal 
community and throughout the 
state.  This year, the chapter has 
connected members with local 
organizations, provided legal 
education, and supported causes 
that align with the values of 
equity, justice, and service. 

PFAWL held their Fourth 
Annual “When There Are Nine” 
Judicial Panel in March at Stetson 
University College of Law in Gulfport.  
It was a great opportunity to learn from 
leaders in the judiciary and connect 
with fellow legal professionals.  PFAWL 
also held their Second Annual Judicial 
Reception in April at Savant on Second 
in St. Petersburg. We encourage you to 
sign up for our monthly e-newsletter 

and e-blasts, as events are being added 
regularly. Additionally, please follow 
us on social media or contact us at 
pfawlsocialdirector@gmail.com. We 
look forward to seeing you soon!

Victoria Bell practices in the areas of criminal 
law, family law, and landlord-tenant matters. 
Her practice is built on a foundation of 
compassion, integrity, and a commitment 
to achieving positive outcomes for those she 
represents. She lives in Palm Harbor with her 
husband and two children. Victoria can be 
reached at victoriabellesq@gmail.com.
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Honoring 100 Years of Leadership!
The St. Pete Bar leadership celebrated and honored the presidents that have led this Bar 

for the past 100 years at the Past Presidents’ Reception Thursday, February 26, 2026. This 
private event included the current SPBA Board of Directors and 20 Past Presidents. Our 101st 
President, Joe Murphy, led the festivities that included a fun round of past presidents’ trivia!
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I represent victims and their families in medical 
malpractice, nursing home negligence and other 
catastrophic injury cases throughout Florida.   

I welcome the opportunity to work with you.

wes@westonsmithlaw.com | 727-408-6100 | westonsmithlaw.com

William E. Hahn, Esq., 
of counselMEDICAL MALPRACTICE • NURSING HOME NEGLIGENCE • PERSONAL INJURY

THIRTY YEARS OF TRIAL EXPERIENCEOVER THIRTY YEARS OF TRIAL EXPERIENCE

Not FDIC Insured. Investments involve risk and are not guaranteed.

Investment Management
Trust & Estate Administration
Family Office Services
Wealth Transfer Strategies

floridatrust.com 

Tampa | St. Petersburg
Belleair Bluffs | Tarpon Springs

For 25 years we have been partnering with 
Tampa Bay’s Trusted Advisors for the benefit 
of our mutual clients.

BUILT ON TRUST. 
Proven Over Time.

DISCOVER THE DIFFERENCE.
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St. Petersburg Bar Association (SPBA) members 
enjoyed an uplifting membership luncheon with Keynote 
Speaker Karyn Parsons. Known as “Hilary” on the hit 
sitcom Fresh Prince of Bel Air, Karyn inspired members 
as she shared her journey from successful actress to 
successful author despite feelings of imposter syndrome. 

Members enjoyed a candid Q&A and discussion about 
imposter syndrome, feelings of inadequacy within the law 
profession, and the importance of finding a supportive 
law firm environment. At times, challenges result in 
changing lanes to find the right fit and mentorship can 
mitigate setbacks!

CHANGING LANES
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C O R P O R A T E  S P O N S O R SC O R P O R A T E  S P O N S O R SC O R P O R A T E  S P O N S O R S
T H A N K  Y O U !T H A N K  Y O U !T H A N K  Y O U !

Adelphi Trust Company
Cartier CPAs, LLC                                                   
Climate First Bank                                                                                                   
Endeavor Mediation
Esquire Deposition Solutions, LLC                                                                
Executive Reporting Service
eXp Realty - Team Borham
Florida Trust Wealth Management 
GTE Financial                        

R A I S I N G  T H E  B A R !

LEAP Legal Software 
McClanathan, Burg & Associates
Plutonian Group
Skillman Insurance Partners
Stevens & Stevens 
Tampa Bay Pay
Wallace Welch & Willingham
Westshore Financial Group 

D I A M O N D  

FindLaw

G O L D

S I L V E R

B R O N Z E  

Divine Intel
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L A W  F I R M  S P O N S O R SL A W  F I R M  S P O N S O R S   L A W  F I R M  S P O N S O R S  

Berlin Patten Ebling

Bonardi & Uzdavinis, LLP

Bonezzi, Switzer, Polito & Hupp Co. LPA

Hoag Law Firm, P.A.

T H A N K  Y O U !T H A N K  Y O U !T H A N K  Y O U !

Fleming Law Group

The Florida Appellate Firm

Hill Ward Henderson

Lohmiller Law

Morgan & Morgan

Traub Lieberman Straus & Shrewsberry

Trenam Law

Weston Smith Law

Zinober Diana & Monteverde    

Meros, Brennan and Brennan, P.A.

PersanteZuroweste

D I A M O N D  

G O L D  

S I L V E R  

B R O N Z E  

R A I S I N G  T H E  B A R !  

