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How We Help Veterans
VLI offers free legal services in many practice 

areas, including but not limited to Veterans 
Benefits and Discharge Upgrades, Family 
Law, and Housing. These services are provided 
in-house, through legal clinics, and through 
volunteer attorneys/firms. Many may not be 
aware that Probate and Estate Planning is the 
fourth largest practice area that VLI provides. 

Sheila-Marie Finkelstein began volunteering 
with VLI in 2014 and Scot Douglas began in 
2016. Scot soon became a staff attorney with 
VLI. Given the need for services, Sheila-Marie 
suggested starting an Estate Planning Clinic. 
Together, we designed and launched the 
monthly free estate planning clinic. VLI has 
more than 600 Estate/Trust/Probate matters, 
of which Scot is the lead attorney for more 
than 475 matters. Since starting the clinic, VLI 
serves about 100 veterans annually with estate 
planning and probate matters. Prior to starting 
the clinic, VLI served fewer than 40 annually. 
We (Scot and Sheila-Marie) have personally 
prepared over 145 pro bono comprehensive 
estate plans for veterans. When compiling the 
data for this article, we realized that, although 
Sheila-Marie is in private practice, 37% of 
her legal work by matter volume and 44% by 
value is pro bono through VLI. At AHAVA 
Law, P.C. (Sheila-Marie’s firm) estate planning 
is prepared on a fixed fee schedule. The 
average fee for a “simple” probate avoidance 
estate plan is $3,500, which means that—not 
accounting for the specialty planning we have 
done—we have provided over $507,500 in 
free legal services to our veterans, in addition 
to saving them thousands of hours in court 
and millions of dollars in fees by avoiding 
conservatorship and probate. 

In California, probate takes an average of 
two years to complete, and the fees are set by 
the probate code based on the gross value of the 
estate (not the net). So, even if the only asset is 
a home with no equity due to a mortgage, the 
estate will still be responsible for probate fees. 
For example, according to the Los Angeles 
Almanac, the average home value in Orange 
County is $1,195,000, for which the probate 
attorney and executor’s fees are an estimated 
$50,000 plus costs! Often families are forced 
to sell or foreclose the property instead of being 
able to pass them to their families because 
of these costs. So, saving veterans potential 
probate fees can be life changing. We have also 
prevented the costs of conservatorship, which 
are not as easily estimated, but have been 
compared to a “living probate” for every year 
the conservatee is conserved. 

Estate Planning for Veterans: 
VLI’s Pro Bono Estate Clinic

PEEK AT PRO BONO
SHEILA-MARIE FINKELSTEIN and SCOT G. DOUGLAS

V
eterans Legal Institute has served over 9,000 low-income veterans! 
Veterans Legal Institute (VLI) is a non-profit legal service provider 
for veterans founded in 2014 by Antoinette Naddour and Dwight 

Sterling. In the eight years since its inception, VLI has served over 9,000 
service members, averaging over 1,125 per year. VLI is able to assist 
so many veterans because of extensive volunteer efforts. We salute the 
approximately 300 lawyers and law firms who have logged over 10,000 
volunteer hours between 2014 and 2021. A full impact report is available 
at https://www.vetslegal.com/about-us/financials/.
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Last fall I announced my retirement as 
dean at Western State College of Law, 
effective at the end of the 2022-23 

academic year, my ninth year as dean at 
Western State. Because of my impend-
ing retirement, I was invited to write a 
final Dean’s Corner column reflecting 
on legal education from my perspective 
as a legal educator for forty-four years, 
including three deanships.

DEAN’S CORNER
ALLEN K. EASLEY

Legal 
Education:

What Lies Ahead

For starters, let me say that, even though 
I decided to retire this year, I am excited for 
the future of Western State. Our enrollment is 
growing in size and quality. We are expanding 
our campus, adding classrooms, offices, and 
study space. We are regularly recognized as 
one of the most diverse law schools in the 
nation. But it will be up to the new dean to 
lead Western State into what I believe will be 
a bright future.

