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In Wade v. Colaner, the plaintiff sought $435,982.50 in attorneys’ fees
for work performed by his pretrial and trial counsel in connection with a
section 1983 lawsuit brought against a state trooper. After conducting a
review of the billing records, the court only awarded the plaintiff
approximately $189,000 of the requested attorneys’ fees.
The plaintiff’s pre-trial counsel’s fee was reduced by more than half,
deducting approximately $73,000 in fees. Contributing to this reduction was
counsel’s use of fifteen minute billing increments and vague billing entries.
Addressing counsel’s use of quarter-hour billing increments, the court stated
that where the use of fifteen minute increments inflates the fees sought, a
reduction is appropriate. The court identified numerous entries where the
use of quarter-hour increments resulted in an unreasonable fee. For
example, the plaintiff’s counsel billed three-quarters of an hour for leaving a
voicemail message.
The court also reduced time for vagueness. The defendant objected
to tasks described as “review file,” “org file,” and “review docs.” The court
agreed with the defendant’s objections, finding that such entries are “too
vague to allow for fee reimbursement.” Without additional information, the
court could not determine whether such tasks were reasonable or in
furtherance of the plaintiff’s case. As a result, the court deducted all vague
entries from the fee request. In addition to the foregoing, the court reduced
nearly nine hours for time spent in connection with media relations, finding
that this type of work is typically performed at the attorney’s own expense.
Implications for Legal Billing: Quarter-hour billing increments are still used
by some law firms and attorneys when billing clients. As demonstrated by
this decision, some courts are reluctant to reimburse attorneys’ fees billed in
this method. Fifteen minute increments can quickly inflate an attorney’s fee.
For example, reviewing an email that may have taken five minutes is billed
at fifteen minutes. This type of practice is clearly unreasonable and results in
an excessive fee. Tenth-of-an-hour increments are more frequently used

WHERE THE USE OF FIFTEEN MINUTE
BILLING INCREMENTS INFLATES THE
FEES SOUGHT, A REDUCTION IS
APPROPRIATE
among lawyers. Billing in tenth-ofan-hour increments more
accurately reflects the time actually
spent performing a task.
The use of vague
descriptions in billing entries
generally warrants a reduction in
an attorney’s fee. This is especially
true where is it completely unclear
as to what task was performed by
the attorney or staff. Inadequate
task descriptions make it
impossible for the client or the
court to determine the
reasonableness of the time spent
on a particular task. Moreover,
vague task descriptions make it
difficult to determine whether such
tasks were either relevant or
necessary to the case. An
adequate entry would include the
names of the documents that were
reviewed so that a reasonable
person could determine why the
review was necessary.
Additionally, the subject matter and

names of all participants of
telephone conversations, emails, or
correspondence should also be
included in a time entry. The more
detail that is provided, the more
accurately the fee can be assessed
for its reasonableness.

*Wade v. Colaner, 2010 WL 5479625 (D.N.J.
2010). Full copies of court decisions may be
available through counsel or through various
Internet links or paid services.
By Laura R. Bugdin

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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