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In January 2013, the United States District Court for the Eastern District of 
Tennessee reduced a fee award by approximately 20 percent. The Court 
reduced the requested fees from $98,074.00 to $80,499.14 and awarded 
$5,706.01 for costs incurred in the litigation, for a total award of $86,205.15. 
Among the reductions, the Court applied a 4 percent across the board 
reduction for unreasonable hourly rates. The Court also applied an additional 
10 percent reduction for excessive billing entries and a 5 percent reduction for 
billing at an attorney’s full hourly rate for travel time.  

First, the Court stated that the lodestar analysis should be used to determine 
the reasonableness of legal fees in this case. The Court further explained that 
to determine the appropriate hourly rate, courts must consider “the prevailing 
market rate in the relevant community.” In this case, the Court found that the 
hourly rate of $440 charged by one of the attorneys was unreasonable.  
According to the Court, charging at that rate was inconsistent with the 
prevailing market rate in Knoxville, Tennessee. The Court reasoned that the 
attorney has failed to show a valid reason as to why his $440 rate was 
reasonable in light of the services provided. Accordingly, the Court applied an 
overall 4 percent reduction.  

Second, the Court found that a further reduction was warranted due to 
excessive billing for a number of components in the litigation. First, the Court 
found that spending 27.9 hours researching and drafting an eleven page 
document was excessive. Second, the Court stated that spending 92.4 hours 
preparing for a trial that lasted approximately 5.5 hours was also excessive. 
Third, the Court found equally troubling the amount of time spent in 
preparation for post-trial (118.4 hours spent drafting a thirty-two page 
document). Thus, to redress these excessive entries, the Court applied an 
additional 10 percent reduction. 
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Finally, the Court held that a reduction 
for billing for travel time at an attorney’s 
full hourly rate was also appropriate in 
this case. The Court explained that 
courts “regularly reduce travel 
compensation to fifty-percent of the 
reasonable hourly rate for counsel.” 
Here, 10 percent of the hours originally 
submitted were compensation for travel 
time billed at the attorney’s full hourly 
rates. Accordingly, the Court found that 
reducing the total award by 5 percent 
would adequately discount for the travel 
time entries billed at the full hourly rate.  

Implications for Legal Billing: 

This case addresses a number of 
important billing issues. First, it 
illustrates the importance of charging 
reasonable hourly rates. Unless an 
exception applies, attorneys are 
expected to charge hourly rates that are 
consistent with the prevailing rates in 
the relevant market. Courts have full 
discretion to reduce hourly rates to an 

amount that they find reasonable.  

In addition, this case also illustrates 
that courts have the discretion to 
make across the board reductions for 
time excessively spent on a task. To 
avoid these types of reductions, 
attorneys should use their billing 
judgment and voluntarily reduce legal 
fees where the time spent on any 
given task seems excessive in 
relation to the task performed.  

Finally, the Court again emphasized 
that travel time should not be billed at 
an attorney’s full hourly rate. 
Attorneys should be aware that the 
prevailing standard is to bill half of 
their hourly rate, at most, for time 
spent traveling when no legal services 
are performed during travel. 

* Grant v. Shaw Environmental, Inc., 2013 WL 
1305599 (E.D. Tenn.2013). Full copies of court 
decisions may be available through counsel or 
through various Internet links or paid services. 
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Sterling Analytics is a consulting and advisory firm that helps companies reduce their legal 
expenses. Our proven methodologies are based on legal precedent, guidelines and ethical 
standards that compel law firms to significantly modify improper billing practices. Although our 
clients come from a broad range of industries with different legal budgets, they share a 
concern about their legal expenses and are looking for solutions to manage outside counsel 
while maintaining the highest service level standards. We are able to audit legal fees based 
on our extensive database of proprietary benchmark data and our solid understanding of 
traditional legal practices. Our process is fair, independent, cost effective and maintains 
attorney-client privilege. We are able to measure the extent to which our clients' legal 
expenses exceed industry standards, and will manage the negotiation and recovery of 
excessive fees. To institutionalize cost controls, we assist clients by installing systems and 
protocols that monitor billing activity and catch improper practices.   
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