Shumaker, Loop & Kendrick, LLP
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Need a Trusted Partner for Your Business Needs? 
Contact a St. Pete Bar Sponsor!

We Are St. Pete Bar ~ Keeping it Local Since 1925!

A C C O U N T I N G / F O R E N S I C / T A X  S E R V I C E S

McClanathan, Burg & Associates, LLC
C. Todd Burg, CPA

727-894-1040—todd@mbacpallc.com

Cartier CPAs, LLC
Danielle Cartier, CPA

(727) 822-8800—danielle@cartiercpas.com

B A N K I N G

C O U R T  R E P O R T E R S / V I D E O G R A P H E R S

The Bank of Tampa
Barclay Harless, Market Director

 727-502-8404 — bharless@bankoftampa.com 

Climate First Bank
Irma Walsh, VP Attorney Banking Specialist

813-419-0893 - irma.walsh@climatefirstbank.com

 Executive Reporting Service
Diane Emery, CEO

727-823-4155 - demery@executivereporting.com

F I N A N C I A L  A D V I S I N G  

I N S U R A N C E  

Westshore Financial Group 
Nick Richards 

561 907-1094 - nick.richards@westshorefinancial.com

Wallace, Welch & Willingham
 Ken Jones, Business Development Coordinator

 727-522-7777— kjones@w3ins.com
 

I T  S U P P O R T

Vine IT
Michael Thackrey, CEO

727-710-4887— mthackrey@vineit.com

LEAP Legal Software
Lynette Reynolds, Events Manager 

551-430-2699 - lynette.reynolds@leap.us

R E A L  E S T A T E

R E C O R D  M A N A G E M E N T  S E R V I C E S

D I G I T A L  M A R K E T I N G

 eXp Realty - Team Borham
 Jeff Borham, Team Owner 

727-510-0187 - jeff@jeffborham.com

Stevens & Stevens Inc.
 727-573-3900, www.ssbrm.com

Skyway Media
Emily Starling, Digital Media Specialist
727-317-6826— emily@skyway.media

T R U S T  S E R V I C E S

Adelphi Trust Company 
Gentry Byrnes, Chief Fiduciary Officer & Co-Founder

727-955-1050 - gentry@adelphitrust.com

L A W  P R A C T I C E
M A N A G E M E N T  S O F T W A R E

FindLaw
Stephanie Bandur 

813-763-6975 - sbandur@findlaw.com

 Esquire Deposition Solutions, LLC
Amber Cantero, Client Executive 

813-841-5209 - amber.cantero@esquiresolutions.com 

M E D I A T I O N / A R B I T R A T I O N  S E R V I C E S

Endeavor Mediation 
Cristina Acosta Blunt, Esq. 

813-923-9113 — cblunt@endeavormediation.com

GTE Financial
Keith Louderback, Loan Executive

941-894-8784 - keith.louderback@gtefinancial.org

H O M E O W N E R S H I P  P R O G R A M

Florida Trust Wealth Management
Matt Livesay, Executive Vice President

813-915-6202  - mlivesay@floridatrust.com

Tampa Bay Pay
Chase Orndorff, Market Director

540-553-4351 — chase@tampabaypay.com 

M E R C H A N T  S E R V I C E S

A C C I D E N T  R E C O N S T R U C T I O N /
B I O M E C H A N I C S  /  P R E M I S E  L I A B I L I T Y

Aperture LLC 
Hunter Witt, MSBE, CXLT

702-666-0299 - hunter.witt@aperturellc.com 

B U I L T  E N V I R O N M E N T  /  B U I L D I N G
E N V E L O P E  

Aperture LLC 
Caleb Gerrels

 321-449-6549 - caleb.gerrels@aperturellc.com

B U S I N E S S  V A L U A T I O N  /  E C O N O M I C
D A M A G E S

Aperture LLC 
Daniel Basch, CPA, ABV, CFF

941-773-7806 - dan.basch@aperturellc.com

H E A L T H  I N S U R A N C E

Skillman Insurance Partners
Matt Shapiro, Agent Partner

727-894-3658 - matt@skillmaninsurance.com

R I S K  M I T I G A T I O N  &
I N V E S T I G A T I V E  S E R V I C E S

Divine Intel
Natasha Cox, 

813-937-9371 — Divineintel@divineintel.com

Plutonian Group
Leslie Alessandra, Director of Investigations
786-709-2645 — leslie@plutoniangroup.com
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CL ASSIFIED
OFFICE SPACE AVAILABLE 
Two large executive offices with personal bathroom and two large 
clerical offices. Can be subdivided. Furnished or Unfurnished. Use of 
conference room included. Reception services available. Space for 
signage. Located at 2101 5th Ave North, off I- 275. Plenty of parking. 
Call Michele at 727-323-8886. 

