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The NLJ takes the pulse of litigation departments in top law firms in our nation’s capital. We asked them to tell us about their shops, including their 
biggest wins in 2016, their clients and their opponents. From a competitive field, we selected eight firms. They made the case for why they stood 
out in general litigation and in these practices: insurance, intellectual property, labor and employment, products liability and white collar. Two 
share top overall honors. For more on the winners, read on. —Lisa Helem

d.c. litigation departments 
of the year
A special report 

STEPTOE & Johnson Partner Reid  
Weingarten kept a goal in mind when ne-
gotiating with federal prosecutors in 2016 
to settle criminal charges against its client 
Volkswagen AG: Survival.

Since March 2016, Steptoe’s white-
collar criminal defense group, including 
Weingarten, has served as lead counsel for 
the German automaker in the DOJ’s high-
profile criminal investigation arising from 
the company’s emissions cheating scandal. 

Weingarten, a former DOJ prosecu-
tor himself, said he argued in negotiations 
with government lawyers that they should 
not impose a penalty that might bankrupt 
Volkswagen.  

“The worst-case scenario Volkswagen 
faced was the prospect of not being able 
to do business in the United States or even 
worse,” he said.

Last January, the DOJ announced the 
deal under which Volkswagen agreed to 
plead guilty and pay a criminal penalty of 
$2.8 billion. But the government indicat-
ed—at a court proceeding where the plea 
was entered—that it could have sought a 
penalty of up to $34 billion.

“But through much effort, compromise 
and open-mindedness on both sides, and an 
acknowledgment by the Department that 
Volkswagen should survive, we reached this 
settlement,” said Weingarten, speaking from 
Puerto Rico at the start of a bribery trial.

“They did an excellent job,” said Man-
fred Doess, general counsel at Volkswa-
gen AG. “They were successful because 
they understood the case from the per-
spective of the prosecutors,” he said. “We 
needed to secure a successful outcome to 

put the diesel matter behind the company 
in the U.S.”

Steptoe is best known for its federal white-
collar criminal trial practice, said Washington, 
D.C., partner Brian Heberlig, who chaired 
the white-collar criminal defense group in 
2016. Securities and accounting fraud and 
public corruption have been some of the 
firm’s most prominent cases, he said. 

“We are fundamentally a trial group,” 
Heberlig said. “We have a regular stream of 
federal criminal trials and our track record 
in those cases has been very strong,” he 
said. “We’ve won a lot more than we’ve lost 
and that’s not always possible to say in this 
line of work. Government has major advan-
tages in litigating federal criminal cases.”

Among its wins in 2016 is a case involving 
Steptoe’s representation of Fethullah Gulen, 
a Turkish scholar living in Pennsylvania. In 
June 2016, a federal district court dismissed 
a lawsuit against Gulen, which had been filed 
at the behest of the Turkish government 

alleging that he caused three individuals to be 
improperly prosecuted for crimes in Turkey. 

Steptoe continues to represent Gulen 
as he fights against extradition, denying 
claims that he helped orchestrate an at-
tempted coup in Turkey.

In July 2016, Steptoe secured a unanimous 
jury acquittal for ex-Acclarent CEO William 
Facteau on 14 felony charges brought by the 
government in a trial over off-label market-
ing allegations. The same jury convicted Fac-
teau and another defendant on 10 strict liabil-
ity misdemeanors. Steptoe has moved to set 
aside those convictions. 

Weingarten, the lead lawyer for Facteau, 
said he was jubilant about the felony dis-
missals. Facteau expressed gratitude.

“I thought this would be a fair fight 
and that’s just not the case—the govern-
ment has a huge advantage,” Facteau said.  
“So having someone like Reid and Step-
toe to shepherd you means you’ve got a  
fair shot.”  �   —Laura CaSTRO

Steptoe & Johnson
White Collar Winner

Reid Weingarten and Brian Heberlig

Name: Steptoe & Johnson

Founded: Washington, D.C.

Total Number of Attorneys: 477

Litigators as percentage of firm: 

50 percent

Litigators as percentage in DC:  

38 percent

Litigation partners firmwide: 78

Litigation associates firmwide: 90

D.C. Litigation Partners: 36

D.C. Litigation Associates: 44

D.C. Litigation other attorneys: 30

 Trust your instincts and know 

when to take chances.  

 Surround yourself with a  

deep and talented team,  

draw upon their different  

viewpoints and strengths  

and give them opportunities to 

help you win.  —Brian Heberlig
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