Existing and Proposed Ethics Opinions Affecting Real Property Practitioners and Paralegals

1)
Current Ethics Opinions

RPC = Rules of Professional Conduct


FEO = Formal Ethics Opinions

RPC 3

Lawyer as Trustee.  Opinion rules that lawyer may act as Trustee after having represented the seller.

RPC 9

Representation of Lenders and Borrowers by Corporate House Counsel.  Opinion states that house counsel for a mortgage bank may not represent other lenders and borrowers while serving as house counsel.

RPC 23
Disclosure of Information Concerning Real Estate Transactions to the IRS.  Opinion rules that a lawyer may disclose information to the IRS concerning a real estate transaction which would otherwise be protected if required to do so by law, and further that notice of such required disclosure, should be given to the client and other affected parties.

RPC 24
Purchase of Clients Property at Execution Sale.  Opinion rules that a lawyer may not purchase his client’s property at an execution sale on his own account because of conflict of interest.

RPC 29  
*Purchase and Use of Title Abstracts.  Opinion rules that an attorney may not rely upon title information from a non-lawyer assistant without direct supervision by said attorney.  (For subsequent history see RPC 216)

RPC 40
Lender Preparation of Closing Documents.  Opinion rules that for the purposes of a real estate transaction, an attorney may, with proper notice to the borrower, represent only the lender, and that the lender may prepare the closing documents.

RPC 41
Lender Preparation of Closing Documents.  Opinion rules that for the purposes of a real estate transaction, an attorney may, with proper notice to the borrower, represent only the lender, and that the lender may prepare the closing documents.  (Different Inquiry from RPC 44)

RPC 44
Attorney’s Obligation to Follow Closing Instructions.  Opinion rules that a closing attorney must follow the lender’s closing instructions that closing documents be recorded prior to disbursement. (Different Inquiry from RPC 41)

RPC 46
Foreclosure and Bankruptcy.  Opinion rules that an attorney acting as trustee in a foreclosure proceeding may not, while serving in that capacity, file a motion to have an automatic stay lifted in the debtor’s bankruptcy proceeding.

RPC 49
Real Estate Brokerage Owned by Lawyers.  Opinion rules that attorneys that own stock in a real estate company may refer clients to the company if such would be in the client’s best interest and there is full disclosure, and that such attorneys mat not close transactions brokered by the real estate firm.

RPC 57
Participation as an Approved Attorney.  Opinion rules that a lawyer may agree to be on the list of attorneys approved to handle all of lender’s title work.

RPC 64
Former Trustee’s Representation of Purchase Against Former Debtor.  Opinion rules that a lawyer who served as a trustee may after foreclosure sue the former debtor on behalf of the purchaser.

RPC 66
Disposition of Escrowed Funds.  Opinion rules that an attorney serving as an escrow agent may not disburse in a manner not contemplated by the escrow agreement unless all parties agree.

RPC 78
Conditional Delivery of Trust Account Checks.  Opinion rules that a closing attorney cannot make conditional delivery of trust accounts checks to real estate agent before depositing loan proceeds against which check were to be drawn.

RPC 82
The Lawyer as Trustee.  The State Bar has received an increasing number of inquiries related to the role of an attorney serving as trustee under a deed of trust.  In an effort to clarify the responsibilities of the lawyer-trustee, the Ethics Committee has reviewed CPRs 94, 107, 166, 201, 218, 220, 297 303, 305 and RPCs 46 and 3.



The responsibilities and limitations of the lawyer acting as trustee arise primarily from the lawyer’s fiduciary relationship in serving as trustee as opposed to any attorney-client relationship.  That fiduciary relationship demands that the trustee be impartial to both the trustor and the beneficiary and, therefore, the trustee may not act as advocate for either against the other.  On the other hand, once the fiduciary duties of the trustee terminate, the lawyer may take a position adverse to the trustee or beneficiary so long as the lawyer is not otherwise disqualified.

RPC 83
Rendering a Title Opinion Upon Property in Which the Lawyers has a Beneficial Interest.  Opinion rules that the significance of an attorney’s personal interest in property determines whether he or she has a conflict of interest sufficient to disqualify him or her from rendering a title opinion concerning that property.

RPC 86
Disbursements Incident to Real Property Closings.  Opinion discusses disbursement against uncollected funds, accounting for earnest money paid outside closing and representation of the seller.

RPC 88
Employment of a Secretary Who is Also a Real Estate Broker.  Opinion rules that a lawyer may close a real estate transaction brokered by a real estate firm which employs the attorney’s secretary as a part-time real estate broker.

RPC 90
Trustee for a Deed of Trust.  Opinion rules that a lawyer who has as trustee initiated a foreclosure proceeding may resign as trustee after the foreclosure is contested and act as lender’s counsel.

RPC 97
Representation of Condominium Association Against a Unit Owner.  Opinion rules that counsel for a condominium association may represent the association against a unit owner.  

RPC 99
Title Insurance Tacking.  Opinion rules that a lawyer may tack onto an existing title insurance policy.

RPC 113
Legal Advice Concerning Lien Rights.  Opinion rules that a lawyer may disclose information concerning advice given to a client at a closing in regard to the significance of the client’s lien affidavit.

RPC  121
Legal Opinion of Nonclient.  Opinion rules that a borrower’s lawyer may render a legal opinion to the lender.

RPC 136
Attorneys as Notaries.  Opinion rules that a lawyer may notarize documents which are to be used in legal proceedings in which the lawyer appears.

RPC 147
*Percentage Bonuses for Paralegals.  Opinion holds that an attorney may not pay a percentage of fees to a paralegal as a bonus.

RPC 185
Ownership of Stock in a Title Insurance Agency.  Opinion rules that a lawyer who owns stock in a title insurance agency may not give title opinions to the title insurance company for which the title insurance agency issues policies.

RPC 186
Security Interest in Real Property Which is the Subject of Domestic Litigation.  Opinion rules that a lawyer who represents a client in pending domestic action may take a promissory note secured by a deed of trust as payment for the lawyer’s fee even though the deed of trust is on real property that is or may be the subject of the domestic action.

RPC 188
Receipt of Commission by Relative of Closing Lawyer.  Opinion rules that a lawyer may close a real estate transaction brokered by the lawyer’s spouse with the consent of the parties to the transaction.

RPC 191
Disbursement Upon Deposit of Funds Provisionally Credited to Trust Account.  Opinion rules that a lawyer may make disbursements from his or her trust account in reliance upon the deposit of funds provisionally credited to the account if the funds are deposited in the form of cash, wired funds, or by specified instruments which, although they are not irrevocably credited to the account upon deposit, are generally regarded as reliable.

RPC 201 
Combining Law Practice and Work as Realtor.  Opinion explores the circumstances under which a lawyer who is also a real estate salesperson may close real estate transactions brokered by the real estate company with which he is affiliated.

RPC 210
Representation of Multiple Parties to the Closing of a Residential Real Estate Transaction.  Opinion examines the circumstances in which it is acceptable for a lawyer to represent the buyer, the seller, and the lender in the closing of a residential real estate transaction.

RPC 216
*Using the Services of an Independent Title Abstractor.  Opinion rules that a lawyer may use the services of a nonlawyer independent contractor to search a title provided the nonlawyer is properly supervised by the lawyers.

RPC 227
Release of Title Notes to Former Client.  Opinion rules that a former residential real estate client is not entitled to the lawyer’s title notes or abstracts regardless of whether such information is stored in the client’s file.  However, a lawyer formerly associated with a firm may be entitled to examine the title notes made by the lawyer to provide further representation to the same client.

RPC 232
Disbursement Upon Deposit of Mortgage Company Check Pursuant to an Agreement Purporting to Make Check Certified.  Opinion concerns disbursements from a trust account in reliance upon the deposit of a mortgage company’s check issued pursuant to an agreement with a mortgage company and the company’s institutional lender purporting to render the check “certified” as that term is defined in the UCC.

RPC 248
Mortgage Brokerage Owned by Lawyers.  Opinion rules that a lawyer who owns stock in a mortgage brokerage corporation may not act as the settlement agent for a loan brokered by the corporation.  Nor may the other lawyers in the firm certify title or act as settlement agent for the closing.

97 FEO 8
Representation of Developer and Buyer in Closing of a Residential Real Estate Transaction.  Opinion examines the circumstances in which it is acceptable for the lawyer who regularly represents a real estate developer to represent the buyer and the developer in the closing of a residential real estate transaction.

98 FEO 8
Participation in a Witness Closing.  Opinion rules that a lawyer may not participate in a closing or sign a preliminary title opinion if, after reasonable inquiry, the lawyer believes that the title abstract or opinion was prepared by a non-lawyer without supervision by a licensed North Carolina lawyer.

98 FEO 9
Charging for the Cost of Retrieving a Closed Client File.  Opinion rules that a lawyer may charge a client the actual cost of  retrieving a closed client file from storage, subject to certain conditions, provided the lawyer does not withhold the file to extract payment.

99 FEO 5
Obtaining Canceled Deed of Trust Following Residential Real Estate Closing.  Opinion rules that whether the lawyer for a residential real estate closing must obtain the cancellation or record of a prior deed of trust depends upon the agreement of the parties.

99 FEO 6
Ownership of Title Agency.  Opinion examines the ownership of a title insurance agency by lawyers in North and South Carolina as well as supervision of an independent paralegal.

99 FEO 9
Lawyer’s Obligation to Disburse Closing Funds.  Opinion rules that a lawyer who represents the buyer in a real estate closing, and subsequently records the deed, may not withhold the funds for the purchase price from the seller upon the buyer’s post-closing instructions.

99 FEO 13
*Supervision of Paralegal Closing a Residential Real Estate Transaction.   (This opinion is overruled by 2002 FEO 9)
2000 FEO 8
Lawyer as Notary Public.  Opinion rules that a lawyer acting as a notary must follow the law when acknowledging a signature on a document.

2001 FEO 4
*Supervision of Paralegal Closing a Residential Real Estate Refinancing.  (This opinion is overruled by 2002 FEO 9).  Opinion rules that competent legal representation of a borrower requires the presence of the lawyer at the closing of a residential real estate refinancing.  A nonlawyer may oversee the execution of documents outside the presence of the lawyer provided the lawyer adequately supervises the nonlawyer and is present at the closing conference to complete the transactions.

2001 FEO 8
Lawyer’s Presence at Residential Real Estate Closing.  Opinion rules that competent practice requires the physical presence of the lawyer at a residential real estate closing conference.

2001 FEO 12
Affixing Excess Tax Stamps on a Recorded Deed.  Opinion rules that a closing lawyer may not counsel or assist a client to affix excess tax stamps on the instrument for registration with the register of deeds.

2001 FEO 14 
Using 
CD-ROM Digital Check Images for Trust Account Records.  Opinion rules that retaining a CD-Rom with digital images of trust account checks that is provided by the depository bank satisfies record-keeping requirements for trust accounts.

2002 FEO 9
*Delegation to Nonlawyer Assistant of Certain Tasks Associated with a Residential Real Estate Transaction.  Opinion rules that a nonlawyer assistant supervised  by a lawyer may identify to the client who is a party to such a transaction the documents to be executed with respect to the transaction, direct the client as to the correct place on each document to sign, and handle the disbursement of proceeds for a residential real estate transaction, even though the supervising lawyer is not physically present.

2003 FEO 7
Preparation of Power of Attorney for Principal Upon  Request of Prospective Attorney-In-Fact.  Opinion rules that a lawyer may not prepare a power of attorney for the benefit of the principal at the request of another individual or third-party payer without consulting with, exercising independent professional judgment on behalf of, and obtaining consent from , the principal.

2004 FEO 3
Common Representation of Lender and Trustee on a Deed of Trust.  Opinion rules that a lawyer may represent both the lender and the trustee on a deed of trust in a dispute with the borrower if the conditions on common representation can be satisfied.

2004 FEO 10
Preparation of Deed When Representing Buyer in Closing.  Opinion rules that the lawyer for the buyer of residential real estate may prepare the deed without creating a client-lawyer relationship with the seller provided the lawyer makes specific disclosures to the seller and clarifies her role for the seller.

2005 FEO 11
Interim Account for Costs Associated with Real Estate Closings.  Opinion examines the requirements for an interim account used to pay the costs for real estate closings and also rules that the actual costs may be marked up by the lawyer provided there is full disclosure and the overcharges are not clearly excessive.

2006 FEO 5
County Tax Attorney Purchasing Property at Tax Foreclosure Sale.  Opinion rules that count tax attorney may not bid at a tax foreclosure sale of real property.

2006 FEO 8
Disbursement of Trust Funds.  Opinion rules that a lawyer may disburse against deposited items in reliance upon a bank’s funding schedule under certain circumstances.

2007 FEO 9
Lawyer Obligation to Disburse Closing Funds.  (Withdrawn April 25, 2008)

2008 FEO 7
Lawyers Obligation to Disburse Closing Funds.  Opinion rules that a closing lawyer shall not record and disburse when a seller has delivered the deed to the lawyer but the buyer instructs the lawyer to take no further action to close the transaction.

2008 FEO 11
Representation of Beneficiary on Other Matters While Serving as Foreclosure Trustee.    Opinion rules that a lawyer may serve as the trustee in a foreclosure proceeding while simultaneously representing the beneficiary of the deed of trust on unrelated matters and that the other lawyers in the firm may also continue to represent the beneficiary on unrelated matters.

2008 FEO 13
Audit of Real Estate Trust Account by Title Insurer.  Opinion rules that, unless affected clients expressly consent to the disclosure of their confidential information, a lawyer may allow a title insurer to audit the lawyer’s real estate trust account and reconciliation reports only if certain written assurances to protect client confidences are obtained from the title insurer, the audited account is only used for real estate closings, and the audit is limited to certain records and to real estate transactions insured by the title insurer.

2009 FEO 2
Responding to Unauthorized Practice of Law in Preparation of a Deed.  Opinion rules a closing lawyer who reasonably believes that a title company engaged in the unauthorized practice of law when preparing a deed must report the lawyer who assisted the title company but may close the transaction if client consents and doing so is in the client’s interest.

2009 FEO 14
Placing Client’s Title Insurance in Agency in Which Lawyer’s Spouse Has an Ownership Interest.  Opinion rules that a lawyer participating in a real estate transaction may not in such transaction place his client’s title insurance in a title insurance agency in which the lawyer’s spouse has any ownership interest.

2009 FEO 17
Tacking as Question of Standard of Care.  Opinion rules that whether a lawyer rendering a title opinion to a title insurer should tack to an owner’s policy of title insurance or a mortgagee’s (lender’s) policy is a question of standard of care and outside the purview of the Ethics Committee.

2011 FEO 5  Representation of Lender in Contested Foreclosure When Corporate Trustee is Owned by Spouse and Paralegal.  Opinion rules that a lawyer may not represent the beneficiary of the deed of trust in a contested foreclosure if the lawyer’s spouse and paralegal own an interest in the closely-held corporate trustee.
Authorized Practice Advisory Opinion 2002-1 (October 18, 2002) On the Role of Laypersons in the Consummation of Residential Real Estate Transactions.
2)
Proposed Ethics Opinions
Proposed 2011 FEO 4  Participation in Reciprocal Referral Agreement.  Proposed opinion rules that a lawyer may not participate in a reciprocal referral agreement with a broker who has an ownership interest in a title insurance agency.

RPC 29

October 23, 1987

Editor's Note: This opinion was originally published as RPC 29 (Revised). For subsequent history, see RPC 216.
 
Purchase and Use of Title Abstracts
 
Opinion rules that an attorney may not rely upon title information from a nonlawyer assistant without direct supervision by said attorney.
 
Inquiry:
 
Attorney picks up a circular for a title or abstract firm, which states that the firm offers title examination services to attorneys for a flat fee of seventy dollars ($70.00) per tract plus copy costs.
 
Thereafter, attorney speaks with an employee of the firm who states that she can do a title search on a parcel of real property as above stated. She further states that she will telephone with any problems and that she will send a title summary and copies of the relevant documents. She states that she will not render an opinion on the title.
 
Attorney then gives her a deed book reference for a tract of land and requests a title examination. Thereafter, attorney received a mailing from the firm which includes the following:
 
1. Summary page indicating an abbreviated property description, the mortgages or deeds of trust, the tax listing information and judgments;
 
2. "Link" sheet for one descendant's estate;
 
3. "Link" sheet for the deeds represented to be in the chain of title with a copy of each deed;
 
4. City ad valorem tax printout signed by a City employee; and
 
5. Computer printout of the "out" conveyances for two (2) of the parties in the chain of title from the Register of Deeds. (The "out" conveyances for the owners prior to 1982 were listed on the link sheet by the firm's employee because the Registry does not have conveyances prior to such time on the computer.)
 
Attorney was not telephoned regarding examination or examination process. The firm does not employ an attorney. The work was performed by a nonlicensed person. Attorney did not train or supervise the firm and was not requested to do so. Attorney has no knowledge regarding the firm's financial standing or liability insurance.
 
May attorney ethically rely upon the firm's "Abstract" or "Title Search" in rendering title opinions to clients, lenders or title insurance companies?
 
