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THERE ARE MORE THAN 25,000
LAWYERS IN MINNESOTA WITH
ACTIVE LICENSES. OUT OF THOSE
THOUSANDS, 28 RECEIVED PUBLIC
DISCIPLINE FOR VIOLATIONS OF
THE ETHICS RULES IN 2023.

ach year a summary of the prior year’s

public discipline appears in this column.

The purpose of this summary is largely

a cautionary tale for lawyers—one of the
reasons for public discipline, after all, is to deter
misconduct by other lawyers. Public discipline
also demonstrates to the public that the profes-
sion takes ethical misconduct seriously. The legal
system’s standing in the eyes of the public is
harmed when lawyers do not follow the rules, and
individual lawyers acting unethically can cause
great harm.

Determining the appropriate discipline for mis-
conduct is often difficult. The Minnesota Supreme
Court has decades of case law on discipline in par-
ticular cases. The abundance of case law, however,
does not always yield clear answers. Perspectives
on the adequacy of disciplinary measures change
over time. Determining the level of discipline to
recommend to the Court in public cases is one of
the more challenging tasks of the Director’s Of-
fice, and something that is not approached lightly.
Let’s review some matters resolved in 2023.

The numbers

The Court issued 46 decisions in public mat-
ters in 2023, the majority involving the imposition
of discipline. Three lawyers were disbarred, 24
suspended, one reprimanded, and two placed on
disability inactive status in lieu of discipline. Four
attorneys had their reinstatement petitions denied,
while another 12 were
reinstated to the practice
of law: two following
resignations, two after a
reinstatement hearing pro-
cess, and most from short
suspensions.

The 2023 numbers are
generally in line with the
prior year’s numbers, but
one in particular stands
out—there was only one
public reprimand, the lowest form of public
discipline. Usually there are a handful of public
reprimands, often for trust account misconduct.
Another notable number involved the reinstate-
ments denied by the Court in 2023. While two
lawyers were reinstated following reinstatement
proceedings, four were unable to meet the heavy
burden of moral change and a renewed commit-
ment to the ethical practice of law that the Court
imposes on petitioners.
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Disbarment

The three lawyers who were disbarred in 2023
were John Hernandez, Brad Ratgen, and Ignatius
Udeani. Mr. Hernandez was disbarred for the type
of misconduct that typically leads to disbarment—
misappropriation of client funds and dishonest
conduct. Across 11 matters, Mr. Hernandez
violated numerous ethics rules. Notably, Mr. Her-
nandez was only admitted to the practice of law
in 2017, but in his short legal career, he caused
a lot of havoc. He did not have prior discipline,
but once complaints started arriving, the situation
escalated fairly quickly into several public matters
that uyltimately culminated in his disbarment.

Mr. Ratgen once enjoyed an extensive personal
injury practice, but was indicted and pleaded guilty
to conspiracy to commit health care fraud relating
to his law practice. In 2023, he was sentenced to
16 months in federal prison for participating in a
scheme where he used runners to recruit auto acci-
dent victims, who were then billed for chiropractor
services not needed or incurred through chiroprac-
tors who participated in the scheme.

Mr. Udeani was disbarred for misconduct
related to his representation of clients in im-
migration matters. At one point or another, I
believe that Mr. Udeani violated all or almost all
of the ethics rules; Mr. Udeani was a particularly
troubling case because he was an immigrant to the
United States himself and ended up creating havoc
in a lot of vulnerable immigrant clients’ lives. Mr.
Udeani was suspended for three years in 2020, but
after his suspension, additional misconduct came
to light that led to his ultimate disbarment. The
Director’s Office was also appointed trustee of Mr.
Udeani’s client files (which he mostly abandoned
after his suspension and subsequent disbarment)
and is still in the process of getting hundreds of
files back to clients. Even after he was disbarred,
we continued to hear from clients who had com-
plaints against Mr. Udeani, and the Minnesota
Client Security Board is handling claims from his
clients.

Suspensions

Twenty-four lawyers were suspended for
periods ranging from 30 days to five years (the
maximum suspension short of disbarment). A
couple of the matters stand out. Julie Bruggeman
was suspended for 90 days for misconduct that
occurred in private practice before she became
the Mahnomen County Attorney. The misconduct
included multiple acts of dishonesty to cover up
delay and mistakes in a civil matter. Ms. Brugge-








