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Lean, Not Mean 
Kaplan Marino gets most criminal defense cases on referral.

W hite collar criminal defense 
 firm KaplanMarino PC in  
 Los Angeles says its clients  

are an extension of the tightly knit  
five-attorney “family.” 

Launched in 1997 by husband and 
wife Richard D. Kaplan and Nina Mar- 
ino, the firm combined their practices  
to address a need they saw for a spe-
cialized white collar defense firm. 

“It’s been a great experience,” 
Marino said of working with Kaplan.  
“We have two kids. They’re 23 and 
24. And we had them when we 
launched the firm. Everybody was 
kind of born at the same time.” 

“It’s been good for Nina and I, 
but it’s not for everybody,” Kaplan 
explained. “You’ve got to learn when  
to turn it off at night and we didn’t  
really try our first case together  
until after the kids went away to  
college, just because it was too hard  
to balance.” 

Since its launch the firm has 
grown to include partner Jennifer A. 
Lieser, attorney Cody C. Elliott and 
of counsel Allen G. Weinberg. But 
the plan, according to Kaplan and 
Marino, is to stay small at least for 
the foreseeable future. 

“We’ve got a really tight team 
right now and we work really, really 
well together. So I don’t think right 
now we have any plans on expansion 
there,” Marino said, adding the firm 
is looking into expanding its defense 
practice to include civil rights and 
criminal forfeiture work. 

The firm specializes in defending 
white collar matters ranging from 
fraud to public corruption to cyber-
crimes and international extradition. 

Some of the firm’s most notable  
cases include its current represent- 
ation of Donna Heinel, a former  
University of California sports admin- 
istrator, in the national admission 
bribery case. Heinel is charged with 
multiple felonies including bribery 
and mail fraud. USA v. Ernst et al.,  
19-cr-10081 (D. Mass, filed March 5, 
2019). 

In another high profile case the 
firm won acquittal for one of 20 Los 
Angeles County sheriff’s deputies 
indicted in the 2011 beating of a jail 
visitor. United States v. Dredd, 15-cr-
0569 (C.D. Cal., filed Oct. 16, 2015). 

“If I were personally the tar- 
get of a federal or state criminal  
investigation, Kaplan Marino would  
be my first stop,” said Edward M. 
Robbins Jr. of Hochman Salkin 
Toscher Perez PC in Beverly Hills. 

Robbins, who has worked with 
the firm on several occasions includ-
ing as co-counsel in a recent money 
laundering and tax evasion case, add-
ed, “They’re just really good at what 
they do and impressive from top to  
bottom. I find no fault in anything 
that I’ve observed.” 

For former Los Angeles County  
chief deputy district attorney Joseph 
Esposito, who now is co-director of 
the Trial Advocacy Honors Program 
at Southwestern Law School, what 
makes Kaplan Marino unique in  
his eyes is how the firm presents its  
evidence and supporting informa-
tion when defending clients. 

“Instead of showing up to my  
office and just saying, ‘Can you give 
my client a break?’ or ‘Here are these  
mitigating factors,’ and just telling 
you about it, Kaplan Marino actu- 
ally came in with a presentation and 
supporting documents, which for  
a prosecutor is very meaningful,” 
Esposito said. 

“In every case, the defense law-
yer says, ‘My guy didn’t do it,’  
or ‘They weren’t as culpable as you  
say they are and they’re a great  
person,’ or ‘They’ve had this really 
horrible background,’ but if they  
don’t bring in the supporting doc- 
uments to corroborate what they’re  
saying, it’s really hard to know 
whether you can put any real cred- 
ibility in that kind of a comment,”  
he explained. 

During his last case against the 
firm before retiring, Esposito said 
Kaplan Marino gave him a Power- 
Point presentation with video on 
their client’s background and the 
unique circumstances of the case. 

“It makes a world of difference 
when you’re on the other side of it,” 
Esposito added. “You want to be able 
to do what is right, what is fair, what 
is appropriate under the circum-
stances, and it’s a whole lot easier 
when what the defense lawyers are 
telling you is actually supported by 
something real.” 

“It brings it to life,” said Lieser, 
who recently became a partner at 
Kaplan Marino. “Instead of just a 
black and white piece of paper, we 
now have a color video that’s really  
bringing to life the client’s life and 
circumstances and the unique as-
pects of the particular offense.” 

Former federal prosecutor Mi-
chael Zweiback of Zweiback, Fiset 
& Coleman LLP, who has worked 
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From left: attorney Cody Elliott, founding partners Richard D. Kaplan and 
Nina Marino, and partner Jennifer Lieser in their Los Angeles office.
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with and against Kaplan Marino 
over the last 20 years, said one of 
its strengths is maintaining a good 
working relationship with lawyers 
on both sides of the table. 

He and Robbins both said they 
refer cases to the firm because  
they know clients are in good hands. 

“They are all extremely accom-
plished lawyers, all people who are 
going to do their homework, who 
are always going to be well prepared 
and are always going to make my 
judgment in bringing them into a 
case look good because of the qual-
ity of what they provide in terms of 
service,” Zweiback said. 

Robbins, who specializes in tax, 
said the firm is his top choice when 
referring clients. 

“There’s a nasty habit among law-
yers in general, which is, ‘Why send 
one lawyer out to do the job when 
you can send three?’ And then they 
slam that contract they have with the 
client, unnecessarily,” Robbins said. 
“Kaplan Marino is lean and mean. 
They don’t waste a lot of motion 
on unnecessary stuff. They’re very 
focused. That plus their skill level 
makes them my top choice when 
referring.” 

This reputation and confidence 
in the firm among other attorneys 
is something the firm prides itself 
in and what Marino and Kaplan say 
is the reason most of their clients 
come as referrals. 

The firm’s partners credit the 
firm’s success to its collaborative 
approach internally, its honesty with  
its clients and its individualized ap-
proach tailored to each client. 

“What is so unique about Kaplan 
Marino is when we have a new  
client walk in the door, it’s an indi-
vidual. It’s not just another case,” 
Lieser said. “Our goal is to make that  
individual feel as comfortable and 
safe as they possibly can as they 
enter into a scary and foreign world 
in the criminal justice system. And 
that’s what I think really sets us 
apart, our individualized attention.”   
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