If so, what duty, if any, does attorney owe to investigate, evaluate, train and/or supervise firm's employees?
 
Opinion:
 
An attorney is responsible under Rule 3.3(a) to ensure that his firm has procedures which will reasonably assure that the conduct of any nonlawyer either employed or retained by that firm "is compatible with the professional obligations of the lawyer..." Further, an attorney may not ethically handle any "legal matter without preparation adequate under the circumstances." Rule 6(a)(2). For an attorney to rely on an abstract or title search by a nonlawyer not supervised by the attorney or the firm does not constitute adequate preparation under the circumstances for rendering of a title opinion or drafting a deed in reliance on the information disclosed by this title abstract or search. An attorney is required to supervise and evaluate the nonlawyer assistant. An attorney relying on nonlawyer assistants, whether employed by his firm or contracted with, must make reasonable efforts to ensure that the nonlawyer's conduct is compatible with the lawyer's professional obligations, including his ethical obligations as required by Rule 3.3(a).
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RPC 147

January 15, 1993

Editor's note: This opinion is overruled by Rule 5.4(a)(4). ( (a)  A lawyer or law firm may not share legal fees with a nonlawyer, except that: (4) a lawyer or law firm may include nonlawyer employees in a compensation or retirement plan even though the plan is based in whole or in part on a profit-sharing arrangement;”)
 

Percentage Bonuses for Paralegals
 

Opinion holds that an attorney may not pay a percentage of fees to a paralegal as a bonus.
 

Inquiry:
 

A law firm employed an experienced certified legal assistant who worked exclusively in the area of real estate for many years. The legal assistant, under the supervision of the attorneys in the firm, participates in all phases of real estate practice: searching titles, preparing deeds, closing papers, and foreclosure documents.
 

The firm pays the legal assistant a regular salary which is supplemented by periodic bonuses. The bonuses are discretionary with the firm's partners, but are generally related to the profitability of the firm's real estate practice.
 

The firm wishes to implement a system of performance-based incentives for its employees. It proposes to supplement the legal assistant's salary with monthly bonuses calculated on the firm's net income from the real estate closings which the legal assistant has worked on. Each bonus would be equal to a small percentage (approximately five percent) of the compensation which the firm received for real estate services in which the assistant has participated during that month.
 

May the firm pay such bonuses without violating Rule 3.2, or any other provision, of the Rules of Professional Conduct if:
 

a) The bonuses, and the means for calculating them, are made an express part of the legal assistant's employment contract; or
 

b) The bonuses remain discretionary and the same method of calculating them is used for purposes of guidance only?
 

Opinion:
 

While bonuses for productivity are not prohibited, the firm may not pay the bonuses to its paralegal under either alternative set out in the inquiry without violating Rule 3.2 of the Rules of Professional Conduct. That rule prohibits attorneys from sharing legal fees with nonlawyers, except in certain circumstances not relevant to this inquiry. It is apparent from the inquiry that the paralegal's bonuses would be calculated based upon a percentage of the income the firm derives from legal matters on which the paralegal has worked. This plan in effect pays the paralegal a percentage of the legal fees received by the firm and therefore falls squarely within the prohibition of Rule 3.2. The proposed method of calculation violates Rule 3.2 regardless of whether the bonuses are made part of the paralegal's employment contract or whether they are paid at irregular intervals at the discretion of the partners in the firm. See CPR 289.
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RPC 216

July 18, 1997

Editor's Note: This opinion was originally published as RPC 216 (Third Revision).
 
Using the Services of an Independent Title Abstractor
 
Opinion rules that a lawyer may use the services of a nonlawyer independent contractor to search a title provided the nonlawyer is properly supervised by the lawyer.
 
Inquiry #1:
 
Paralegal is not a lawyer. She proposes to perform real estate title searches for lawyers working as an independent contractor. May Attorney A, who is a real estate lawyer, engage Paralegal as an independent contractor to perform title searches for real estate closings?
 
Opinion #1:
 
Yes, subject to certain limitations. A lawyer may use nonlawyers to assist him or her in the rendition of the lawyer's professional services. Comment to Rule 3.3 of the Rules of Professional Conduct. There is no requirement in the Rules of Professional Conduct that such nonlawyer assistants must be employees of the lawyer's firm. However, the lawyer must be able to meet his or her ethical responsibilities with regard to the supervision of a nonlawyer assistant regardless of whether the nonlawyer assistant is employed within the firm or as an independent contractor. The lawyer is responsible for the competent representation of clients, and therefore, the lawyer is also responsible for the work product of nonlawyer assistants. Rule 6(a)(1).
 
Before hiring or contracting with a nonlawyer assistant to perform title searches, Attorney A should take reasonable steps to ascertain that the nonlawyer is competent. Attorney A must also give the nonlawyer appropriate instruction and supervision. Comment to Rule 3.3 and RPC 29.
 
Inquiry #2:
 
Attorney Green has limited experience searching titles to real property and has limited knowledge of real property law. He would, however, like to expand his legal services to include the preparation of title opinions and real estate closings. He plans to expand into this area of practice by contracting with Paralegal to perform title searches and then relying upon her research to prepare an opinion on title. Is Attorney Green's proposal ethical?
 
Opinion #2:
 
No. It is impossible for a lawyer to supervise adequately the work of a nonlawyer, pursuant to the requirements of Rule 3.3, if the lawyer is not himself or herself competent in the area of practice. Moreover, it is incompetent representation of a client, in violation of Rule 6, for a lawyer to adopt as his or her own an opinion on title prepared by a nonlawyer or to render a legal opinion on title if the lawyer's opinion is not based upon knowledge of the relevant records and documentation and the lawyer's own independent professional judgment, knowledge, and competence in real property law. See RPC 29.
 
Inquiry #3:
 
If Attorney A uses the services of a nonlawyer to search a title, either as an employee of his firm or as an independent contractor, must Attorney A disclose this to the client?
 
Opinion #3:
 
Yes, if the client inquires, Attorney A should advise the client that he uses the services of a nonlawyer title searcher.
 
Inquiry #4:
 
Does Attorney A have a duty to tell the client the name of the nonlawyer title searcher?
 
Opinion #4:
 
No, unless the client requests this information.
 
Inquiry #5:
 
Should Attorney A explain to the client how the services provided by Paralegal will be charged to the client?
 
Opinion #5:
 
No, unless the client requests this information.
 
Inquiry #6:
 
If Attorney A hires Paralegal to perform title searches as an independent contractor, is Attorney A required to check for conflicts of interest?
 
Opinion #6:
 
Yes, a lawyer is always required to check for conflicts of interest. See Rule 3.3(b) and Rule 5.1.
 
Inquiry #7:
 
May Attorney A disclose to Paralegal the nature of the title search to be performed and the name of the client? Is client consent necessary prior to this disclosure?
 
Opinion #7:
 
If Attorney A has determined that Paralegal understands and will comply with Attorney A's duty to safeguard the confidences of his clients, he may disclose confidential information to Paralegal without the prior consent of the client. See Rule 4(c)(1).
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2002 Formal Ethics Opinion 9

January 24, 2003

Delegation to Nonlawyer Assistant of Certain Tasks Associated with a Residential Real Estate Transaction 

Opinion rules that a nonlawyer assistant supervised by a lawyer may identify to the client who is a party to such a transaction the documents to be executed with respect to the transaction, direct the client as to the correct place on each document to sign, and handle the disbursement of proceeds for a residential real estate transaction, even though the supervising lawyer is not physically present. 

Introduction:

The North Carolina State Bar was asked to reconsider Formal Ethics Opinions 2001-4 and 2001-8. These opinions, together with Formal Ethics Opinion 99-13, rule that competent legal practice requires the physical presence of the lawyer at the closing conference for both a purchase and a refinancing of residential real estate.

This opinion is issued after full consideration and investigation of the issues raised by the entities requesting the review. The opinion supersedes Formal Ethics Opinions 99-13, 2001-4, and 2001-8 to the extent that they are inconsistent with the conclusions expressed herein.

Inquiry:

In connection with a residential real estate transaction, a lawyer is retained to ensure that the documents are properly executed and that the loan and sale proceeds are properly distributed, in addition to other services, if any, that the lawyer is retained to provide. May the lawyer assign to a nonlawyer assistant the tasks of presiding over the execution of the documents and the disbursement of the closing proceeds necessary to complete the transaction?

Opinion:

Yes. The lawyer may delegate the direction of the execution of the documents and disbursement of the closing proceeds to a nonlawyer who is supervised by the lawyer provided, however, the nonlawyer does not give legal advice to the parties. 

As is the case with any task that a lawyer delegates to a nonlawyer, competent practice requires that the lawyer determine that delegation is appropriate after having evaluated the complexity of the transaction, the degree of difficulty of the particular task, the training and ability of the nonlawyer, the client's sophistication and expectations, and the course of dealings with the client. Rule 1.1 and Rule 5.3.

When and how to communicate with clients in connection with the execution of the closing documents and the disbursement of the proceeds are decisions that should be within the sound legal discretion of the individual lawyer.1 Therefore, the requirement of the physical presence of the lawyer at the execution of the documents, as promulgated in Formal Ethics Opinions 99-13, 2001-4, and 2001-8, is hereby withdrawn. A nonlawyer supervised by the lawyer may oversee the execution of the closing documents and the disbursement of the proceeds even though the lawyer is not physically present. Moreover, the execution of the documents and the disbursement of the proceeds may be accomplished by mail, by e-mail, by other electronic means, or by some other procedure that would not require the lawyer and the parties to be physically present at one place and time. Whatever procedure is chosen for the execution of the documents, the lawyer must provide competent representation and adequate supervision of any nonlawyer providing assistance. Rule 1.1, Rule 5.3, and Rule 5.5. 

In considering this matter, the State Bar received strong evidence that it is in the best interest of the consumer (the borrower) for the lawyer to be physically present at the execution of the documents.2 This ethics opinion should not be interpreted as implying that the State Bar disagrees with that evidence.

Endnotes

1. It is already common for lawyers, exercising their sound legal discretion, to delegate to their nonlawyer assistants certain other tasks in connection with a residential real estate transaction, such as the search of the public records and the recording of documents.

2. Transcript of the investigatory meeting of the Special Committee on Real Estate Closings, June 7, 2002. The transcript of the evidence received at the meeting is available from the North Carolina State Bar upon request.



THE NORTH CAROLINA STATE BAR
208 Fayetteville Street • PO Box 25908 • Raleigh, NC 27611-5908 • 919.828.4620
Copyright © North Carolina State Bar. All rights reserved.

RPC 44

July 15, 1988

Attorney's Obligation to Follow Closing Instructions
 
Opinion rules that a closing attorney must follow the lender's closing instruction that closing documents be recorded prior to disbursement.
 
Inquiry:
 
Attorney closes loans for a number of real estate clients. After all documents are signed, but before recording, Attorney gives the real estate agent the commission check and the check for the sellers' proceeds. Attorney then records the necessary documents.
 
Attorney has been given closing instructions from the lender which require recording before disbursement. Attorney has actually signed a statement to the lender that he will follow the lender's instructions. Attorney is on the approved attorneys' list for a number of title insurance companies who have issued insured closing letters to lenders whose loans attorney closes. The insured closing letter ensures that the attorney will comply with the lender's closing instructions. If a defect in title is discovered by attorney in his title update after disbursement, then the title insurance is liable for that defect. That, in turn, puts attorney's professional liability policy at risk.
 
Both the realtor and seller have demanded that he disburse funds immediately rather than waiting until later in the day after going to the courthouse to update the title record. The realtor has further stated that the attorney would lose his business unless the funds are disbursed immediately because such is the prevailing practice in the community.
 
May attorney ethically ignore the lender's closing instruction as well as his commitment to the lender to follow those instructions? Has attorney violated any ethical requirements in disregarding the potential liability that would be imposed upon the title insurance company and/or his professional liability carrier if a defect is discovered after disbursement?
 
Opinion:
 
No. The attorney may not ethically ignore the lender's instruction that recordation must precede disbursement. CPR 100 made it clear that any attorney involved in the closing of an ordinary residential real property transaction represents both the borrower and the lender in the absence of clear notice to all concerned that such is not the case. Rule 10.2(E) requires a lawyer holding client funds in trust to deliver those funds to interested third persons as directed by the client. In the situation described in the inquiry, it is clear that the attorney, having received funds in trust from his client, the lender, is obliged to disburse those funds at a time which is consistent with the lender's instructions. Moreover, it is fair to say that any lawyer receiving client funds with the present knowledge that he or she does not intend to comply with the instructions for the handling of those funds, would violate Rule 1.2(c) by engaging in conduct involving dishonesty, fraud, deceit or misrepresentation.
 
It should also be noted that the disbursement of loan proceeds before the title is updated and the Deed and Deed of Trust are recorded could be prejudicial, not only to the lender as a client of the attorney, but also to other interested parties in the transaction to whom the lawyer may owe fiduciary duties, such as the title insurer and his own liability insurance carrier. Such conduct, at least insofar as the client is concerned, could be viewed as prejudicial to the client and thus a violation of Rule 7.1(a)(3).
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RPC 78

October 20, 1989

Conditional Delivery of Trust Account Checks
 
Opinion rules that a closing attorney cannot make conditional delivery of trust account checks to real estate agent before depositing loan proceeds against which checks were to be drawn.
 
Inquiry:
 
Attorney closes loans for a number of real estate clients. After all documents are signed, but before recording, Attorney gives the real estate agent the commission check and the check for the Sellers' proceeds, with specific instructions that real estate agent is to hold both checks in trust until notified that the closing documents have been recorded and all closing proceeds have been deposited in Attorney's trust account. Attorney then records the necessary documents and deposits all closing proceeds in his trust account.
 
Attorney has been given closing instructions from the lender which require recording before disbursement. Attorney has actually signed a statement to the lender that he will follow the lender's instructions. Attorney is on the approved attorneys' list for a number of title insurance companies who have issued insured closing letters to lenders whose loans Attorney closes. The insured closing letter ensures that Attorney will comply with the lender's closing instructions. Attorney does not deposit any funds, including lender's loan proceeds, until after title update and recording. If a defect in title is discovered by Attorney in his title update after "disbursement," he will not record and will notify the real estate agent to return the checks.
 
1. May Attorney ethically tender to real estate agent, in trust, the commission and seller's proceeds checks with instructions that the realtor, as agent for attorney, hold such checks until the attorney has recorded the closing documents, deposited the closing proceeds in his trust account, and notified the realtor that he may disburse the checks which real estate agent is holding in trust?
 
2. Has Attorney violated any ethical requirements in disregarding the potential liability that would be imposed upon the title insurance company and/or his professional liability carrier if a defect is discovered after disbursement?
 
Opinion:
 
This is a variation of the inquiry addressed in RPC 44, concerning the obligation of the closing attorney to follow the instructions of his client, the lender, to record documents before disbursing loan proceeds.
 
1. No. The attorney may not ethically deliver trust account checks to the real estate agent, even if such delivery is made "in trust" or "conditionally," until the attorney has recorded the closing documents and deposited the closing proceeds in his trust account.
 
Arguably, the conditional delivery of the trust account checks would not violate the lender's instructions, because the Attorney is, in fact, recording before depositing and disbursing the lender's funds. Those funds have not been "disbursed." See RPC 44.
 
However, by delivering to the real estate agent checks drawn on the trust account when the account has either (i) no funds or (ii) trust funds belonging to others, the Attorney violates Rules 10.1 and 10.2. Under those rules, funds deposited in a trust account are funds received by the Attorney as a fiduciary, which must be held and disbursed only for the benefit of those entitled to them, in accordance with appropriate instructions. Accordingly, Attorney cannot violate or delegate his fiduciary duty by putting into the hands of an unrelated third-party a check, regular on its face, drawn on a trust account containing only the funds of others. Similarly, Attorney cannot ethically deliver checks drawn on an account with insufficient funds, in violation of the law and the implicit requirement imposed by Rule 10.2(F).
 
2. Because of the answer to question 1, it appears unnecessary to answer question 2. Reference is made to RPC 44. As a general matter, the ultimate liability created under a title insurance policy or professional liability insurance policy will be irrelevant to a determination of the ethical issues, which must be judged independently of legal liability and insurability.
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RPC 86

April 13, 1990

Editor's Note: See RPC 191 for additional guidance on disbursing against provisional credit.
 
Disbursements Incident to Real Property Closings
 
Opinion discusses disbursement against uncollected funds, accounting for earnest money paid outside closing and representation of the seller.
 
Inquiry #1:
 
Must the closing attorney collect earnest money held in the trust accounts of real estate agents or other attorneys in the form of certified funds?
 
Opinion #1:
 
No. While it is certainly the better practice for the closing attorney to issue trust account checks only against collected funds, CPR 358 recognized that under certain circumstances such checks may be drawn against funds which though uncollected have been provisionally credited to the attorney's trust account by the financial institution in which the trust account is maintained. A closing attorney should disburse against provisionally credited funds only when he or she reasonably believes that the underlying deposited instrument is virtually certain to be honored when presented for collection. In addition, an attorney should take care not to disburse against uncollected funds in situations where the attorney's assets or credit would be insufficient to fund the trust account checks in the event that a provisionally credited item is dishonored.
 