OFFICE SPACE AVAILABLE 
The historic Alexander Building, 535 Central Avenue, offers single 
offices and small suites served by a ground floor receptionist 
and shared conference rooms. Located one block from the St. 
Petersburg Courthouse and two blocks from the Second District 
Court of Appeal.  Contact 727-266-9975 or lease@virtualrealtysp.
com to inquire.

SHARE PROFESSIONAL OFFICE SPACE
Spacious Reception Area, Front Desk, Two 
private offices, Approx. 900 sq. ft. For Lease. 
5203 Central Avenue, St. Petersburg, FL 33710. 
Contact: Mendee Ligon Cell: 727-215-7546

LAW OFFICE SPACE AVAILABLE
Shared office space available in the Crescent Lake area on a sub-
lease basis, with option to extend into a lease beginning in 2027.  
Dedicated office space, conference room, and reception area avail-
able.  Perfect for a small or solo firm.  Contact Amanda Singleton at 
amanda@singletonlegal.com or 727-755-4316.  

Numerous St.Petersburg Bar and Clearwater 
Bar Association attorneys volunteer to serve as 
Guardians Ad Litems based on an hourly rate of 

$200 per hour fees. *Additionally, many have also 
agreed to serve as probono GALs when the need 

arises; they are denoted below.

Millicent Athanason 
*Erin Barnett 
*Shelly Beach 
*Linda Braithwaite 
*Colleen Bratcher 
*Christin Brennan 
	 Courtney Caddeo 
*Jarica Cairns 
*Joseph Cairns 
*Russell Cheatham 
*Staci Chisholm 
*Lynna Comunale 
*Sean Costis 
	 Lorieann Cox 
	 Jessica Crane 
*Rick Dalan 
	 Tom Donnelly 
*Andra Dreyfus 
*Shana Duehring 
*Misa Everist 
	 Kevin Fantauzzo 
*Robert Finck, Sr. 
*Nick Fiorentino 
*Eric Foasley 
	 Lindsey French 
*Oxalis Garcia 
	 Kathy George 
*Jaime Girgenti 
*Rebecca Graham 
	 Dana Greenbaum 
	 Stephen Gregg 
*Heather Gurley 
*Autumn Hancock 
*Susan Helms 
	 Bridget Heptner 
	 Cynthia Hernandez 
	 Adrienne Holland 

*Allyson Hughes 
*David Hurvitz  
*Anastasia Jaster 
*Nathaniel Jaye  
*Audrey Jefferis 
*Julie Jouben 
*Kim Kaszuba 
*Nathaniel Kidder  
*Paul Knudsen 
*Kerya Koeut 
	 Belinda Lazzara 
*Patricia Lee 
*Stephanie Libbey 		
	 Michael Loberg  
*Sara McLane 
*Diane McSpiritt 
*George Melendez 
*Kathryn O’Brien 
*Wendy Palumbo 
*Amber Patwell 
*Margaret Pearce 
*Alrecia Peterson 
*Maria Pitelis 
*David Ristoff 
*Keith Shevenell 
*Johanne Shoffstall 	 	
	 John Simms 
	 Connie Stephens 
*Christina Stokes 
*Irene Sullivan 
*John Tuthill 
*Jennifer Todd 
*Robert Valentine 
*Mary Lou Wagstaff 
*Stephanie Willis 
*Suzane Woollums

THANK YOU GUARDIAN 
AD LITEM ATTORNEYS

The following lawyers have also agreed to serve as 
MENTORS for other lawyers serving as Guardian Ad 
Litem attorneys: Kevin Fantauzzo, Lindsey French,  
Lee Greene, Bridget Heptner, Belinda Lazzara, Patricia 
Lee, George Melendez and John Tuthill.
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BANKOFTAMPA.COM

Key Benefits of EscrowPro
Pay Interest to Your Clients
With EscrowPro Law, your clients earn the interest they 
expect and deserve on their funds. And for law firms 
banking with The Bank of Tampa, it’s completely free.

Easy Account Opening
Easily create and manage unlimited subaccounts for 
individual client funds. Keep your accounts organized, 
separate, and audit-ready at all times.

 
 
 
 
 

Simplified Reporting  
& Reconciliation
Stay organized with automated reporting  
tools, daily account snapshots, and streamlined 
reconciliation — especially helpful during  
tax season or audits.

Built for Legal Professionals —  
and Beyond
While EscrowPro Law was designed with law firms 
in mind, it’s also ideal for title companies, property 
managers, and any business handling client  
funds in escrow.

EscrowPro Law is a modern escrow subaccounting solution designed for law firms  
managing client funds. Whether you’re handling settlements, retainers, or trust 

accounts, EscrowPro Law gives you a smarter, more compliant way  
to manage money — all at no cost to your firm.

Ready to Get Started, to Learn More or Schedule a Demo?
Contact Barclay Harless |  727.502.8404  | bharless@bankoftampa.com

SIMPLIFYING TRUST ACCOUNT MANAGEMENT 

L A W


