Lawyer Landslide
by

Eyes Right

Pensacola, FL -  In less than one mile on U.S. 98 here in Pensacola, I saw at least 10 billboards or smaller signs feature attorneys solemnly staring at you while promising to help in every imaginable manner.   In fact, most of the billboards throughout this part of Florida are touting various legal services.   The most ubiquitous are those belonging to a group of personal injury lawyers with the phone number 444-4444.  Apparently they assume that those who want their services already know the area code.  Or maybe they use this as a screening device to weed out those without the intelligence to know the area code?  At any rate, these fellows have been pretty successful because they also have three full page color ads in the local yellow pages, plus a Sunday morning television show.  Some of their ads show the five named members of the firm standing rather smugly in front of a corporate jet.  I suppose that the desired message is that these fellows are insanely successful and will win you some money.
All of this legal advertising rapidly becomes tiresome.   One billboard questions, “Injured?” and then follows with the promise, “We’re on your side.”  Another put up by some fellow named Whibb touts specific services, namely “Divorce and All Family Issues.”  Then you see the billboard by a guy named Seitz who specializes in “Bankruptcy, Chapter 7.”  He even lists the price as “Starting at $675.”  Below in fine print (for a billboard) is the disclaimer [after all, we are talking lawyers here] which informs you “plus filing fees and costs” – in other words, unless you have a few thousand in cash, don’t bother coming to Mr. Seitz, Esq. for bankruptcy assistance.
Other billboards by the Pensacola lawyers admonish the viewers to “Know the Law!” and then list the attorney’s phone number and website.  Another asks, “Trouble?”  followed by “We’re Here to Help.”  Below this statement of support is listed their specialty of Criminal and DUI Defense.  
There are several father/son and family firms who use this billboard approach to advertising.  Baker and Baker, for example, show two impeccably dressed fellows, both in suits and ties, who are presumably the elder Baker and his son.  All that is on this billboard is their photos and the statement, “Injury Attorneys.”  

There are even some highly specific legal specialties advertised on the billboards around town.  At least two billboards feature law firms who are very focused.  The only words on the billboard are “18-wheelers” followed by the legal firm and their phone number.  The services most frequently promoted on the billboards are medical malpractice and disability claims.  Using the standard guide of “Follow the money,” one has to conclude that the real bucks for the lawyers come from suing those in medical field and their insurance companies.   My least favorite Pensacola firm preying on this market has to be an outfit called Michles & Booth, P.A.  The tag line on their billboards is “Don’t Be a Victim Twice” and their website is forthevictims.com!  They even brag that they have “A Medical Doctor On Staff” – presumably to assist hosing fellow physicians who happened to be sued by these vultures.  
Of all the hundreds of attorney ads on the highways around Pensacola, only one features a non-white, and only one shows a female.  Apparently the good old boy network is alive and well in Pensacola, at least in the legal field.
Obviously, there is a need for attorneys in our society. We are a nation of law, and need experts to ensure that the law is applied fairly and evenly.  However, we may have reached a point in our societal development in which we now have such a surplus of legal specialists that they are distorting other areas of American life, not only by monopolizing billboards here in southwest Florida, but by driving up costs of doing business.  Physicians here must pay some of the highest malpractice insurance rates in the country, not because they are the worst doctors with high failure rates, but because the Florida legal community has created a growth industry of suing, suing, and suing.

As far as I can determine, none of the current health reform legislation under consideration in our Congress contains provisions for tort reform to reduce the costs currently associated with malpractice insurance or the unnecessary medical tests often ordered by physicians practicing “defensive medicine” to avoid future lawsuits.  And due to the incredible political influence of the trial lawyers, such as the 444-4444 crowd and their corporate jets, do not look for any change, just more billboards, and more bought politicians who keep them in business.
I thought you might like to know.
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