Inquiry #2:
 
Must the closing attorney request that all earnest money be entrusted to him or her prior to closing?
 
Opinion #2:
 
Again it would appear that the better practice, which would involve the closing attorney's receipt and disbursement of all funds involved in the transaction, is not absolutely compelled by the Rules of Professional Conduct. An attorney does have an absolute obligation under Rule 10.2(E) to follow his client's instructions relative to the money which is entrusted to him or her. If, as was the case in RPC 44, the lender conditions the disbursement of loan proceeds upon some clearly specified event, such as the deposit in the attorney's trust account of all earnest money, the attorney would be obliged to honor that instruction and to insist upon the entrustment prior to proceeding further with the closing. If, however, the closing attorney receives no such instruction, it is conceivable that a closing could be accomplished in which some funds pertaining to the transaction are never received or disbursed by the closing attorney. In such situations the attorney should certainly take care to advise the client that he or she cannot guarantee the appropriate handling of all the money and in particular should identify for the client the risk that the party holding the earnest money might disburse prior to the attorney's updating the title and recording the deed and deed of trust.
 
Inquiry #3:
 
And in relation to the above, if the closing attorney does not require that all earnest money come in at closing, is he or she making potentially false certifications on the HUD Settlement Statement if it shows the earnest money as a credit against the payment of commissions or sales proceeds?
 
Opinion #3:
 
An attorney must, of course, be scrupulous in documenting his or her handling of trust funds (Rule 10.2(d)). If an attorney does not handle all funds incident to a real estate transaction which he or she is closing, it would certainly be prudent to carefully qualify any statements appearing on the settlement statement relative to the attorney's responsibility for the discharge of certain obligations and the quality of the attorney's knowledge relative to matters set forth only upon information and belief. As a practical matter, the attorney should obtain receipts from any persons or entities to whom payments have been made outside of closing if such are to be reflected upon the closing statement.
 
Inquiry #4:
 
Can the closing attorney retained by the buyer charge the seller a fee for doing the closing and handling certain matters for the seller that are not included in deed preparation? For example, after agreeing to handle a closing for Buyer A, the closing attorney pays off the seller's loan and must spend several hours retrieving the "paid and satisfied" note and deed of trust from seller's former bank in order to clear the title and have title insurance issued on behalf of Buyer A. Can the closing attorney charge a "closing fee?" If the answer to this question is yes, what kind of notification to or agreement with seller (and buyer) would be required?
 
Opinion #4:
 
In the typical residential transaction, it would not be inappropriate for the closing attorney who has been employed by the buyer to negotiate with the seller for the payment of a fee by the seller for legal services rendered on behalf of the seller incident to the closing. Any such contracts for legal services should be executed only where the provisions of Rule 5.1(a) can be satisfied relative to potential conflicts of interest and must be negotiated well in advance of closing.
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RPC 99

April 12, 1991

Editor's Note: This opinion was originally published as RPC 99 (Revised).
 
Title Insurance Tacking
 
Opinion rules that a lawyer may tack onto an existing title insurance policy.
 
Inquiry #1:
 
In 1986, Lawyer A represented Mr. Jones in his purchase of a house and lot. A performed a full title search and obtained a title insurance policy for Jones and his lender with Title Insurance Company. In 1990, Jones contracts to sell the house and lot to Ms. Smith. Smith retains Lawyer B to represent her in the transaction. B obtains a copy of the policy Title Insurance Company issued on the property.
 
Lawyer B's title search for Smith consists of updating Lawyer A's search; B searches the title from 1986 to 1990. Title Insurance Company allows B to apply for title insurance based on the update, and holds A liable for any title defects during A's search period that result in a claim against Smith. A never represented Smith. A has no knowledge that A's work is serving as the basis for providing title insurance to Smith. Title company has never informed A that A's liability to title company extends beyond the time A's clients owned the property. Lawyer B has made no attempt to obtain A's permission to use A's base title.
 
May Lawyer B render a title opinion without having conducted a personal inspection of documents in the chain of title?
 
Opinion #1:
 
Yes. A lawyer may ethically render to a title insurance company a limited title opinion based upon a limited examination of the public records for the purpose of obtaining the issuance of a title insurance policy upon real property. The Rules of Professional Conduct do not require personal inspection of all documents in the chain of title so long as the lawyer rendering the opinion fully discloses to his or her client the precise nature of the service being rendered and the full extent thereof. The client should be advised that he or she should rely on the title insurance policy as to matters of title and not upon the attorney's examination of the public records. If the Title Insurance Company is willing to base its underwriting decision upon the fact that it or another title insurance company has previously issued a title insurance policy and Lawyer B's limited title opinion, that does not offend the Rules of Professional Conduct.
 
Since title insurers frequently omit exceptions in mortgagees' policies that would appear in owners' policies, tacking should be limited to tacking onto owners' policies.
 
Inquiry #2:
 
May Lawyer B tack onto Lawyer A's base title without first obtaining Lawyer A's permission?
 
Opinion #2:
 
Lawyer B may ethically apply for the issuance of a title insurance policy on the basis of her limited title opinion and the fact that a title insurance policy has previously been issued. In so doing, the Rules of Professional Conduct would not require Lawyer B to obtain Lawyer A's permission. It is a question of law as to whether or not Lawyer A's liability to the title insurance company would continue after the issuance of the new policy. It is beyond the purview of this committee to make that determination. A possible solution to this problem might be for a lawyer to include in her opinion to the title insurer a disclaimer to the effect that the opinion is submitted only with respect to the current transaction and is not to be relied upon in any future transaction.
 
Inquiry #3:
 
Must Lawyer B disclose to his or her client that B has updated the title and not performed a full title search? Must the disclosure be in writing? Must the disclosure be made before the client agrees to engage Lawyer B?
 
Opinion #3:
 
The disclosures referred to in the first opinion should be made by Lawyer B to the client prior to accepting employment. Rule 6(b)(2). The disclosures need not be in writing.
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October 20, 1995

Revised January 24, 1997
 
Editor's Note: RPC 191 originally became a formal opinion of the State Bar on October 20, 1995. The opinion sets forth the duty of a closing lawyer to disburse from the trust account only in reliance upon the deposit of specified negotiable instruments which have a low risk of noncollectibility. On June 21, 1996, the North Carolina General Assembly ratified the Good Funds Settlement Act, G.S. Chapter 45A, which became effective October 1, 1996. The act sets forth the duty of a settlement agent for a residential real estate closing to disburse settlement proceeds from a trust or escrow account only in reliance upon the deposit of specified negotiable instruments. There was some inconsistency between the list of negotiable instruments against which disbursement was permitted in the Act and a similar list in RPC 191. To correct this, RPC 191was revised to reference the list of acceptable negotiable instruments found in the Act. 
 
Disbursements Upon Deposit of Funds Provisionally Credited to Trust Account
 
Opinion rules that a lawyer may make disbursements from his or her trust account in reliance upon the deposit of funds provisionally credited to the account if the funds are deposited in the form of cash, wired funds, or by specified instruments which, although they are not irrevocably credited to the account upon deposit, are generally regarded as reliable.
 
Introduction:
 
In the wake of the financial failure of an out-of-state mortgage lender, the State Bar received numerous requests to reexamine prior ethics opinions CPR 358 and RPC 86 which permitted a lawyer to issue trust account checks against funds which, although uncollected, were provisionally credited to the lawyer's trust account by the financial institution with which the trust account was maintained. RPC 86 cautioned that the closing lawyer should disburse against provisionally credited funds only when the lawyer reasonably believed that the underlying deposited instrument was virtually certain to be honored when presented for collection. Nevertheless, lawyers did accept, deposit, and disburse against the residential loan proceeds checks of the out-of-state mortgage lender that failed. Some of these checks were ultimately dishonored and charged back against the trust accounts of the closing lawyers. In the meantime, some trust account checks issued for the closings were presented for collection and paid, resulting in the use of funds deposited by other clients to pay the closing checks presented for payment.
 
Inquiry:
 
In the typical residential real estate closing, the lending institution that finances the purchase of the property delivers the loan proceeds to the closing lawyer in the form of a check drawn upon a financial institution which may or may not be located in North Carolina. Loan proceeds are seldom delivered to the closing lawyer in the form of wired funds. Similarly, the real estate agent sometimes delivers the earnest money to the closing lawyer in the form of a check drawn on his or her trust account and the buyer sometimes delivers a personal check to the closing lawyer to cover the difference between the loan amount and the buyer's obligations. May a closing lawyer deposit such checks in his or her trust account and, if the depository bank will provisionally credit the lawyer's trust account, immediately disburse against the items before they have been collected?
 
Opinion:
 
Yes, but only upon the conditions set forth in this opinion.
 
A lawyer (1) may disburse funds from a trust account only in reliance upon the deposit of a financial instrument specified in the Good Funds Settlement Act, G.S. Chap. 45A (the Act), which became effective on October 1, 1996, and the securing of provisional credit for the deposited item, and (2) as an affirmative duty, must immediately act to protect the property of the lawyer's other clients by personally paying the amount of any failed deposit or securing or arranging payment from other sources upon learning that a deposited instrument has been dishonored. It shall be unethical for a lawyer to disburse funds from a trust account in reliance upon the deposit of a financial instrument that is not specified in the Act, regardless of whether the item is ultimately honored or dishonored.
 
In reliance on CPR 358 and RPC 86, many closing lawyers deposit the checks from the lender, the real estate agent, and the buyer into their trust accounts, receive provisional credit for the items from the depository bank and immediately disburse funds from their trust accounts in accordance with the schedule of receipts and disbursements prepared for the closing. There is typically some delay, generally three to four days but in some instances as much as fifteen days, between the time of the deposit of the checks of the lender, the buyer, and the real estate agent into the lawyer's trust account and the time when the funds are irrevocably credited to the lawyer's trust account by the depository institution. Because of the time lag between the deposit and the collection of the checks, the closing lawyer runs the risk that a check may be ultimately dishonored and charged back against the trust account of the closing lawyer, resulting in the use of the funds of other clients on deposit in the trust account to satisfy the disbursement checks from the closing.
 
A lawyer who receives funds that belong to a client assumes the responsibilities of a fiduciary to safeguard those funds and to preserve the identity of the funds by depositing the funds into a designated trust account. Rule 10.1 of the Rules of Professional Conduct. It is a lawyer's fiduciary obligation to ensure that the funds of a particular client are used only to satisfy the obligations of that client and are not used to satisfy the claims of the lawyer's creditors. Rule 10.1 and comment. Furthermore, Rule 10.2 of the Rules of Professional Conduct requires a lawyer to maintain complete records of all funds or other property of a client received by the lawyer and to render to the client appropriate accountings of the receipt and disbursement of any of the client's funds or property held by the lawyer. Rule 10.2(e) recognizes a lawyer's obligation to pay promptly or deliver to the client, or to a third person as directed by the client, the funds in the possession of the lawyer to which the client is entitled. Strictly interpreted, these rules would appear to require a lawyer not to disburse upon items deposited in his or her trust account until the depository bank has irrevocably credited the items to the account.
 
Requiring a closing lawyer to postpone disbursement until all items have been credited to the lawyer's trust account would result in inconvenience, delay, and could have an adverse effect on the economy. Nevertheless, there is some risk that certain instruments, such as ordinary commercial checks, may be uncollectible in any given transaction. Conversely, there are financial instruments that are generally regarded as extremely reliable. In fact, other state bars that have considered the issue have held that there are certain financial instruments for which the risk of noncollectibility is so slight as to make it unnecessary to prohibit a closing lawyer from disbursing immediately against such items before they are collected. See Virginia State Bar Legal Ethics Opinion 183 and Rule 5-1.1(g) of the Rules Regulating the Florida Bar. Similarly, the North Carolina Good Funds Settlement Act permits a "settlement agent," or person responsible for conducting the settlement and disbursement of the proceeds for a residential real estate closing, to disburse against uncollected funds but only if the deposited instrument is in one of the forms specified in the Act.
 
Notwithstanding the fact that some of the forms of funds designated in the Act are not irrevocably credited to the lawyer's trust account at the time of deposit, the risk of noncollectibility is so slight that a lawyer's disbursement of funds from a trust account in reliance upon the deposit into the account of provisionally credited funds in these forms shall not be considered unethical. However, a closing lawyer should never disburse against any provisionally credited funds unless he or she reasonably believes that the underlying deposited instrument is virtually certain to be honored when presented for collection. A lawyer may immediately disburse against collected funds, such as cash or wired funds, and may immediately make disbursements from his or her trust account in reliance upon provisional credit extended by the depository institution for funds deposited into the trust account in one or more of the forms set forth in G.S. §45A-4.
 
The disbursement of funds from a trust account by a lawyer in reliance upon provisional credit extended upon the deposit of an item into the trust account which does not take one of the forms prescribed in the Act constitutes professional misconduct, regardless of whether the item is ultimately honored or dishonored. However, a lawyer who disburses in reliance upon provisional credit extended upon the deposit of an item prescribed in the Act shall not be guilty of professional misconduct if that lawyer, upon learning that the item has been dishonored, immediately acts to protect the property of the lawyer's other clients by personally paying the amount of any failed deposit or securing or arranging payment from sources available to the lawyer other than trust account funds of other clients. An attorney should take care not to disburse against uncollected funds in situations where the attorney's assets or credit would be insufficient to fund the trust account checks in the event that a provisionally credited item is dishonored.
 
To the extent that CPR 358 and RPC 86 are inconsistent with this opinion, they are overruled. However, there are provisions in both opinions that remain operative. Specifically, the provision of CPR 358 that prohibits a lawyer from disbursing against the " in the trust account during the time lag between the deposit of the checks of the lender, the buyer, and the real estate agent and the time when these items are irrevocably credited to the account unless provisional credit for the items is extended by the depository institution remains in effect. If provisional credit is not extended by the depository institution, the disbursing lawyer is using the funds of other clients to cover the closing disbursements until the deposited items are collected in violation of Rule 10.1.
 
It should be emphasized that this opinion shall apply to any disbursements from the trust account against items which are not irrevocably credited to the account upon deposit, whether such disbursements are for the purpose of closing a real estate transaction or for the purpose of concluding some other transaction or matter.
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RPC 210

April 4, 1997

Editor's Note: RPC 210 and RPC 211, companion opinions on representation in residential real estate closings, were adopted by the council of the State Bar on January 12, 1996. On April 12, 1996, the council withdrew the opinions following substantial negative comment from real estate practitioners who indicated that the opinions might eliminate the economic efficiencies inherent in one-lawyer residential real estate closings. A substitute opinion for RPC 210 was proposed and subsequently adopted on April 4, 1997.
 
Representation of Multiple Parties to the Closing of a Residential Real Estate Transaction
 
Opinion examines the circumstances in which it is acceptable for a lawyer to represent the buyer, the seller, and the lender in the closing of a residential real estate transaction.
 
 
 
Introduction:
 
This opinion clarifies the conditions under which a closing lawyer may engage in common representation of the multiple parties to the closing of a residential real estate transaction. To the extent that a prior ethics opinion is inconsistent with this opinion, the prior opinion is withdrawn.
 
Inquiry #1:
 
In the usual residential real estate transaction, the contract to purchase is entered into by the buyer and seller prior to the engagement of a lawyer to close the transaction. May the closing lawyer represent both the buyer and the seller to close the transaction?
 
Opinion #1:
 
Rule 5.1(a) prohibits the representation of a client if the representation is directly adverse to the representation of another client unless there will be no adverse effect on the interests of both clients and the clients consent. At first blush, it may appear that the interests of the buyer and the seller of residential real estate are adverse. Nevertheless, after the terms of the sale are resolved, the buyer and the seller of residential real estate have a common objective: the transfer of the ownership of the property in conformity with the terms of the contract or agreement. In paragraph [10] of the comment to Rule 5.1, "Conflicts of Interest," it is observed that "a lawyer may not represent multiple parties to a negotiation whose interests are fundamentally antagonistic to each other, but common representation is permissible where the clients are generally aligned in interests even though there is some difference of interests among them." If the interests of the buyer and seller of residential property are generally aligned and the lawyer determines that he or she can manage the potential conflict of interest between the parties, a lawyer may represent both the buyer and the seller in closing a residential real estate transaction with the consent of the parties. Rule 5.1(a).
 
A lawyer may reasonably believe that the common representation of multiple parties to a residential real estate closing will not be adverse to the interests of any one client if the parties have already agreed to the basic terms of the transaction and the lawyer's role is limited to rendering an opinion on title, memorializing the transaction, and disbursing the proceeds. Before reaching this conclusion, however, the lawyer must determine whether there is any obstacle to the loyal representation of both parties. The lawyer should proceed with the common representation only if the lawyer is able to reach the following conclusions: he or she will be able to act impartially; there is little likelihood that an actual conflict will arise out of the common representation; and, should a conflict arise, the potential prejudice to the parties will be minimal. See, e.g., ABA Model Rule of Professional Conduct 2.2, "Intermediary."
 
