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SUMMARY

The Iowa Supreme Court reviewed disciplinary proceedings against attorney Sheree L. Smith arising
from her representation of a family-law client and deficiencies in her client trust-account practices.
The court found multiple violations involving record retention, commingling, cash withdrawals, client

notification, and failure to respond to disciplinary inquiries, and suspended Smith’s license for sixty

days.
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Attorney disciplinary proceeding arising from the report and
recommended sanction of the Grievance Commission of the Supreme

Court of Towa; the Supreme Court reviewed the matter de novo.

De novo review. The Board must prove each rule violation by a
convincing preponderance of the evidence, and the commission's

recommendations are considered but are not binding.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1.

Whether the evidence established that Smith violated the Iowa rules requiring preservation, adequacy,

and accessibility of client trust-account records.

. Whether Smith violated the rules prohibiting commingling of personal funds and client trust-account

funds.

. Whether the Board proved that Smith withdrew Hopkins's fees before they were earned.

. Whether the Board proved that Smith violated the duties to promptly deliver client property and return

unearned fees or property after representation ended.

. Whether Smith violated the rules prohibiting cash withdrawals from trust accounts and requiring written

notice of withdrawals to clients.

. Whether Smith knowingly failed to respond to lawful demands for information from the disciplinary

authority.

. What sanction was appropriate for Smith's sustained violations and aggravating and mitigating

circumstances.

HOLDINGS

1.

Smith violated the lowa rules requiring lawyers to preserve complete and sufficiently detailed trust-

account records for six years, maintain access to those records, and be able to produce printed copies.

. Smith violated the rules prohibiting commingling by using her client trust account as a personal and

business operating account and depositing personal income-tax refunds, insurance proceeds, and earned

fees into it.

. The Board failed to prove by a convincing preponderance of the evidence that Smith withdrew

Hopkins's fees before earning them.

. The Board failed to prove that Smith violated the rules requiring prompt delivery of client property or

return of unearned fees and expenses.

. Smith violated the rule requiring trust-account withdrawals to be made by check payable to a named

payee rather than to cash.

. Smith violated the rule requiring written notice to clients of the time, amount, and purpose of

withdrawals from advance-fee or expense funds.

. Smith violated rule 32:8.1(b) by knowingly failing to respond to at least three Board letters seeking

information and records.

. A sixty-day suspension of Smith's Iowa law license was warranted by her multiple, systematic, and long-

term trust-account violations, three prior admonishments, experience, and inadequate recordkeeping,

despite mitigation for serving clients of modest means.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“LICENSE SUSPENDED.” (at 185)



“We respectfully consider the commission’s recommendations, but they are not binding upon us.” (opinion p.
8)

R

“We conclude “the recurring pattern of conduct in this case warrants a . . . suspension.”” (opinion p. 17)

“Accordingly, we suspend Smith’s license for sixty days.” (opinion p. 20)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Smith represented Jill Hopkins in a postdecree family-law matter after Hopkins paid an $1,185 retainer. Smith
withdrew funds from the client trust account without providing an itemized bill, failed to respond to successor
counsel's request concerning the retainer, and could not produce adequately detailed trust-account records.
Audits and the disciplinary investigation revealed years of trust-account deficiencies, including commingling
personal and earned funds, cash withdrawals, inadequate record preservation, and failure to respond to Board

inquiries. Smith had three prior private admonishments.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The Iowa Supreme Court Attorney Disciplinary Board charged Smith with multiple violations of the Iowa Rules
of Professional Conduct and Client Trust Account Rules. Smith and the Board stipulated to facts, violations, and
a recommended thirty-day suspension. After a hearing, the grievance commission found a factual basis for most
alleged violations and recommended a sixty-day suspension. The Supreme Court independently reviewed the
record, rejected some stipulated violations for lack of proof, sustained others, and imposed a sixty-day

suspension.
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