So, let me instead focus on three hot 
topics that I and others believe are very much 
intertwined, though they pose as discrete 
subjects. First, the Council of the Section 
of Legal Education and Admissions to the 
Bar (Council) seems to be on the verge of 
eliminating the requirement that law schools 
only admit students who have taken a valid 
and reliable admissions test (generally the 
LSAT). Second, between November 2022 
and February 2023, forty-two law schools 
decided to boycott the U.S. News rankings, 
a ranking system that has been in existence 
since 1987 and has had profound influences 
on legal education (many would say to the 
grave detriment of legal education). Third, as 
I write this in April, we await word from the 
U.S. Supreme Court on the fate of affirmative 
action in higher education, what some 
anticipate will be the other shoe dropping after 
the overturning of Roe v. Wade last term in 
Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Organization.

So why are these three topics related? 
Well, let’s start with the LSAT. I say the 
Council seems on the verge of eliminating the 
requirement of an admissions test even though 
the parent organization, the national ABA (big 
ABA), through its House of Delegates, has 
rejected this proposal, because the Council is 
the official accreditor of law schools, so it has 
the final say. And the Council seems bound 
and determined to push this change through, 
in spite of objections from the big ABA, with 
a proposed effective date of fall 2026.

What is interesting is that both the 
proponents and opponents of eliminating 
the requirement of an admissions test believe 
that the opposing view will hurt diversity. The 
proponents of eliminating the requirement 
believe that the LSAT hurts diversity because 
of the score gap for students of color. Those 
on the other side who advocate keeping 
the requirement argue that if schools are 
permitted to go test-optional, there is a risk 
that the other factors that will become more 
important in admissions decisions will mask 
societal prejudice to the detriment of diversity 
objectives. Schools trying to judge the 
strength of an applicant’s credentials without 
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I
t was another beautiful day in the Golden 
State. I received a call from a seventy-year-
old potential client who vehemently insisted 
that he needed to “protect his assets.” Natu-

rally, I asked him “what happened?” It was 
clear that he had cause for concern that his 
assets were probably now exposed to a poten-
tial creditor. He told me that he had been on 
the 101 Freeway attempting to change lanes 
in order to exit at his usual exit to go home. 
Unlike any other day, when he changed lanes 
to exit the freeway, a thirty-eight-year-old 
woman speeding on a motorcycle slammed 
into the back of his car, killing her instantly. 
She was a highly paid executive, and a single 
mother with two children. Despite having 
looked carefully to ensure it was clear and safe 
to change lanes, the unthinkable happened. 
Not only was this a devastating result for 
the woman and her children, but the elderly 
potential client now stood to lose everything 
to the estate of the deceased woman, includ-
ing millions he had set aside over many years 
for his retirement. Despite the effort to exer-
cise reasonable care while driving on the free-
way, this result could (and does) happen to 
ordinary people trying to go from A to B in 
their everyday lives.

California not only has a reputation for a 
great climate, beautiful beaches, and geological 
wonders, but also for being the American Tort 
Reform Foundation’s top “Judicial Hellhole” 
in the United States.1 The recent passage 
of AB5, Proposition 65 lawsuits, unique 
Lemon Laws, Private Attorney General Act 
(PAGA) claims, wage and hour litigation, 
minority shareholder lawsuits, and creditor-
friendly collection laws are just a few reasons 
California has been ordained with this less-
than-prestigious distinction. Prevalent lawsuit 
abuse and excessive tort litigation costs 
Californians billions of dollars of economic 

activity annually. According to a recent study, 
California’s highly litigious climate results in 
the loss of 206,476 jobs each year and a “tort 
tax” levied on every California resident equal 
to $574.00 each year.2 Couple the fact that 
California’s economy is now showing signs of 
a potential recession by mid-2023, its residents 
could be facing an uptick in potential distressed 
balance sheets, attracting unwanted predators 
and creditors flooding the courts seeking their 
pound of (money judgment) flesh.3 Exposure 
to these lawsuits and potential resulting money 
judgments in California do not discriminate 
between non-U.S. and U.S. citizens.