If the closing lawyer reasonably believes that the common representation can be managed in the best interests of both the buyer and the seller, he must obtain the consent of each of the parties after full disclosure of the risks of common representation. Rule 5.1(a). Full disclosure should include an explanation of the scope of the lawyer's representation. The lawyer should advise each party of the right to separate counsel. The disclosure should also include an explanation that if a conflict develops, the lawyer must withdraw from the representation of all parties and may not continue to represent any of the clients in the transaction. Rule 2.8(b). Although it is a better practice to put such disclosures in writing, the Rules of Professional Conduct do not require written disclosures.
 
If common representation is appropriate, the representation of the seller may include preparing the deed, collecting the purchase price, and drafting the documents necessary to complete the transaction in accordance with the agreement between the buyer and the seller. The lawyer may charge the seller for this representation. CPR 100.
 
Inquiry #2:
 
The buyer and the lender usually agree to the basic terms of the mortgage loan (amount, security, interest rate, installment, and maturity) prior to the engagement of the closing lawyer. In this situation, may the closing lawyer represent both the lender and the buyer?
 
Opinion #2:
 
Yes, if the interests of the buyer and lender are generally aligned and the lawyer determines that the potential conflict of interest can be managed. Rule 5.1(a). As stated above, before concluding that the common representation will not be adverse to the interests of any one client, the lawyer must determine three things: he or she will be able to act impartially; there is little likelihood that an actual conflict will arise out of the common representation; and, should a conflict arise, the potential prejudice to the parties will be minimal.
 
Although full disclosure to the lender of the risks of common representation is recommended, if the lawyer reasonably believes that the lender understands the closing lawyer's role because the lender is a knowledgeable and experienced participant in residential real estate transactions, the lawyer does not have to make a full disclosure to the lender regarding the common representation as required in opinion #1 above.
 
Inquiry #3:
 
If the closing lawyer does not intend to represent all of the parties to the transaction, does the lawyer have any responsibility to the party or parties he or she does not intend to represent?
 
Opinion #3:
 
Yes. By custom, the lender and the buyer are usually represented by the same lawyer. Therefore, if the lawyer does not intend to represent both the buyer and the lender, the lawyer must give timely notice to the party that the lawyer does not intend to represent, so that this party may secure separate representation. CPR 100. If the lawyer does not give such notice, the lawyer will be deemed to represent both the buyer and the lender. CPR 100. If the lawyer represents only the buyer, the lawyer may nevertheless ethically provide title and lien priority assurances required by the lender as a condition of the loan. CPR 100. If the party that the lawyer is not representing obtains separate counsel, both lawyers should fully cooperate with each other in serving the interests of their respective clients and in closing the transaction promptly.
 
It is not generally assumed that the buyer's lawyer will represent the seller. Therefore, if the closing lawyer does not intend to prepare the deed or perform other legal services for the seller, the lawyer does not have to give notice to the seller. But see Cornelius v. Helms, 120 N.C. App. 172,461 S.E.2d 338 (1995), disc. rev. denied, 342 N.C. 653,467 S.E.2d 709 (1996), for related negligence issues.
 
Inquiry #4:
 
May a lawyer who is representing the buyer, the lender, and the seller (or any one or more of them) provide the title insurer with an opinion on title sufficient to issue a mortgagee title insurance policy, the premium for which is normally paid by the buyer?
 
Opinion #4:
 
Yes. CPR 100.
 
Inquiry #5:
 
If a lawyer is representing more than one party to a residential real estate closing, what should the lawyer do if a conflict develops between the clients before, during, or after the closing?
 
Opinion#5:
 
If a conflict or controversy relating to the transaction arises between any of the parties being represented by the closing lawyer, the lawyer must withdraw from the representation of all of the clients and is ethically barred from representing any of the clients in the transaction or any dispute arising out of the transaction. Rule 5.1(a).
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January 16, 1998

Representation of Developer and Buyer in Closing of a Residential Real Estate Transaction
 
Opinion examines the circumstances in which it is acceptable for the lawyer who regularly represents a real estate developer to represent the buyer and the developer in the closing of a residential real estate transaction.
 
Introduction:
 
This opinion supplements RPC 210 (April 4, 1997), an opinion on common representation in a typical residential real estate closing. This opinion addresses the issues that arise in common representation when the closing lawyer regularly represents a seller who is in the business of real estate development. The lawyer's financial interest in retaining the seller's business may present special problems. This opinion explains the conditions that must be met before a closing lawyer may proceed with common representation. 
 
Inquiry #1:
 
Seller is in the business of buying residential lots and tracts of land, improving the lots and/or subdividing the land for residential or condominium development, and selling the improved lots and land. Seller frequently uses the services of Attorney to provide legal representation on various aspects of Seller's real estate transactions including, but not limited to, performing the base title work, preparing restrictive covenants, and drafting construction contracts. 
 
Buyer entered into a contract with Seller to purchase a residential lot and house built by Seller. The contract was negotiated and executed without the involvement of Attorney. Seller wants Attorney to close the transaction. If Attorney closes the transaction, Attorney will provide legal services to Buyer including providing an opinion as to title and preparing the loan documents. May Attorney close the transaction and represent both Seller and Buyer? 
 
Opinion #1:
 
Yes, provided Attorney reasonably believes that the common representation will not be adverse to the interests of either client, there is full disclosure of Attorney's prior representation of Seller, and Buyer consents to the common representation. See RPC 210 and Rule 2.2 of the Revised Rules of Professional Conduct. 
 
In RPC 210, it is observed that:
 
[i]f the interests of the buyer and seller of residential property are generally aligned and the lawyer determines that he or she can manage the potential conflict of interest between the parties, the lawyer may represent both the buyer and the seller in closing a residential real estate transaction with the consent of the parties.
 
Before concluding that common representation is permitted, the lawyer must consider "whether there is any obstacle to the loyal representation of both parties." RPC 210. Where a lawyer has a long-standing professional relationship with a seller and a financial interest in continuing to represent the seller, the lawyer must carefully and thoughtfully evaluate whether he or she will be able to act impartially in closing the transaction. The lawyer may proceed with the common representation only if the lawyer reasonably believes that his or her loyalty to the seller will not interfere with the lawyer's responsibilities to the buyer. Rule 2.2(a)(3). Also, the lawyer may not proceed with the common representation unless he or she reasonably believes that there is little likelihood that an actual conflict will arise out of the common representation and, should a conflict arise, the potential prejudice to the parties will be minimal. RPC 210 and Rule 2.2(a)(2). 
 
If the lawyer reasonably believes the common representation can be managed, the lawyer must make full disclosure of the advantages and risks of common representation and obtain the consent of both parties before proceeding with the representation. Revised Rule 2.2(a)(1). This disclosure should include informing the seller that, in closing the transaction, the lawyer has equal responsibility to the buyer and, regardless of the prior representation of the seller, the lawyer cannot prefer the interests of the seller over the interests of the buyer. With regard to the buyer, the lawyer must fully disclose the lawyer's prior and existing professional relationship with the seller. This disclosure should include a general explanation of the extent of the lawyer's prior and current representation of the seller and a specific explanation of the lawyer's legal work, if any, on the property that is the subject of the transaction. The latter should include the disclosure of all legal work relating to the development of a subdivision if relevant.
 
Full disclosure to the seller and to the buyer must also include an explanation of the scope of the lawyer's representation. See RPC 210. In addition, the lawyer should explain that if a conflict develops between the seller and the buyer, the lawyer must withdraw from the representation of all parties and may not continue to represent any of the clients in the transaction. RPC 210 and Rule 2.2(c). For example, the lawyer may not take a position of advocacy for one party or the other with regard to the completion of the construction of the house, the escrow of funds for the completion of the construction, problems with title to the property, and enforcement of the warranty on new construction. Areas of potential conflict should be outlined for both parties prior to obtaining their separate consents to the common representation.
 
The disclosure required must be made prior to the closing of the transaction. The Revised Rules of Professional Conduct do not require the consents to be in writing. However, obtaining written consents is the better practice.
 
If common representation is permitted under the conditions outlined above, Attorney may perform legal services for both parties as necessary to close the transaction including offering an opinion as to title to the buyer. Either party may be charged for the lawyer's services as appropriate. See Rule 1.5.
 
Inquiry #2: 
 
Would the answer to inquiry #1 be different if Attorney drafted the model purchase contract that Seller uses to market the lots and houses in the subdivision but Attorney did not participate in the final negotiation of any of the specific provisions of the purchase contract between Seller and Buyer?
 
Opinion #2: 
 
No, Attorney may still close the transaction and represent both Buyer and Seller provided he can satisfy the conditions on common representation set forth in opinion #1 above.
 
Inquiry #3: 
 
May Attorney engage in common representation of Buyer and Seller if Attorney memorialized the purchase agreement between Buyer and Seller by completing the written purchase contract without participating in the negotiation of any of its specific terms?
 
Opinion #3: 
 
Yes, Attorney may represent both Buyer and Seller if he can satisfy the conditions on common representation set forth in opinion #1 above.
 
Inquiry #4:
 
The house and lot that Buyer has contracted to purchase from Seller are located in a subdivision that is being developed by Seller. As a result of his representation of Seller on matters relating to the development of the subdivision, Attorney is aware that Seller is having financial difficulties and may be unable to complete the promised amenities in the subdivision, including a swimming pool and tennis courts. Seller has instructed Attorney not to disclose this information. May Attorney represent both Seller and Buyer to close the transaction?
 
Opinion #4:
 
No. Rule 1.7(c) provides that:
 
[a] lawyer shall have a continuing obligation to evaluate all situations involving potentially conflicting interests and shall withdraw from representation of any party he or she cannot adequately represent or represent without using the confidential information or secrets of another client or former client except as Rule 1.6 allows.
 
Rule 1.6(a) defines confidential client information as information learned during the course of representation of a client the disclosure of which would be detrimental to the interests of the client. The information regarding Seller's potential inability to complete the amenities in the subdivision is confidential information of Seller that Attorney may not disclose unless Seller consents. See Rule 1.6(c). However, to represent Buyer adequately, Attorney should disclose this information. In this situation, Attorney cannot reasonably conclude that his responsibilities to Seller will not interfere with his responsibilities to Buyer. See opinion #1 above. Attorney may not, therefore, accept the common representation.
 
Inquiry #5:
 
Completion of the amenities for the subdivision are not in question. However, Attorney prepared the base title for the subdivision and he is aware that there are some close questions on title to the lot under contract to Buyer. Although these matters may be insignificant, Attorney would normally disclose this information to Buyer. Seller has instructed Attorney not to disclose the information to Buyer. May Attorney represent Buyer and Seller to close the transaction?
 
Opinion #5:
 
No, unless Seller consents to the disclosure of the information. See opinion #2 above and Rule 1.6(c).
 
Inquiry #6:
 
Attorney analyzed his relationship with Seller and determined that he can impartially represent both Seller and Buyer in closing the sale of the house and lot to Buyer. Buyer and the lender chosen by Buyer have agreed to the basic terms of the mortgage loan (amount, security, interest rate, installment, and maturity) prior to the engagement of Attorney to close the transaction. May Attorney represent both the lender and Buyer, as well as Seller?
 
Opinion #6:
 
Yes. See RPC 210.
 
Inquiry #7:
 
Seller believes that it will result in savings of time and money if Attorney closes all of the sales in the subdivision. Seller would like to offer financial incentives to potential buyers to encourage them to use the closing services of Attorney. In particular, Seller would like to offer to pay all legal fees to close the transaction if the buyer agrees that Attorney will handle the closing. Seller asks Attorney if Attorney will close all sales for a pre-agreed fee. Seller also asks Attorney if Seller may include a provision in the contract to purchase in which Seller agrees to pay the legal fees if the buyer agrees that Attorney will close the transaction. May Attorney agree to participate in this arrangement?
 
Opinion #7:
 
Yes, if Attorney reasonably believes that the common representation can be handled impartially and the proper disclosure of the professional relationship between Seller and Attorney is made prior to the execution of the contract by the buyer. See Opinion #1 above.
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April 16, 1998

Participation in a Witness Closing
 
Opinion rules that a lawyer may not participate in a closing or sign a preliminary title opinion if, after reasonable inquiry, the lawyer believes that the title abstract or opinion was prepared by a non-lawyer without supervision by a licensed North Carolina lawyer.
 
Inquiry #1:
 
Lender is located in another state but provides home loans to North Carolina residents. Lender asks Attorney, a licensed North Carolina lawyer, to close a loan for certain borrowers. Lender indicates that the following services will be required from Attorney: (1) oversight of the execution of the loan documents; (2) acknowledgment by an appropriate witness of the signatures of the borrowers on the documents; (3) recordation of Lender's deed of trust; (4) copying the loan documents without review; and (5) disbursement of the loan proceeds. Lender procures title insurance from an out-of-state title insurance company which issues title insurance binders in reliance upon the notes of a title abstractor. Attorney suspects that the title search was done by a non-lawyer who was not supervised by a North Carolina lawyer.
 
This type of closing is sometimes called a "witness closing." May Attorney participate in the closing?
 
Opinion #1:
 
No. Rule 5.5(b) provides, "[a] lawyer shall not assist a person who is not a member of the bar in the performance of activity that constitutes the unauthorized practice of law." N.C. Gen. Stat. §84-2.1 defines "practice [of] law" as, among other things, "abstracting or passing upon titles." Attorney must make a reasonable inquiry concerning the preparation of the title search and/or the title opinion. If Attorney believes, after making this reasonable inquiry, that a non-lawyer abstracted the title and/or gave a title opinion on the property without the proper supervision of a licensed North Carolina attorney and this unauthorized practice will be furthered by Attorney's participation in the closing under the conditions prescribed by Lender, she may not participate in the closing. However, Attorney may participate in the closing if Attorney's reasonable inquiry indicates that the statute was not violated. 
 
Inquiry #2:
 
What duty does Attorney have to the borrowers?
 
Opinion #2:
 
If Attorney's representation is not prohibited by Rule 5.5(b), Attorney's duty to the borrowers is to ensure that her limited role in the closing is well understood and the borrowers agree to this limited role. See Rule 1.2(c). If she represents the borrowers, as well as Lender, she must competently represent their interests even if the objectives of her representation are limited. See Rule 1.1. Competent representation may include disclosure of any concerns that she may have about the preparation of the title opinion and the risks of relying upon the opinion. If Attorney does not represent the borrowers, they must be so advised and told that they should obtain separate legal counsel. See RPC 210. Attorney may represent the borrowers and Lender if she can do so impartially and without compromising the interests of any client. Id.
 
Inquiry #3:
 
What duty does Attorney have to Lender?
 
Opinion #3:
 
If Attorney's representation is not prohibited by Rule 5.5(b), Attorney must competently represent the interests of Lender. See Rule 1.1. Competent representation may include disclosure of any concerns that she may have about the preparation of the title opinion and the risks of relying upon the opinion.
 
Inquiry #4:
 
Title Insurance Company is located in another state but wants to write policies in North Carolina. Title Insurance Company contracts with a paralegal who is an independent contractor to search titles in North Carolina. Title Insurance Company asks Attorney to sign a preliminary opinion based upon the paralegal's abstract of title and/or preliminary opinion. Attorney has not reviewed the paralegal's title notes and did not supervise the paralegal's title research. May Attorney sign the preliminary opinion?
 
Opinion #4:
 
No, a lawyer has a duty to supervise any non-lawyer who assists her regardless of whether the non-lawyer is an employee of the lawyer, an independent contractor, or employed by another. Rule 5.3 and RPC 216. Execution of a preliminary title opinion that was prepared by an unsupervised non-lawyer is assisting the unauthorized practice of law in violation of Rule 5.5(b). 
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July 23, 1999

Obtaining Canceled Deed of Trust Following Residential Real Estate Closing
 
Opinion rules that whether the lawyer for a residential real estate closing must obtain the cancellation of record of a prior deed of trust depends upon the agreement of the parties.
 
Inquiry #1:
 
Attorney A engages in a high volume real estate practice. She routinely handles closing transactions in which existing mortgage loans are paid. Attorney A follows a procedure in which the payoff check is directed to the owner and holder of the note with a cover letter that directs the owner and holder to mark the original note and the deed of trust securing the note "paid and satisfied in full" and requests that the original papers be returned to Attorney A's office. Upon receipt of the "paid and satisfied” papers, Attorney A delivers the papers to the appropriate county registry for cancellation. Attorney A includes in the payoff letter a reference to N.C.G.S. 45-36.3(a)(1) which requires that "the holder of the evidence of the indebtedness" shall "within sixty days discharge and release of record such document and forward the document to the grantor, trustor, or mortgagor." 
 
Lenders routinely fail to comply with their duty to return paid loan documents. Although Attorney A sends at least two reminder letters to lenders who fail to cooperate, she does not bring a lawsuit against lenders to enforce the return of the loan documents. Is Attorney A required by the Revised Rules of Professional Conduct to continue diligently to try to obtain the loan documents including bringing a civil action against a lender if necessary?
 
Opinion #1:
 
Although Rule 1.3 of the Revised Rules of Professional Conduct states that "a lawyer shall act with reasonable diligence and promptness in representing the client," whether there is a duty to obtain paid loan documents from a lender depends upon the lawyer's agreement with the new lender and the borrower. The lawyer's engagement letter, the lender's loan closing instructions, and the lawyer's representations to the clients establish the expectations of the clients. However, Rule 1.2(c) specifically permits a lawyer to limit the objectives of a representation with the client's consent. To avoid any misunderstanding, the lawyer must explain any limitations on her representation. Specifically, if she does not intend to obtain the cancellation of record of the paid deed of trust, she must so advise her clients. 
 
Inquiry #2:
 
Does the procurement of an owner's title insurance policy relieve the lawyer of a duty to get the deed of trust canceled of record?
 
Opinion #2:
 
See opinion #1 above.
 
Inquiry #3:
 
If Attorney A collects a $25 "deed of trust cancellation fee," is she required to obtain the cancellation of the deed of trust before closing the file?
 
Opinion #3:
 
If a lawyer specifically charges for canceling the existing deed of trust on the property, the lawyer may not close the file until the deed of trust is canceled of record. The cancellation of the deed of trust should be pursued with reasonable diligence and promptness. See opinion #1 above.
 
Inquiry #4:
 
If Attorney A charges a "payoff processing fee," must she obtain the cancellation of record of the deed of trust before closing the file?
 
Opinion #4:
 
There is no practical distinction between a "deed of trust cancellation fee" and a "payoff processing fee." Regardless of what the fee is called, if a fee is charged, the client will expect the deed of trust to be canceled. See opinion #3 above.
 
Inquiry #5:
 
Is Attorney A required to disclose to the borrower that she will close the client's file after a certain period of time regardless of whether the prior deed of trust is canceled of record and that an uncancelled deed of trust may affect the marketability of title?
 
Opinion #5:
 
Attorney A must explain the limits of her representation sufficiently to allow the borrowers to make reasonably informed decisions about the representation. See opinion #1 above and Rule 1.4(b). 
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July 23, 1999

Ownership of Title Agency
 
Opinion examines the ownership of a title insurance agency by lawyers in North and South Carolina as well as the supervision of an independent paralegal.
 
Inquiry #1: 
 
Certain lawyers, some licensed to practice in only North Carolina and some licensed to practice in both North and South Carolina, own and operate a title insurance agency that issues title policies for properties in both North and South Carolina. The lawyers who are licensed to practice in South Carolina provide title certification to the title agency for the purpose of writing title policies on South Carolina properties.
 
May a North Carolina lawyer own all or part of a title insurance agency that writes title policies on North Carolina property?
 
Opinion #1: 
 
Yes, provided the lawyer does not give a title opinion to the title insurance company for which the title agency issues policies. See RPC 185.
 
Inquiry #2: 
 
May North Carolina lawyers own all or part of a title insurance company that writes title policies in South Carolina?
 
Opinion #2: 
 
Yes, if allowed by law.
 
Inquiry #3: 
 
May North Carolina lawyers act as title insurance agents for a title insurance company owned by the same lawyers?
 
Opinion #3: 
 
Yes, if allowed by law and subject to opinion #1 above.
 
Inquiry #4: 
 
May lawyers licensed to practice in both North and South Carolina who own a title insurance agency that writes policies in both states provide title certifications to the agency for real estate located in South Carolina?
 
Opinion #4: 
 
Yes, if allowed by law and the ethical code of South Carolina.
 
Inquiry #5: 
 
The North Carolina lawyers provide title certification services for North Carolina real estate transactions. To undertake certification of title to real estate located outside of the lawyers' immediate community, the lawyers utilize independent title abstractors who are not licensed lawyers. Prior to utilizing the services of a title abstractor, the lawyers conduct an interview of each abstractor, evaluate his or her procedures and methods, determine his or her level of education and experience, and conduct a reference check to evaluate the abstractor's performance history. Is this level of supervision adequate under the Revised Rules of Professional Conduct?
 
Opinion #5: 
 
No. RPC 216 requires a lawyer who is using the services of a non-lawyer independent contractor to search a title to take reasonable steps to ascertain that the non-lawyer is competent and, at all times that the non-lawyer is assisting the lawyer, to provide the non-lawyer with appropriate supervision and instruction regardless of the distance between the lawyer and non-lawyer. See Rule 5.3. The opinion also indicates that the lawyer may not issue a title opinion unless the opinion is based upon the lawyer's own independent professional judgment, competence, and personal knowledge of the relevant records and documentation. See also the Guidelines for Use of Non-Lawyers in Rendering Legal Services of the North Carolina State Bar (July 18, 1998, #10). [Note: this opinion assumes that the lawyer is not giving a title certification to the title agency owned by the lawyer. See G.S. §58-26-1(a).]
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October 22, 1999

Lawyer's Obligation to Disburse Closing Funds
 
Opinion rules that a lawyer who represents the buyer in a real estate closing, and subsequently records the deed, may not withhold the funds for the purchase price from the seller upon the buyer's post-closing instruction.
 
Inquiry #1:
 
Attorney represented Small Corporation on the purchase of a lot from Development Company. After the closing, Attorney deposited the check for the purchase price in his trust account and recorded the deed at the register of deeds. When he returned from the courthouse, he received a telephone call from an official with Small Corporation who stated that Small Corporation did not want to purchase the lot anymore because company officials had just learned that a house with a basement could not be built on the lot. The corporate official instructed Attorney not to disburse any of the closing funds although the deed was already recorded and title vested in Small Corporation. Development Company, the seller, demanded the sale proceeds. What should Attorney do?
 
Opinion #1:
 
Comment [1] to Rule 1.2 of the Revised Rules of Professional Conduct states, "[t]he client has ultimate authority to determine the purposes to be served by legal representation within the limits imposed by law and the lawyer's professional obligations." Normally, a client's decision not to proceed with a transaction must be honored by the lawyer and, if necessary, the lawyer must restore the status quo ante by returning documents, property, or funds to the appropriate parties to the transaction. However, once a closing lawyer records the deed to property, the lawyer must comply with the conditions placed on the delivery of the deed by the seller. If the seller delivered the executed deed to the lawyer upon the condition that the deed would only be recorded if the purchase price was paid, the lawyer has fiduciary responsibilities to the seller even if the seller is not the lawyer's client. See, e.g., RPC 44 (conditional delivery of loan proceeds). If title has passed to the buyer, the lawyer must satisfy the conditions of the transfer of the property by disbursing the sale proceeds. The buyer must take appropriate legal action to have the sale rescinded. 
 
Inquiry #2:
 
May Attorney represent Small Corporation in the subsequent action for rescission?
 
Opinion #2:
 
No. Rule 3.7(a) prohibits a lawyer from serving as a witness and an advocate in a trial proceeding. Moreover, Attorney's testimony may be detrimental to the interests of Small Corporation. If so, Attorney is also be barred from the representation because of the conflict of interest. Rule 3.7(b). 
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October 19, 2001

Affixing Excess Tax Stamps on a Recorded Deed     

Opinion rules that a closing lawyer may not counsel or assist a client to affix excess excise tax stamps on an instrument for registration with the register of deeds.

Inquiry #1: 

The excise tax stamps affixed to a recorded instrument of conveyance or deed are based upon the sales price for the property reported to the register of deeds. See GS §105-228.32. Therefore, the purchase price for real property can be calculated from the tax stamps on the deed. Appraisers, developers, real estate agents, and lenders rely upon the tax stamps to evaluate the purchase price of real property. If excess tax stamps are affixed to a deed, the higher value reflected by the tax stamps may deceive third parties. For example, a developer sells a lot to a buyer for a certain purchase price but gives the buyer a credit at closing. The lawyer closing the transaction obtains tax stamps for the deed based upon the higher price recited in the purchase agreement even though the actual consideration paid by the buyer is less. To encourage sales of other lots in the development at inflated prices, the developer claims that he sold the lot for the inflated price reflected in the tax stamps. 

May a lawyer who closes a real estate transaction have the register of deeds affix more tax stamps to the deed than are warranted by the actual consideration paid for the property? 

Opinion #1: 

It is professional misconduct for a lawyer to engage in conduct involving dishonesty, fraud, deceit, or misrepresentation. Rule 8.4(c). Members of the public regularly rely upon the information about the price of real property that can be derived from tax stamps on recorded instruments. Therefore, a lawyer may not counsel or help a client to put excess tax stamps on an instrument when it is recorded with the register of deeds because such conduct involves dishonesty and misrepresentation. See also  Rule 1.2(d) (prohibiting a lawyer from counseling a client to engage in conduct that the lawyer knows is fraudulent). 

Inquiry #2: 

May a lawyer draft for a client a purchase agreement for real property wherein the purchase price recited in the written agreement is greater than the actual consideration the parties have orally agreed will be exchanged at closing?

Opinion #2: 

No. See  opinion #1.
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July 14, 2005

Preparation of Deed When Representing Buyer in Closing
 

Opinion rules that the lawyer for the buyer of residential real estate may prepare the deed without creating a client-lawyer relationship with the seller provided the lawyer makes specific disclosures to the seller and clarifies her role for the seller.
Inquiry #1:

Attorney A represents Buyer for the purpose of closing on the purchase of residential real property. Seller is not represented by a lawyer. The purchase contract states that the property is to be conveyed by Seller to Buyer by a deed but the form of the deed may or may not be specified in the contract. If Attorney A prepares the deed as a part of her representation of Buyer, is it assumed that she also represents Seller? 

Opinion #1:

No. Attorney A may prepare the deed as an accommodation to the needs of her client, the buyer, without becoming the lawyer for Seller. Prior to the execution of the deed by Seller, Attorney A must explain to Seller that her client is Buyer, that she does not represent Seller, and that she cannot give legal advice to Seller other than the advice to secure legal counsel. Rule 4.3(a). Furthermore, Attorney A must inform Seller that she will prepare the deed consistent with the specifications in the purchase agreement, if any, but, in the absence of such specifications, she will prepare a deed that will protect the interests of her client and, therefore, Seller may desire to seek legal advice. These disclosures avoid the risk of overreaching or misleading Seller. See Rule 8.4(c). To the extent that this opinion is contrary to CPR 100 or RPC 210 (Opinion #3), this opinion controls.

This situation is distinguishable from the situation addressed in 2002 FEO 8 which holds that a lawyer for a plaintiff may not prepare the answer to a complaint for an unrepresented adverse party to file pro se because the lawyer may not give legal advice to an unrepresented adverse party. An answer to a complaint, unlike a deed, is an adversarial document that sets forth the defendant's legal position without regard to the interests of the plaintiff. A deed, on the other hand, does not represent the unilateral interests of the seller because the buyer is the specific and intended beneficiary of the deed even though the buyer is not a signatory on the deed. Therefore, as long as the lawyer clarifies her role, makes the disclosures specified above, and does not give the seller legal advice, the lawyer may prepare the deed to further the interests of her client, the buyer. See, e.g., 2003 FEO 7 ("[T]he purpose and goals of the engagement determine the identity of the client, not the signatory on the document prepared by the lawyer.) Note, however, that preparing documents for the seller other than a deed may mislead the seller as to the lawyer's role and raise a presumption that the lawyer has duties to the seller. See, e.g., Cornelius v. Helms, 120 N.C. App. 172, 461 S. E. 2d 338 (1995), disc. rev. denied, 342 N.C. 653, 467 S. E. 2d 709 (1996). 

Although the disclosures required by this opinion do not have to be in writing and the written consent of the seller is not required, it is the better practice for the closing lawyer to include the disclosures in a written statement that is provided to the seller prior to the seller's execution of the deed.

Inquiry #2:

If the legal fee for preparing the deed is allocated to Seller do the responses to the prior inquiries change?

Opinion #2:

No, provided Attorney A makes the disclosures required in Opinion #1 above and follows the requirements of Rule 1.8(f). Rule 1.8(f) permits a lawyer to accept compensation for a representation from someone other than the client provided the client gives informed consent, there is not interference with the lawyer's professional judgment or the client-lawyer relationship, and the confidentiality of client information is protected. 
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January 20, 2006
Interim Account for Costs Associated with Real Estate Closings

Opinion examines the requirements for an interim account used to pay the costs for real estate closings and also rules that the actual costs may be marked up by the lawyer provided there is full disclosure and the overcharges are not clearly excessive.
Inquiry #1:

ABC Law Firm limits its practice to residential real estate sale and refinance transactions. On a monthly basis, it processes a high volume of such transactions involving real estate in both the county where its office is located and in contiguous counties.

RPC 44 and North Carolina's Good Funds Settlement Act, Chapter 45A of the North Carolina General Statutes, prohibit disbursement of funds from a lawyer's trust account prior to recording if the lender so requires. Lenders' instructions often require the recording of documents prior to disbursement of loan proceeds. 

A number of the lenders providing financing to ABC's clients require the closing lawyer to estimate the settlement charges and disbursements, including courier and recording costs, prior to the issuance of the final loan package. Once the loan package is issued, the closing lawyer is not permitted to deviate from the figures specified in the loan package because the lenders are subject to scrutiny, and potential liability, for deviations between their "good faith estimate" of closing costs and the actual closing costs. Not infrequently, however, the actual costs for recording and overnight mail/couriers exceed the initial estimates. 

ABC Law Firm has adopted the following procedure to address the above-described situation:

1. ABC established with its depository bank a depository account called the "Recording Account;" 

2. ABC prepares for each real estate client, each of whom reviews and signs prior to closing, a closing affidavit making various disclosures, including the following:

I/we hereby acknowledge and agree that certain charges on my HUD-1 Settlement Statement, including but not limited to overnight/courier and recording fees, may not reflect the actual costs and in fact may be more than the actual costs to the settlement agent. The additional amount(s) may vary and are to help cover the administrative aspects of handling the particular item or service. I/we hereby consent to and accept the above-referenced up-charges.

3. ABC marks up the estimated overnight/courier fees and recording fees it provides to lenders by anywhere from $2.00 to $15.00, and reflects the marked-up amount on the HUD-1 Settlement Statement on line 1201 denominated as "Recording Fees."

4. When the transaction closes, the amount reflected on the HUD-1 Settlement Statement as "Recording Fees" is transferred from ABC's trust account to ABC's Recording Account, and disbursements to recording offices and for reimbursement for overnight/courier fees are made from the Recording Account.

5. All amounts reflected on the HUD-1 Settlement Statement which are payable to ABC, including the Recording Fees, are reported by ABC as business income, and all disbursements from the Recording Account for overnight/courier fees and recording charges are reported as business expenses.

6. ABC considers all funds in the Recording Account to be funds of ABC, and from time to time, surplus funds are drawn from the Recording Account and transferred to the firm's Operating Account, or if necessary, funds are transferred from the Operating Account to the Recording Account.

After a closing but before the recording of the documents, may ABC transfer the amount for Recording Fees, as reflected on the HUD-1, from the law firm trust account to the Recording Account and write a check to the Register of Deeds (and courier/overnight service) against those funds to tender to the Register of Deeds when the documents are recorded?

Opinion #1:

No, unless the Recording Account is maintained as a lawyer's trust account in accordance with Rule 1.15-1 to Rule 1.15-3 of the Rules of Professional Conduct. Although the transaction has closed, the funds to cover costs of the closing, including recording and overnight/courier fees, remain client funds until disbursed and must be segregated from the lawyer's funds and be deposited and disbursed in accordance with the trust accounting rules. 

As a trust account, the funds in the Recording Account would be client funds and not the funds of ABC. Funds could not be transferred from the Recording Account to the firm's operating account unless earned by the firm or payable to the firm as reimbursement for costs advanced. 

Inquiry #2:

ABC does not want the Recording Account to be a trust account. Therefore, ABC deposits its own money into the Recording Account. Checks for the recording and overnight/courier fees for a closing are written from this account. At closing, the line item for these closing costs on the HUD-1 reflects payment to the law firm to reimburse the firm for advancing these costs. After the closing and the recording of the documents, ABC deposits the check to the firm from the closing into the Recording Account to reimburse the firm for advancing the funds to cover these costs. Does this procedure comply with the trust accounting rules? 

Opinion #2:

Yes. Because the Recording Account contains only the funds of the law firm, it does not have to be maintained as a lawyer's trust account.

Inquiry #3:

ABC would like to avoid advancing the funds of the law firm to cover the recording and courier/overnight fees. If the closing lawyer tenders a firm trust account check, written against the loan proceeds on deposit in the trust account, to the Register of Deeds at the time that the documents are recorded, has the lawyer complied with the lender's requirement that documents be recorded before the loan proceeds are disbursed?

Opinion #3:

Yes.

Inquiry #4:

The Fourth Circuit in Boulware v. Crosland Mortgage, 291 F.3d 261 (4th Cir. 2002), the Seventh Circuit in Krzalic v. Republic Title Company, 314 F.3d 875 (7th Cir. 2002), and the Eighth Circuit in Haug v. Bank of America, 317 F.3d 832 (8th Cir. 2003) have all ruled that "up charges," or markup, by mortgage lenders and settlement agents for recording fees and other expenses of settlement is not a violation of the Federal Real Estate Settlement Procedures Act. 