Fortunately, California residents possess a 
choice of potential state and federal exemption 
laws to help safeguard assets from exposure 
to money judgments.4 Exemptions are state-
law-created rights that offer protection for 
specific asset categories and usually up to 
certain proscribed dollar limits. For example, 
California’s Homestead Exemption law 
protects the equity in a principal residence, 
with a minimum of $300,000 and maximum of 
$600,000, adjusted for inflation and depending 
on the county where the debtor resides. 
A debtor may assert any available creditor 
exemptions in either state or federal court 
(bankruptcy and non-bankruptcy settings). 
Non-U.S. citizens residing in California for 
two years may also avail themselves of these 
legislatively created asset protection carve-
outs.5 Exemptions are also unique animals 
in the law as their use is to be construed in a 
light most favorable to the debtor.6 As a result, 
exemption planning is safer and superior to 
traditional asset protection planning. 

The Private Retirement Plan Exemption
One potent, yet misunderstood, creditor 

exemption protects a Californian’s private 
retirement assets from money judgments. 

RETIREMENT EXEMPTION 
PLANNING FOR  

CALIFORNIA RESIDENTS  
USING THE PRIVATE 
RETIREMENT TRUST

by DUSTIN I. NICHOLS

[C]ourts can invalidate Plans for lacking 
retirement purpose if the PRT participant 

exercises substantially all control  
“over contributions, management, 
administration, and use of funds.”
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The Orange County Lawyer has played a leading role in the Orange County legal community for years – even digitally. 
The award-winning magazine presents a multifaceted range of topics in a thought-provoking way. Orange County Lawyer 
features writers, who are the principal legal minds and represent the highest level of legal knowledge, and combines 
them with great visuality and exclusivity for Orange County Bar Association members.

ORANGE COUNTY LAWYER IS REACHING MORE THAN 40%  
OF ATTORNEYS IN ORANGE COUNTY 
Orange County Lawyer was first published in 1988, making it 
one of the longest running legal-based magazines in the state of 
California.

A vehicle for delivering engaging editorial content written by 
lawyers for lawyers, Orange County Lawyer features articles 
authored by legal professionals, attorneys, and judges. Content 
provides analysis, discussion, and advice on everything from 
evolving statutes and laws to emerging changes in legal business 
practices, making Orange County Lawyer a go-to resource for 
anyone in the practice of law.

Today, Orange County Lawyer is the #1 legal publication in Orange 
County, distributed monthly in both print and a fully web-enabled 
digital edition to an audience of more than 7,000 readers.

ORANGE COUNTY LAWYER READERS
Advertise your brand and business in Orange County Lawyer, 
and connect with a powerful demographic of influential 
professionals in one of the wealthiest counties in the United 
States. Our demographic reach ranges from several of 
Southern California’s American Bar Association accredited 
law schools to members of the most established law firms in 
the state, as well as local and state judiciary.

“Advertising in Orange County Lawyer has been phenomenal for my business. As a service provider to  
other attorneys, Orange County Lawyer has given me unparalleled access to my target market via a reputable, 

engaging, thought-provoking, and stylish publication. For those looking to grow their business, 
I would absolutely recommend advertising in Orange County Lawyer.”

~Meghan Dohoney, Esq.
Freelance Attorney

“I found the Orange County Lawyer and OCBA staff a pleasure to work with. They helped with the layout, 
timing of my advertising placements, and their rates were reasonable.”

~Dean Steward
Federal Criminal Defense

PUBLICATION PERFORMANCE 
•	Orange County Lawyer readership is roughly 

55% male and 45% female
•	6,000+ digital readers reached per month
•	More than 7,000 readers have digital access to 

Orange County Lawyer on a smartphone or tablet
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