If there is disclosure to its clients as set forth in Inquiry #1 above, may ABC inflate its estimate of the costs for recording and overnight/couriers fees that will be incurred in closing a transaction and, if the actual costs prove to be less than the estimated costs, retain the overcharges?

Opinion #4:

Yes, provided this practice is not prohibited by law, the disclosure is made to the lender as well as the seller, the overcharges are not clearly excessive in violation of Rule 1.5(a), and the clients are not misled, in violation of Rule 8.4(c), about the fact that the overcharges will be kept by the law firm as profit. 
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July 18, 2008
Lawyer's Obligation to Record or to Disburse Closing Funds
Editor's note: This opinion expands upon 99 Formal Ethics Opinion 9. To the extent that this opinion differs from 99 FEO 9, that opinion is overruled. 
Opinion rules that a closing lawyer shall not record and disburse when a seller has delivered the deed to the lawyer but the buyer instructs the lawyer to take no further action to close the transaction. 
Inquiry #1:
Attorney represented Small Corporation on the purchase of a residential lot from Development Company. After the closing conference, Attorney deposited the check for the purchase price in his trust account and recorded the deed at the register of deeds. When he returned from the courthouse, he received a telephone call from an official with Small Corporation who stated that Small Corporation did not want to purchase the lot anymore because company officials had just learned that a house with a basement could not be built on the lot. The corporate official instructed Attorney not to disburse any of the closing funds although the deed was already recorded and title vested in Small Corporation. Development Company, the seller, demanded the sale proceed. What should Attorney do?
Opinion #1:
Normally, a client's decision not to proceed with a transaction must be honored by the lawyer and, if necessary, the lawyer must restore the status quo ante by returning documents, property, or funds to the appropriate parties to the transaction. Comment [1] to Rule 1.2 of the Rules of Professional Conduct states, "[t]he client has ultimate authority to determine the purposes to be served by legal representation within the limits imposed by law and the lawyer's professional obligations." However, a closing lawyer must also comply with the conditions placed upon the delivery of the deed by the seller absent fraud. If the seller delivered the executed deed to the lawyer upon the condition that the deed would only be recorded if the purchase price was paid, the lawyer has fiduciary responsibilities to the seller even if the seller is not the lawyer's client. See, e.g., RPC 44 (conditional delivery of loan proceeds). Because title has passed to the buyer, the lawyer must satisfy the conditions of the transfer of the property by disbursing the sale proceeds. The lawyer must notify the buyer and the buyer can then take appropriate legal action to seek to have the sale rescinded. This opinion is applicable to closings on property used or developed for residential purposes.
Inquiry #2:
May Attorney represent Small Corporation in the subsequent action for rescission?
Opinion #2:
No. Rule 3.7(a) prohibits a lawyer from serving as a witness and an advocate in a trial proceeding. Moreover, Attorney's testimony may be detrimental to the interests of Small Corporation. If so, Attorney is also be barred from the representation because of the conflict of interest. Rule 3.7(b). 
Inquiry #3:
Would the answer to Inquiry #1 be different if the buyer had instructed the lawyer not to disburse the sales proceeds after the closing conference, but before the deed was recorded? 
Opinion #3:
Yes. Unless the real estate contract provides otherwise, or it is otherwise agreed between the parties, closing is presumed to be complete at the date and time of recording. If closing is not complete, upon receiving the buyer's instruction not to close, the lawyer should return the funds to lender and buyer, return the deed to seller, and retain the other closing documents in his file. The lawyer should hold any escrowed funds he received representing the earnest money deposit made at the time of the offer to purchase. If the earnest money was not initially deposited with the lawyer at the time of the offer to purchase, the lawyer shall have the right to return the deposit to the escrow account of the person, firm, or company that initially received the deposit. 
Inquiry #4:
Assume that Attorney represents Development Company, the seller of the property. After the closing conference, but prior to recording the deed, Attorney received a telephone call from the seller asking the lawyer not to record the deed. What should attorney do?
Opinion #4
See Opinion # 3. 
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Representation of Beneficiary on Other Matters While Serving as Foreclosure Trustee

Opinion rules that a lawyer may serve as the trustee in a foreclosure proceeding while simultaneously representing the beneficiary of the deed of trust on unrelated matters and that the other lawyers in the firm may also continue to represent the beneficiary on unrelated matters. 

Inquiry #1:
Attorney A is employed by Law Firm. The lawyers of the firm routinely represent various bank clients including Bank Z. Bank Z is one of the firm's largest clients and all of the lawyers in the firm perform some work for the bank. 

Attorney A has been asked to serve as the substitute trustee for the foreclosure of a deed of trust securing a loan (the Loan) made by Bank Z to the grantor (the Borrower) of the deed of trust. Bank Z is the named beneficiary of the deed of trust. The lawyers at the firm did not represent Bank Z on the negotiation or securitization of the Loan. The lawyers have not previously represented the Borrower. 

Attorney A and the other lawyers in Law Firm want to continue to represent Bank Z on unrelated legal matters throughout the course of the foreclosure proceeding. Bank Z does not object. Borrower has not been notified that Attorney A and the other lawyers of the firm represent Bank Z on other unrelated matters. 

May Attorney A continue to represent Bank Z on matters unrelated to the Loan and serve as substitute trustee for the foreclosure? 

Opinion #1:
Attorney A may serve as trustee and continue to represent the bank on other matters because it is unlikely that his impartiality as trustee will be impaired by his duty of loyalty to and advocacy for the bank on other unrelated matters. Even when the proceeding is contested, Attorney A may serve as trustee and continue to represent the bank on other matters. 

There are a number of ethics opinions that hold that a lawyer serving as trustee in a contested foreclosure proceeding may not act as the advocate for the beneficiary or the grantor in an adversarial proceeding arising from or connected with the deed of trust because the trustee is a fiduciary and, when exercising his discretion in the foreclosure, must play an impartial role relative to both parties. RPC 3, RPC 64, RPC 82, RPC 90, 04 Formal Ethics Opinion 3. See also N.C. Gen. Stat. A745-21.16(c)(7)b (notice to the debtor must contain a statement that a trustee is "a neutral party and, while holding that position in the foreclosure proceeding, may not advocate for the secured creditor or for the debtor in the foreclosure proceeding"). None of the ethics opinions, however, consider whether a lawyer is disqualified from serving as trustee if he continues to represent the lender on unrelated legal matters. 

RPC 3, which rules that a lawyer may serve as a foreclosure trustee after representing the beneficiary of the deed of trust in the negotiation of the loan, explains the basis for prohibiting the lawyer from acting as an advocate in a contested foreclosure proceeding in the following passage:

[T]he Trustee owes a duty of impartiality to both parties which is inconsistent with representing one of the parties in a contested proceeding...Generally, when an attorney is required to withdraw from representation or from a fiduciary role, it is either because of concerns [for the] confidences of the client under Rule 4 [now Rule 1.6] and its predecessors or because of conflicts of interest under Rule 5.1 [now Rule 1.7] or its predecessors where the attorney would be put in the position of inconsistent roles or obligations at the same time or in the same proceeding. Since neither of those circumstances exist, and the rules do not appear to be directly relevant by their terms or with regard to their purposes, Attorney A is not ethically prohibited from continuing to serve as Trustee in a contested foreclosure matter, despite his prior representation of [beneficiary of the deed of trust], where he does not currently represent [beneficiary] in the foreclosure or related proceedings.

To clarify these earlier opinions, a foreclosure proceeding is contested when the grantor, or anyone else with standing, seeks to enjoin the proceeding or contests any of the following issues at the foreclosure hearing: jurisdiction, service of process debt, default, notice, power of sale, and, in the case of residential mortgages, certification regarding subprime loans.1 A borrower's motion to continue the proceeding or request to postpone the sale does not render the foreclosure contested. As with the trustee's own motion for a continuance or decision to postpone, these are procedural matters to which the trustee may respond within his or her discretion without impairing his or her ability to foreclose on the property consistent with the statutory requirements and the deed of trust. 

If Attorney A represents Bank Z in other matters and the foreclosure is contested, Attorney A can maintain his impartiality as trustee if the bank represents itself or hires a lawyer to represent it in the foreclosure proceeding. Nevertheless, if Attorney A determines that he cannot protect and advance the interests of the bank in the unrelated matters while remaining impartial in a contested foreclosure proceeding where a substantial interest of the bank is at stake, Attorney A would have a conflict of interest requiring him to decide whether to continue to represent the bank on the unrelated matters and relinquish the trustee role to someone who will not be similarly compromised or to fulfill the role of trustee by withdrawing from the representation of the bank in all other matters. See also Rule 1.7(a)(1)(concurrent conflict of interest exists if representation of one or more clients may be materially limited by the lawyer's responsibilities to a third person).

Inquiry #2:
Perceiving that he has a personal conflict of interest, Attorney A withdraws from the representation of Bank Z on all unrelated matters in order to continue to serve as trustee. Are the other lawyers in Law Firm required to withdraw from the representation of Bank Z on matters unrelated to the Loan if Attorney A serves as the substitute trustee for the contested foreclosure? 

Opinion #2:
No, the other lawyers in the firm may continue to represent Bank Z on unrelated matters.

Rule 1.10(a) provides that a disqualification based upon a personal interest of a lawyer that does not present a significant risk of materially limiting the representation of a client by the remaining lawyers in a firm is not imputed to the remaining lawyers in the firm. Comment [3] to Rule 1.10 specifies that "[t]he rule in paragraph (a) does not prohibit representation where neither questions of client loyalty nor protection of confidential information are presented." Serving in the role of trustee does not raise questions of client loyalty or protection of confidential information because the lawyer/trustee does not represent either party in the foreclosure. Therefore, Attorney A's disqualification from the representation of Bank Z to maintain his impartiality is not imputed to the other lawyers in the firm who are representing the bank on matters unrelated to the Loan and the foreclosure. 

Inquiry #3:
Attorney B, another lawyer in Law Firm, intends to act as the lawyer for Bank Z in connection with the Loan including representation in the foreclosure proceeding. May Attorney B represent Bank Z on all matters related to the Loan, including the foreclosure, if another lawyer in his firm is serving as the trustee? 

Opinion #3:
No, if the foreclosure is contested, Attorney B may not represent Bank Z at the foreclosure proceeding or on any matter related to the Loan. Attorney A's impartiality may be impaired if another lawyer from his firm appears in the foreclosure or related matters on behalf of the bank. To preserve the integrity of the process and the impartiality of the trustee, Attorney A's disqualification from serving as an advocate for one of the parties to a contested foreclosure in any matter related to the Loan is imputed to the other lawyers in the firm. See Rule 1.10(a).

Inquiry #4:
May another lawyer in the firm represent Attorney A in his capacity as trustee for the foreclosure?

Opinion #4:
Yes, and the lawyer may continue to do unrelated legal work for the bank while representing Attorney A as trustee. See Opinion #1 above. However, if Attorney A determines that he has a conflict of interest in serving as the trustee while continuing to represent the bank on unrelated matters and withdraws from the representation of the bank on unrelated matters to continue to serve as trustee, a lawyer representing Attorney A as trustee would be similarly disqualified. See Rule 1.10(a). 

Inquiry #5:
Law Firm has set up a separate entity, Firmco, to serve as trustee on deeds of trust. Law Firm or its lawyers have a controlling ownership interest in Firmco. Firmco is substituted as trustee on the deed of trust securing the Loan made by Bank Z. May a lawyer in the firm represent Firmco in its capacity as trustee for the foreclosure? May the lawyer continue to do unrelated legal work for the bank?

Opinion #5:
Yes, the lawyer may represent Firmco as trustee and the lawyer representing Firmco may continue to do unrelated legal work for the bank. See Opinion #4. However, a lawyer for the firm may not simultaneously provide representation to Firmco and advocate for the lender in a contested foreclosure proceeding. See Opinion #1.

Inquiry #6:
Should the Borrower be informed that Attorney A and the other lawyers in Law Firm will continue to represent Bank Z on matters unrelated to the foreclosure?

Opinion #6:
Yes. The role of the trustee in a foreclosure proceeding is similar to the roles of arbitrator or mediator which are addressed in Rule 2.4. Rule 2.4(b) provides that when a lawyer serving as a third-party neutral knows or reasonably should know that a party does not understand the lawyer's role in the matter, the lawyer shall explain the difference between the lawyer's role as a third party neutral and a lawyer's role as one who represents a client. Similarly, explaining the role of the trustee and the role of the other lawyers in the firm (who continue to represent the bank) to a borrower in a foreclosure proceeding will help to avoid confusion and will allow the borrower to pursue his legal remedies to remove the trustee if he objects. 

Inquiry #7:
If Borrower informally objects to Attorney A serving as the trustee because Attorney A and the other lawyers in the firm represent Bank Z on unrelated matters, is Attorney A required to withdraw from service as trustee?

Opinion #7:
No, Attorney A is not required to withdraw unless ordered to do so by a court. 

Inquiry #8:
Do the responses to any of the preceding inquiries change if Bank Z is not one of the largest clients of Law Firm?

Opinion #8:
No.

Endnote
1. G.S. A745-105 allows the Commissioner of Banks (COB) to delay the time within which a lender can file a foreclosure proceeding on a subprime loan for a period of up to 30 days and to suspend a foreclosure on a subprime loan based upon its review of loan information that the lender must file with the Administrative Office of the Courts pursuant to G.S. A745-103. The clerk of court must find that the loan is not subprime or, if subprime, that the COB has not delayed the time for filing the foreclosure proceeding or suspended the foreclosure based its review of the loan information.
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Audit of Real Estate Trust Account by Title Insurer
Opinion rules that, unless affected clients expressly consent to the disclosure of their confidential information, a lawyer may allow a title insurer to audit the lawyer's real estate trust account and reconciliation reports only if certain written assurances to protect client confidences are obtained from the title insurer, the audited account is only used for real estate closings, and the audit is limited to certain records and to real estate transactions insured by the title insurer. 

Inquiry #1:

Under North Carolina law, title insurance policies are issued upon receipt of title certification from a licensed North Carolina lawyer. A title insurer will only issue title assurances to approved lawyers as provided by N.C. Gen. Stat. §58-26.1. In the vast majority of real estate closings, the lender delivers the proceeds of the new loan (for the purchase or refinancing of the real estate) to the approved lawyer to be disbursed from the approved lawyer's trust account upon the closing of the transaction. Lenders and buyers/borrowers in real estate transactions frequently request title insurance coverage in the form of a closing protection letter in which the title insurer agrees to reimburse the lender and/or the buyer/borrower for, among other things, actual loss on account of the fraud or dishonesty of the approved lawyer in handling the lender's funds. Closing protection letters are necessary to facilitate real estate transactions in North Carolina as lenders are unwilling to risk their funds without these assurances from title insurers. 


Title insurers are experiencing increasing liability for lawyer defalcations pursuant to closing protection letters and title insurance policies issued in connection with real estate transactions. In addition, parties to real estate transactions who are not covered by title insurance are suffering losses related to the misuse of funds deposited in real estate trust accounts. 

To provide the assurances required by lenders and buyer/borrowers, title insurers need a way to assess whether funds from real estate trust accounts are being disbursed and accounted for properly. Real estate lawyers may use outside reconciliation services to reconcile their trust accounts. Title insurers would like to request either an audit of an approved lawyer's trust account and/or review of the lawyer's trust account reconciliation reports to ensure the safety of the funds and protect the interests of those whose funds are placed in the trust account and rely upon the appropriate disbursement of those funds. 


Lawyer A is an approved lawyer with Title Insurer. Title Insurer has issued at least one closing protection letter for Lawyer A. May Lawyer A voluntarily permit Title Insurer to audit his trust account?


Opinion #1:
Yes, Lawyer A may voluntarily permit Title Insurer to audit any trust account used solely for real estate closings provided the audit is limited to transactions insured by Title Insurer and, further provided, Lawyer A obtains certain assurances from Title Insurer. 


Rule 1.6 requires a lawyer to protect from disclosure all information acquired during the professional relationship including information about a client contained in the lawyer's trust account records. Nevertheless, confidential information may be revealed when the client gives informed consent, disclosure is impliedly authorized to carry out the representation, or a specific exception allowing disclosure set forth in paragraph (b) of Rule 1.6 applies. Although the specific exceptions are not applicable here, the general exception that permits disclosure to carry out the representation is applicable. A self-evident objective of both the lender and the buyer/borrower, the clients in a real estate transaction, is that the loan proceeds will be used for the purpose for which they were intended and not misused or misappropriated by the closing lawyer. Therefore, there is implied consent by real estate clients to disclose such information as may be necessary to prevent defalcations including information necessary for a title insurer to perform an audit of the lawyer's trust account. 


It cannot be assumed that non-real estate clients impliedly authorize the disclosure of confidential information about their deposits to a lawyer's general trust account to a title insurance company. Moreover, it cannot be assumed that a real estate client's implied consent extends to title companies that did not insure the client's transaction. Absent the express consent of those clients whose confidential information may be disclosed, a lawyer may only allow an audit that is limited to certain financial records related to a trust account used solely for real estate closings and to certain financial records related to real estate transactions insured by the title insurer. Specifically, the audit must be limited to review of the following records on the trust account: bank statements and deposit tickets for three months (not including copies of checks); reconciliation reports for three months (confidential client information redacted); and the general ledger for six months (names of payees redacted). The audit shall also be limited to the following records of real estate transactions insured by the title insurer: copies of cancelled checks; copies of deposited checks; cash receipts (if any); disbursement receipts; closing instructions; settlement statements (all drafts and final versions); pay-off statements; wiring instructions and wire confirmations; all recorded documents; the client-specific ledger; and the bank statement from any open interest-bearing account used for the transaction.


This opinion can be distinguished from 98 FEO 10 which holds that an insurance defense lawyer may not disclose confidential information about an insured's representation in bills submitted to an independent audit company at the insurance carrier's request unless the insured consents. That opinion provides that a lawyer should not ask for the consent of the insured "[w]hen the insured could be prejudiced by agreeing and gains nothing" such that "a disinterested lawyer would not conclude that the insured should agree in the absence of some special circumstance." 98 FEO 10 presumes that the interests of the insured and the insurance carrier relative to the payment of legal fees are in conflict because the insured wants the best defense money can buy and the insurance carrier wants to limit its expenditures on legal fees. This is not the case with regard to audits of real estate trust accounts where a title insurer's interest in preventing the theft of closing funds by a lawyer can be presumed to be the same as that of the buyer and the seller of the property. Another distinction resides in the type of information that would be obtained in an audit of a bill for legal services and in the audit of trust account records for a real estate closing. The legal bill often contains detailed information about the representation which is clearly confidential and may also be privileged under the law of evidence. Although the limited client information gained in an audit of a real estate trust account is confidential, it is probably not privileged.1
Therefore, the risk that the privilege will be waived as a consequence of the audit is remote. 


To further protect confidential client information during the audit process, prior to an audit, Lawyer A must obtain written assurances from the title insurer of the following: (1) the information disclosed will be used for no other purposes than to confirm the proper use of funds and the lawyer's compliance with the trust accounting requirements in Rule 1.15; (2) the information will not be used by the title insurer for marketing or business purposes other than risk management; (3) access to the information will be limited to those employees of the title insurer who need the information to make risk management decisions; and (4) the disclosed information will not be shared with any third party except the State Bar and, in the event a defalcation is discovered, the information will be disclosed to the State Bar or other appropriate authorities. See Rule 1.15. Regardless of the title insurer's duty to report evidence of a defalcation to the State Bar, any North Carolina lawyer who has such knowledge is also required to report to the State Bar pursuant to Rule 8.3(a). 


Although Lawyer A must obtain title insurer's written assurances relative to protecting confidential client information, he is not prohibited from allowing the title insurer's conclusions as a result of the audit to be released to a third party such as another title insurer. 


Inquiry #2:

May Lawyer A voluntarily permit Title Insurer to examine and review Lawyer A's reconciliation reports whether generated by Lawyer A and his staff, or generated by an outside reconciliation service employed by Lawyer A?

Opinion #2:

Yes, provided the reconciliation reports are for a trust account that is used solely for real estate closings and the required written assurances from the title insurer set forth in opinion #1 are obtained. See opinion #1 above.

Inquiry #3:

Title Insurer conditions designation as an approved lawyer on the lawyer's agreement that Title Insurer may audit the lawyer's trust account and review the lawyer's reconciliation reports upon request. May a lawyer seek designation as an approved lawyer for Title Insurer?


Opinion #3:

Yes, provided the audit is limited to trust accounts, or the reconciliation reports therefore, that are used solely for real estate closings and the required written assurances from the auditor and the title insurer set forth in opinion #1 are obtained. See opinion #1 above.

Inquiry #4:

Would the responses to any of the preceding inquiries be different if multiple lawyers in the same firm use the same real estate trust account?


Opinion #4:
No. 


Inquiry #5:

As noted above, many real estate lawyers use outside reconciliation services to reconcile their trust accounts. Is this practice permitted under the Rules of Professional Conduct?


Opinion #5:

Yes, a lawyer may delegate reconciliation to a company or to a non-lawyer who is not employed in the lawyer's firm provided the lawyer makes reasonable efforts to ensure that the person(s) providing the reconciliation services understands the lawyer's professional duties with regard to the management of the trust account under Rule 1.15 and also with regard to the protection of client confidences under Rule 1.6. The lawyer remains professionally responsible for the proper management and reconciliation of the account. See Rule 5.3. 


Endnote

1. A privilege exists if (1) the relation of attorney and client existed at the time the communication was made, (2) the communication was made in confidence, (3) the communication relates to a matter about which the attorney is being professionally consulted, (4) the communication was made in the course of giving or seeking legal advice for a proper purpose although litigation need not be contemplated, and (5) the client has not waived the privilege. It is, however, a qualified privilege subject to the general supervisory powers of the trial court. State v. McIntosh, 336 NC 517, 444 S.E.2d 438 (1994). 
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Responding to Unauthorized Practice of Law in Preparation of a Deed

Opinion rules a closing lawyer who reasonably believes that a title company engaged in the unauthorized practice of law when preparing a deed must report the lawyer who assisted the title company but may close the transaction if client consents and doing so is in the client's interest.
 
Inquiry #1:
 

Buyer/borrower's counsel is preparing for closing. The day prior to closing a draft of a deed is forwarded to buyer/borrower's counsel by ABC Title Company. At or near the top of the draft deed it states in writing, "This deed was prepared by ABC Title Company under the supervision of John Doe, attorney at law." ABC Title Company is not a bank or a law firm. John Doe is not employed by ABC Title Company. Buyer/borrower's counsel believes that the deed is actually being prepared by a nonlawyer employee or independent contractor of the ABC Title Company who then forwards the deed to John Doe for his review and approval. John Doe does not directly employ the nonlegal staff person who prepares the deed, nor is that person an independent contractor hired by John Doe for the purpose of assisting John Doe with the legal work he performs on behalf of his clients. 

 

What are the ethical obligations of buyer/borrower's counsel as to John Doe and ABC Title Company?

 
Opinion #1:
 

No opinion is expressed on the legal question of whether ABC Title Company is engaged in the unauthorized practice of law. For the purpose of responding to this inquiry, however, it is assumed that buyer/borrower's counsel reasonably believes that ABC is engaged in the unauthorized practice of law.

Rule 8.3(a) requires a lawyer who knows that another lawyer has committed a violation of the Rules of Professional Conduct that raises a substantial question as to that lawyer's honesty, trustworthiness, or fitness as a lawyer in other respects, to inform the North Carolina State Bar or a court having jurisdiction over the matter. Rule 8.3 only requires a lawyer to report rule violations of "another lawyer." There is no requirement under Rule 8.3 to report the unauthorized practice of law by a nonlawyer or company. Nevertheless, Rule 5.5(d) of the Rules of Professional Conduct prohibits a lawyer from assisting another person in the unauthorized practice of law.

 

If buyer/borrower's counsel suspects that John Doe is assisting ABC Title Company in the unauthorized practice of law, he should communicate his concerns to John Doe and advise John Doe that he may wish to contact the State Bar for an ethics opinion as to his future transactions with ABC Title Company. If, after communicating with John Doe, buyer/borrower's counsel reasonably believes that John Doe is knowingly assisting the title company in the unauthorized practice of law, and plans to continue participating in such conduct, buyer/borrower's counsel must report John Doe to the State Bar. Rule 8.3(a). 

 
Inquiry #2:
 

May buyer/borrower's counsel proceed with the closing?

 
Opinion #2:
 

Buyer/borrower's counsel has an obligation to do what is in the best interest of his client while not assisting in the unauthorized practice of law. The lawyer should advise the client of his concerns about ABC's unauthorized practice of law and any harm that such conduct may pose to the client. However, if buyer/borrower's counsel determines that the deed appears to convey marketable title and the client decides to proceed with the closing after receiving his lawyer's advice, buyer/borrower's counsel may close the transaction. See 2007 FEO 3 (lawyer may proceed with representation of city council in quasi-judicial proceeding after advising the council of the legal implications of a nonlawyer appearing before the council in representative capacity). Buyer/borrower's participation in the closing does not further the unauthorized practice of law by ABC Title Company. 
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Service as Commissioner after Representing Party to Partition Proceeding

Opinion provides guidelines for a lawyer for a party to a partition proceeding and rules that the lawyer may subsequently serve as a commissioner for the sale but not as one of the commissioners for the partitioning of the property. 

 
Inquiry #1: 
 

Attorney is retained by a person with an interest in property to represent him in a proceeding to partition the property pursuant to Chapter 46 of the North Carolina General Statutes. N.C. Gen. Stat. §46-6 authorizes the court to appoint a disinterested person to represent any person interested in the property whose name is unknown and who fails to appear in the proceeding. May Attorney represent the existing client and also agree to be appointed to represent any unknown person with interest in the property? 

 
Opinion #1:
 

No. There is a potential conflict between the interests of the existing client and the interests of the unknown person(s). One of the critical issues in a partition proceeding is whether the property should be sold or partitioned. See, e.g., N.C. Gen. Stat. §46-22(c)(party seeking sale has burden of proving, by a preponderance of the evidence, that actual partition cannot be made without substantial injury to the interested parties). If Attorney has an existing client with a specific interest in the proceeding, Attorney cannot be disinterested as required by N.C. Gen. Stat. §46-6 or exercise independent professional judgment as required by the Rules of Professional Conduct when evaluating and representing the interests of the unknown person(s). The potential conflict cannot be resolved by consent because the unknown person(s) is unavailable to consent. Rule 1.7. 

 
Inquiry #2:
 

At the conclusion of the proceeding, the clerk of court orders the public sale of the property and, pursuant to N.C. Gen. Stat. §§1-399.4 and 46-28, appoints Attorney as the commissioner for the sale.1 

 

May Attorney serve as the commissioner and collect a commission from the public sale?

 
Opinion #2:
 

Yes, provided Attorney concludes that he can serve fairly and impartially and, further provided, Attorney terminates his representation of any person with an interest in the property. 

 

The role of the commissioner is a neutral one with fiduciary responsibilities to all of the owners of the property. However, a commissioner conducting a public sale has limited discretion because he must follow the specific procedural requirements for judicial sales set forth in Chapter 1, Article 29A of the General Statutes. Attorney may, therefore, serve as commissioner for the sale upon determining that he can fulfill the role impartially, without bias for or against any of the parties to the partition proceeding, and upon terminating his representation of any person with an interest in the property. In the similar situation of a lawyer serving as a trustee on a deed of trust in foreclosure, the ethics opinions also allow the lawyer to relinquish the representation of the lender or the debtor to serve in the impartial fiduciary role of trustee for the foreclosure. See RPC 46, RPC 82, RPC 90. 

 

N.C. Gen. Stat. §46-28.1 permits any party to a partition proceeding to file a petition for revocation of the order confirming the sale provided the petition is filed within 15 days and is based upon grounds that are specified in the statute. Therefore, the client’s legal needs may not end with the entry of the order of sale and the appointment of a commissioner. Anticipating that a client might desire additional legal representation after the sale, at the beginning of the representation the lawyer must notify the client of the lawyer’s intention to seek to withdraw from the representation upon the entry of an order of sale in order to be appointed by the clerk as commissioner. See Rule 1.4. After the entry of the order of sale and before seeking the permission of the clerk to withdraw from the representation to serve as the commissioner for the sale, the lawyer must obtain the client’s informed consent, confirmed in writing, to withdraw from the representation to serve as commissioner. See Rule 1.16.

 

At the beginning of the representation, if Attorney does not intend to serve as a commissioner for the sale, he does not have to communicate with the client about potential service as a commissioner. If the circumstances change and Attorney subsequently decides to seek the appointment, failure to notify the client at the beginning of the representation will not prohibit Attorney from subsequently asking for the client’s informed consent to withdraw to serve as a commissioner. 

 
Inquiry #3:
 

At the conclusion of the proceeding, the clerk of court orders a private sale of the property pursuant to N.C. Gen. Stat. §§46-28 and 1-339.33. May Attorney be designated as the person authorized to make the private sale pursuant to N.C. Gen. Stat. §1-339.33(1)?

 
Opinion #3:
 

Yes, subject to the conditions set forth in Opinion #2.

 
Inquiry #4:
 

If Attorney is appointed the commissioner for a public sale or the person authorized to make the private sale, may Attorney purchase the property at the sale? 

 
Opinion #4:
 

No. As the appointed commissioner or the person appointed to conduct the private sale, Attorney has a duty to oversee the sale of the property in a fair and impartial manner. Advancing a personal interest by bidding on or making an offer on the property violates this duty. See 2006 FEO 5 (county tax lawyer who is appointed commissioner may not bid at tax foreclosure sale).

 
Inquiry #5:
 

At the conclusion of the proceeding, the clerk of court orders the public sale of the property but appoints another person as commissioner for the sale. May Attorney bid at the sale on his own behalf?

 
Opinion #5:
 

No. This would be a conflict of interest between the lawyer’s self-interest in purchasing the property at the lowest price and the client’s interest in selling the property for the highest price. Rule 1.7(a)(2). However, Attorney may bid on the property if he is doing so on behalf of the client. 

 
Inquiry #6:
 

At the conclusion of the proceeding, the clerk of court orders the partition of the property. May Attorney agree to be appointed as one of the three commissioners responsible for dividing the property? 

 
Opinion #6:
 

No. A commissioner for a partitioning must exercise discretion in determining how to divide the property, thus directly affecting the interests of the various parties to the proceeding. Moreover, there remain opportunities for Attorney to advocate for his client’s interests in the event the commissioners seek input from the parties or in the event of an appeal. Attorney cannot, therefore, serve as an impartial commissioner. Rule 1.7(a). 

 
Inquiry #7:
 

Assume that Attorney formerly represented one or more of the parties in a separate but related partition proceeding (i.e., a prior proceeding involving the same property that did not result in partition or sale), but does not represent any of the parties to the current proceeding.

 

May Attorney serve as one of the commissioners to conduct the sale or to partition the property? 

 
Opinion #7:
 

Yes, provided Attorney determines that he can act impartially. See Opinion #1 and Rule 1.7.

 
Inquiry #8:
 

Assume that Attorney formerly represented one or more of the parties in a separate but related partition proceeding (i.e., a prior proceeding involving the same property that did not result in partition or sale), but does not represent any of the parties to the current proceeding.

 

May Attorney serve as the court-appointed lawyer for any "unknown owner" pursuant to N.C. Gen. Stat. §46-6? 

 
Opinion #8:
 

Yes, with the informed consent, confirmed in writing, of Attorney’s former client(s). Rule 1.9(a) prohibits a lawyer who has formerly represented a client in a matter from representing a new client in the same or a substantially related matter if the interests of the new client are materially adverse to the interests of the former client unless the former client gives informed consent, confirmed in writing. 

 
Inquiry #9:
 

Assume that Attorney formerly represented one or more of the parties in a separate but related partition proceeding (i.e., a prior proceeding involving the same property that did not result in partition or sale), but does not represent any of the parties to the current proceeding.

 

May Attorney purchase the property at the sale? 

 
Opinion #9:
 

Yes, unless Attorney received confidential information from a former client relative to the property that Attorney could use to the former client’s disadvantage when bidding on the property. Rule 1.9(c)(1).

 

If a lawyer no longer represents a former client, the lawyer’s only duties to the former client are to avoid adverse representations of others in the same or a substantially related matter and to avoid using confidential client information to the disadvantage of the former client. Although the partition sale may be substantially related to the prior partition proceeding, a lawyer who is purchasing for his own interest is not engaged in the representation of an adverse party and, therefore, the prohibition on representations adverse to a former client in Rule 1.9(a) is inapplicable. However, the prohibition on using the confidential information of a former client to the disadvantage of the former client would apply unless, as Rule 1.9(c)(1) permits, the information has become generally known. 

 
Endnote
 

1. Although the procedure for judicial sales of property set forth in Chapter 1, Article 29A, of the General Statutes provides for the appointment of only one commissioner, it is still the custom in some judicial districts for the clerk of court to appoint three commissioners. The conditions on service as a commissioner for the public sale of property set forth in this opinion apply equally to a lawyer who is appointed by the clerk to serve on a panel of commissioners. 



THE NORTH CAROLINA STATE BAR
208 Fayetteville Street • PO Box 25908 • Raleigh, NC 27611-5908 • 919.828.4620
Copyright © North Carolina State Bar. All rights reserved.
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October 29, 2010

Placing Client’s Title Insurance in Agency in Which Lawyer’s Spouse Has an Ownership Interest

Opinion rules that a lawyer participating in a real estate transaction may not in such transaction place his client’s title insurance in a title insurance agency in which the lawyer’s spouse has any ownership interest.
 
Inquiry:
 

May Lawyer participating in a real estate transaction place his client’s title insurance with a title insurance agency in which Lawyer’s spouse has an ownership interest?

 
Opinion:
 

No. Rule 1.7 provides that a lawyer shall not represent a client if the representation involves a concurrent conflict of interest. A concurrent conflict of interest exists if the representation of one or more clients may be materially limited by a personal interest of the lawyer. Rule 1.7(a)(2). 

 

The Ethics Committee has previously examined personal conflicts of interest between title insurance agencies and real estate closing lawyers. In CPR 101 (1977), the Ethics Committee concluded that it is unethical for a lawyer who owns a substantial interest, directly or indirectly, in a title insurance agency, and who acts as a lawyer in a real estate transaction insured by the title insurance agency, to receive any compensation or benefit from the title insurance agency regardless of whether the ownership interest is disclosed to the client. 

 

In RPC 185 (1994), the Ethics Committee determined that even an insubstantial interest in a title insurance agency could materially impair the judgment of the closing lawyer. The opinion provides that if a title agency, and, therefore, indirectly a closing lawyer who owns an interest in the title agency, will receive compensation from the client as a result of the closing of the transaction, the lawyer's personal interest in having the title insurance agency receive its compensation could conflict with the lawyer's duty to close the transaction only if it is in the client's best interest. The opinion held that the conflict of interest is too great to be allowed even if the client wishes to consent.

 

In an unpublished ethics decision, ED 97-6 (1998), the Ethics Committee examined a fact scenario substantially similar to the one currently presented and determined that it is a conflict of interest for a lawyer to perform title work and place the title insurance with a title insurance agency operated by the lawyer’s spouse. 

 

The instant scenario presents a personal conflict of interest. The lawyer’s personal interest in having his spouse’s title insurance agency receive its compensation may conflict with the lawyer's duty to close the transaction only if it is in the client's best interest. In addition, the lawyer’s personal relationship with the owner of the title insurance company will influence the lawyer’s choice of the spouse’s company as the insurer, as well as the vigorousness of the lawyer’s negotiations with the title company on his client’s behalf. Issues of title insurance coverage may have to be negotiated between the closing lawyer and the insurer. The lawyer’s client and the insurer will necessarily have competing interests as to the extent of the coverage and the amount of the premium. 

 

The conflict of interest is too great to be allowed, even with the client’s informed consent. A closing lawyer must be able to make an independent recommendation of a title insurance company to his client, unbiased by any personal interest. In addition, a lawyer opining on title to property should be independent from the title insurance agency issuing the title insurance in reliance upon that opinion. This is consistent with the emphasis that the North Carolina legislature has placed on the professional and financial independence of the closing lawyer from the title insurance agency. See, e.g. N.C.G.S. § 58-26-1(a)(title insurance company may not issue insurance as to North Carolina real property unless the company has obtained the opinion of a North Carolina licensed attorney who is not an employee or agent of the company) and N.C.G.S. § 58-27-5(a) (lawyer who performs legal services incident to a real estate sale may not receive any payment, directly or indirectly, in connection with the issuance of title insurance for any real property which is a part of such sale). 

 

This scenario differs from RPC 188, in which the Ethics Committee concluded that a lawyer may represent the buyer and/or lender in a real estate transaction brokered by the lawyer’s spouse. RPC 188 provides that, although there is a conflict, clients may consent to the representation. RPC 188 can be distinguished because the lawyer did not choose the real estate broker for his client and was not involved in negotiations with the real estate broker as to the terms of the real estate sales contract.
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October 29, 2010

Tacking as Question of Standard of Care
Opinion rules that whether a lawyer rendering a title opinion to a title insurer should tack to an owner’s policy of title insurance or a mortgagee’s (lender’s) policy is a question of standard of care and outside the purview of the Ethics Committee
 
Inquiry:
 

RPC 99 holds that the Rules of Professional Conduct do not require personal inspection of all documents in the chain of title so long as a lawyer rendering an opinion on title for real property fully discloses to the client the precise nature and extent of the service being rendered. The opinion further states, “Since title insurers frequently omit exceptions in mortgagees’ policies that would appear in owners’ policies, tacking should be limited to tacking onto owners’ policies.” 

 

May a lawyer render a title opinion to a title insurance company by tacking to a mortgagee’s (lender’s) title insurance policy?

 
Opinion:
 

This issue of the appropriate standard of care for rendering a title opinion is outside the purview of the Ethics Committee. To the extent that RPC 99 appeared to opine on the standard of care relative to tacking to an owner’s policy versus a mortgagee’s (lender’s) policy for the purpose of rendering a title opinion, that part of the opinion is withdrawn. 

 

Whether tacking to an owner’s policy or a mortgagee’s policy, a lawyer’s duty is to provide competent representation to his client, consistent with Rule 1.1, and to reasonably consult with the client about the means used to accomplish the client’s objectives. Rule 1.4(a)(2). The lawyer must consult with the client before using a method of rendering a title opinion that might present additional risk for the client. 
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July 15, 2011

Opinion rules that a lawyer may not represent the beneficiary of the deed of trust in a contested foreclosure if the lawyer’s spouse and paralegal own an interest in the closely-held corporate trustee.
 

Inquiry: 
 

Attorney A forms Corporation X in order that the corporation might be appointed substitute trustee on a deed of trust when a lender asks Attorney A to handle the foreclosure. Attorney A’s wife and paralegal each own stock in Corporation X.

 

If Attorney A’s wife and paralegal own any interest in Corporation X, may Attorney A represent the beneficiary/lender in a contested foreclosure proceeding if Corporation X is appointed substitute trustee?

 

Opinion:
 

No. As noted in N.C. Gen. Stat. §45-21.16(c), a trustee on a deed of trust is “a neutral party and, while holding that position in the foreclosure proceeding, may not advocate for the secured creditor or for the debtor in the foreclosure proceeding.” Because of the conflict between the neutral, fiduciary role of trustee and the role of advocate, a number of ethics opinions also hold that a lawyer serving as a trustee in a contested foreclosure proceeding may not represent the beneficiary or the grantor in the proceeding. 2008 FEO 11 (listing opinions). Attorney A’s indirect financial interest in Corporation X creates the appearance, if not the reality, that the corporation is the alter ego of Attorney A. Therefore, if Corporation X is appointed substitute trustee in a contested foreclosure, the neutrality of the trustee will be improperly impaired unless Attorney A is prohibited from representing the beneficiary or the lender in the proceeding. Id. (Lawyer may represent corporation partially owned by firm in its capacity as trustee but may not advocate for lender in contested foreclosure.) For an explanation of a contested foreclosure proceeding, see 2008 FEO 11.

 

If the corporate trustee is a publicly traded corporation in which Attorney A’s wife and paralegal own non-controlling interests, the perceived neutrality of the corporate trustee is not impaired and Attorney A may represent the lender in a contested foreclosure proceeding. See, e.g., RPC 83 and RPC 185.
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January 24, 2003

On the Role of Laypersons in the Consummation of Residential Real Estate Transactions 

The North Carolina State Bar has been requested to interpret the North Carolina unauthorized practice of law statutes (N.C. Gen. Stat.§84-2.1 to 84-5) as they apply to residential real estate transactions. The State Bar issues the following authorized practice of law advisory opinion pursuant to N.C. Gen. Stat §84-37(f) after careful consideration and investigation. This opinion supersedes any prior opinions and decisions of any standing committee of the State Bar interpreting the unauthorized practice of law statutes to the extent those opinions and decisions are inconsistent with the conclusions expressed herein. 

Issue 1:

May a nonlawyer handle a residential real estate closing for one or more of the parties to the transaction?

Opinion 1:

No. Residential real estate transactions typically involve several phases, including the following: abstraction of titles; application for title insurance policies, including title insurance policies that may incorporate tailored coverage; preparation of legal documents, such as deeds (in the case of a purchase transaction) and deeds of trust; explanation of documents implicating parties' legal rights, obligations, and options; resolution of possible clouds on title and issues concerning the legal rights of parties to the transaction; execution and acknowledgement of documents in compliance with legal mandates; recordation and cancellation of documents in accordance with North Carolina law; and disbursement of proceeds after legally-recognized funds are available. These and other functions are sometimes called, collectively, the "closing" of the residential real estate transaction. As detailed below, the North Carolina General Assembly has determined specifically that only persons who are licensed to practice law in the state may handle many of these functions.1

A person who is not licensed to practice law in North Carolina and is not working under the direct supervision of an active member of the State Bar may not perform functions or services that constitute the practice of law.2 For example, under the express language of N.C. Gen. Stat.§ 84-2.1 and 84-4, a non-lawyer who is not working under the direct supervision of an active member of the State Bar would be engaged in the unauthorized practice of law if he or she performs any of the following functions for one or more of the parties to a residential real estate transaction: preparation or aiding in preparation of deeds, deeds of trust, or other legal documents; abstracting or passing upon titles; advising or giving an opinion upon the legal rights or obligations of any person, firm, or corporation; or holding himself or herself out as competent or qualified to give legal advice or counsel or as furnishing any services that constitute the practice of law.

Accordingly, a non-lawyer is engaged in the unauthorized practice of law if he or she performs any of the following functions in connection with a residential real estate closing (identified only as examples):

1. Abstracts or provides an opinion on title to real property;

2. Explains the legal status of title to real estate, the legal effect of anything found in the chain of title, or the legal effect of an item reported as an exception in a title insurance commitment except as necessary to underwrite a policy of insurance and except that a licensed title insurer, agency, or agent may explain an underwriting decision to an insured or prospective insured, including providing the reason for such decision;

3. Explains or gives advice about the rights or responsibilities of parties concerning matters disclosed by a land survey under circumstances that require the exercise of legal judgment or that have implications with respect to a party's legal rights or obligations;

4. Provides a legal opinion or advice in response to inquiries by any of the parties regarding legal rights or obligations of any person, firm, or corporation, including but not limited to the rights and obligations created by a promissory note, the effect of a pre-payment penalty, the rights of parties under a right of rescission, and the rights of a lender under a deed of trust; 

5. Advises or instructs a party to the transaction with respect to alternative ways for taking title to the property or the legal consequences of taking title in a particular manner;

6. Drafts a legal document for a party to the transaction or assists a party in the completion of a legal document, or selects or assists a party in selecting a form legal document among several forms having different legal implications;

7. Explains or recommends a course of action to a party to the transaction under circumstances that require the exercise of legal judgment or that have implications with respect to the party's legal rights or obligations; 

8. Attempts to settle or resolve a dispute between the parties to the transaction that will have implications with respect to their respective legal rights or obligations.

The foregoing list of examples of functions that constitute the practice of law is not exclusive, but reflects a range of responsibilities and duties that involve the following: the exercise of legal judgment; the preparation of legal documents such as deeds, deeds of trust, and title opinions; the explanation or interpretation of legal documents in circumstances that require the exercise of legal judgment; the provision of legal advice or opinions; and the performance of other services that constitute the practice of law.

Issue 2:

May a nonlawyer who is not acting under the supervision of a lawyer licensed in North Carolina (1) present and identify the documents necessary to complete a North Carolina residential real estate closing, direct the parties where to sign the documents, and ensure that the parties have properly executed the documents; and (2) receive and disburse the closing funds?

Opinion 2:

Yes. So long as a nonlawyer does not engage in any of the activities referenced in Opinion 1, or in other activities that likewise constitute the practice of law, a nonlawyer may: (1) present and identify the documents necessary to complete a North Carolina residential real estate closing, direct the parties where to sign the documents, and ensure that the parties have properly executed the documents; or (2) receive and disburse the closing funds.

Notwithstanding this opinion, evidence considered by the State Bar with respect to this advisory opinion indicates that, at the time documents are presented to the parties for execution, a lawyer who is present may identify or be asked about important issues affecting the legal rights or obligations of the parties. A lawyer may provide important legal guidance about such issues, but a nonlawyer is not permitted to do so. Moreover, a consumer's retention of a licensed North Carolina lawyer provides financial protection to the consumer. The North Carolina Rules of Professional Conduct require a lawyer to properly handle all fiduciary funds, including residential real estate closing proceeds. In the event a lawyer mishandles the closing proceeds, the lawyer is subject to professional discipline, and the State Bar Client Security Fund may provide financial assistance for a person injured by the lawyer's improper application of funds. On the whole, the evidence considered by the State Bar indicates that it is in the best interest of a consumer to be represented by a lawyer with respect to all aspects of a residential real estate transaction.

The evidence the State Bar has considered suggests, however, that performing administrative or ministerial activities in connection with the execution of residential real estate closing documents and the receipt and disbursement of the closing proceeds does not necessarily require the exercise of legal judgment or the giving of legal advice or opinions. Indeed, the execution of closing documents and the disbursement of closing proceeds may be accomplished-and often have been accomplished-by mail, by e-mail, or by other electronic means, or by some other procedure that would not involve the lawyer and the parties being physically present at one place and time. The State Bar therefore concludes that it should not be presumed that performing the task of overseeing the execution of residential real estate closing documents and receiving and disbursing closing proceeds necessarily involves giving legal advice or opinions or otherwise engaging in activities that constitute the practice of law.

Nonlawyers who undertake such responsibilities, and those who retain their services, should also be aware that (1) the North Carolina State Bar retains oversight authority concerning complaints about activities that constitute the unauthorized practice of law; and (2) the North Carolina criminal justice system may prosecute instances of the unauthorized practice of law. In addition, non-lawyers and consumers should bear in mind that other governmental authorities such as the Federal Trade Commission, the North Carolina Attorney General, district attorneys, and the banking commissioner, have jurisdiction over unfair trade practices and violations of requirements regarding lending practices. 

Endnotes 

1. Except as permitted under State v. Pledger , 257 N.C. 634, 127 S.E.2d 337 (1962), which allows a party having a "primary interest" in a transaction to prepare deeds of trust and other documents to effectuate the transaction.

2. The State Bar notes that the North Carolina General Assembly and Supreme Court are the entities that have the power to make the ultimate determination whether an activity constitutes the practice of law. 
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2.   Proposed Ethics Opinion(s)

Proposed 2011 Formal Ethics Opinion 4

Participation in Reciprocal Referral Agreement 

January 20, 2011

Proposed opinion rules that a lawyer may not participate in a reciprocal referral agreement with a broker who has an ownership interest in a title insurance agency.

Inquiry #1:

Attorney has a relationship with Broker who, over time, has referred many real estate closings to Attorney’s office.  Attorney desires to maintain this working relationship with Broker.  Broker has an ownership interest in Title Insurance Agency. Attorney is aware of Broker’s ownership interest.

Broker asks that Attorney procure title insurance with Title Insurance Agency on each transaction referred to Attorney by Broker’s office.  Broker receives compensation for brokerage services and as a shareholder of Title Insurance Agency.

Guided by Broker’s referral, Client engages Attorney to represent him at a real estate closing.  Client desires title insurance protection or is required to procure title insurance for the lender’s protection.

May Attorney acquire Client’s title insurance from Title Insurance Agency?

Opinion #1:

Attorney may not enter in to a “reciprocal referral agreement” with Broker.  The Illinois State Bar Association recently addressed such arrangement in Ill. State Bar Assn., Advisory Op. No. 10-02 (October 2009).  The Illinois Bar Association considered whether a lawyer could agree to exclusively use a particular title company in order to continue to receive referrals from its affiliated real estate company. The Association concluded that such an exclusive relationship: (1) will inevitably impair the lawyer's ability to provide truly independent professional judgment; (2) is an improper provision of a thing of value for recommendation of the lawyer's services; and (3) creates a conflict that a reasonable lawyer would likely conclude imposes a material limitation on the representation of real estate clients. 

We agree that the arrangement outlined in the fact scenario is prohibited under the Rules of Professional Conduct.  Such an arrangement would impair Attorney’s ability to provide independent professional judgment in violation of Rules 2.1 and 5.4(c).  In addition, the arrangement amounts to an improper payment for referrals in violation of Rule 7.2(b).  Finally, such an arrangement creates a nonconsentable conflict of interest between the lawyer and the client.  See Rule 1.7.  

Attorney may only acquire Client’s title insurance from Title Insurance Agency if it is in Client’s best interest.   If Attorney is aware of other title insurance options that are more suitable or economical for Client’s needs, Attorney may not procure the insurance from Title Insurance Agency.  If the title insurance offered by Title Insurance Agency is a good fit for Client, there is no ethical prohibition on Attorney procuring the insurance from Broker’s agency despite the fact that Attorney has a regular and ongoing working relationship with Broker provided, as stated previously, there is not an agreement to refer clients to Attorney in exchange for procuring insurance from Title Insurance Agency.

Inquiry #2:

Upon becoming aware of another lawyer participating in a reciprocal referral agreement such as the one described above, is Attorney under an ethical obligation to report and refer the same to the State Bar?

Opinion #2:

Rule 8.3(a) requires a lawyer to inform the State Bar if the lawyer knows that another lawyer has committed a violation of the Rules of Professional Conduct that raises a substantial question as to that lawyer's honesty, trustworthiness, or fitness as a lawyer.  Attorney should communicate his concerns to the other lawyer and recommend that the lawyer contact the State Bar for an ethics opinion as to his continuing participation in the reciprocal referral agreement.  After this communication, if Attorney believes that the lawyer has continued his participation in the reciprocal referral agreement, Attorney must report the lawyer to the State Bar.  
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