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insideEthical Conflicts For The Patent
Practitioner 

DUTY TO DISCLOSE V.

CONFIDENTIALITY

The Sarbanes-Oxley Act of 2002
(“SO Act”) was intended to protect the
public from corporate fraud by requir-
ing stricter standards for corporate gov-
ernance, accounting, and financial dis-
closure. While the SO Act does not
explicitly refer to the patent activities of
a corporation, it establishes new rules
for corporate activity that may affect an
attorney’s practice of law. In particular,
the disclosure provisions of the SO Act
may directly conflict with state profes-
sional codes on maintaining client con-
fidentiality. This article addresses the
impact of the SO Act on patent attor-
neys in the context of a hypothetical by

first examining the apparent disparity
between the United States Patent
Office’s “Rule 56 duty to disclose” and
various states’ codes of professional con-
duct on maintaining client confidential-
ity. Next, possible solutions to the
apparent conflict are explored before
the effect of the SO Act is considered.
This article also reviews the responses of
the Washington and California State
Bar Associations to the SEC’s position
on the preemption of state codes of pro-
fessional conduct by the SEC regula-
tions implementing the SO Act. Lastly,
some thoughts are provided on the
potential discrepancy in outcomes for
attorneys practicing in different states,
as well as for non-state bar governed
patent agents.

see Ethical Conflicts page 11
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HYPOTHETICAL                 

THE CONFLICT

You are a patent attorney who has
been retained to prosecute a patent
application pending before the Unites
States Patent and Trademark Office
(USPTO). You become aware that the
client knows of prior art references or
activities that may be material to the
patentability of the pending patent
application. For example, the client
made an offer for sale of a product
embodying the invention being claimed
in the patent application more than one
year prior to the earliest priority filing
date of the patent application. The offer
for sale was made to another party
under a non-disclosure agreement.
Further, assume that the offer for sale
was not publicly disclosed by either the
client or the receiving party. As such,
the offer for sale, itself, is the client’s
confidential information and not public
information. However, such “offer for
sale” information is material to
patentability1 because it may still oper-
ate as a bar to patentability under 35
U.S.C. § 102(b).2 You advise your client
of the duty to disclose this information
to the Patent Office (and that the client
may have to abandon the patent appli-
cation expressly).3 The patent applica-
tion is very important to the client,4

who explicitly instructs you not to dis-
close such information to the PTO.
How do you resolve this unfortunate
conflict?5

CONFLICT ISSUES

Hopefully, most clients will choose
the legal and ethically appropriate
course of action when properly advised

Ethical
Conflicts
continued from page 1

by their attorney. However, in light of
the corporate accounting scandals in
recent years, the above scenario does not
seem improbable. Although the facts of
the hypothetical may still seem some-
what contrived, the intent is to provide
a context for analyzing the interplay
among the various rules, codes, and
duties being examined. 

The attorney in the above hypotheti-
cal is caught between conflicting profes-
sional requirements: the duty of candor
under both 37 C.F.R. § 1.56 (“Rule
56”) and the USPTO code of profes-
sional responsibility, versus the USPTO
and state rules of professional responsi-
bility governing an attorney’s duty of
confidentiality. USPTO Rule 56
requires the disclosure of any informa-
tion that is material to patentability by
individuals involved with the prepara-
tion and prosecution of a patent appli-
cation, including an attorney who pre-
pares or prosecutes the application.6

Failure to disclose material information
can be deemed inequitable conduct that
potentially carries severe penalties for
both the client7 and the patent attor-
ney.8 In contrast, both state codes9 and
USPTO codes10 of professional respon-
sibility impose a duty of confidentiality
on an attorney to maintain all informa-
tion relating to a client’s representation
in confidence.11 The patent attorney in
the above hypothetical is faced with a
dilemma of choosing between disclos-
ing the information to the USPTO, in
order to comply with the duty of candor
imposed by the federal/USPTO codes,
and maintaining the information confi-
dential under state (and possibly
USPTO) codes of professional responsi-
bility. If the duty of candor is para-
mount over the duty of confidentiality
and the attorney discloses the informa-
tion to the USPTO, the duty of confi-
dentiality may be breached, potentially
resulting in disciplinary action by the
state bar. If the duty of confidentiality is
paramount over the duty of candor and

the attorney does not disclose the infor-
mation to the USPTO, the duty of can-
dor (and duties under the USPTO
codes of professional responsibility)
may be breached, potentially resulting
in USPTO disciplinary action against
the patent attorney.12

This conflict of rules raises important
issues. How can patent attorneys main-
tain the interests of the client while pro-
tecting themselves? How does the
recently enacted SO Act affect the out-
come?

USPTO CODES OF PROFES-

SIONAL RESPONSIBILITY AND

RULE 56

The USPTO Code of Professional
Responsibility (“USPTO Code”) gov-
erns “solely the practice of patents,
trademark, and other law before the
Patent and Trademark Office.”13 The
USPTO Code most likely preempts all
state law governing attorney conduct
during prosecution before the USPTO
because it preempts state law “to the
extent necessary for the Patent and
Trademark Office to accomplish its
Federal objectives.”14 As such, the
USPTO Code governs the conduct of
patent attorneys while they prosecute
patents to the preemption of state regu-
lations such as imposed by state licens-
ing boards to the extent necessary for
the USPTO to meet its objectives.

The USPTO Code requires a patent
attorney to represent a client zealously
and preserve “the confidences and
secrets of a client.”15 The term “confi-
dences” is defined as “information pro-
tected by the attorney-client privilege
under the law.”16 The term “secret” is
defined as “other information gained in
the professional relationship that the
client has requested be held inviolate or
the disclosure of which would be
embarrassing or would be likely to be
detrimental to the client.”17 The
USPTO Code prohibits revealing confi-
dences or secrets, or using them to the
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disadvantage of the client unless the
client consents.18

The USPTO Code permits, but does
not require, revelation of confidences
under specific circumstances including
those enumerated in 37 C.F.R. §
10.57(C). However, the USPTO Code
also contains rules that would not only
permit, but also require a patent attor-
ney to disclose client confidences to the
USPTO. In particular, it is “miscon-
duct” for a patent attorney to “engage in
conduct involving dishonesty, fraud,
deceit, or misrepresentation.”19 Such
conduct specifically includes “knowing-
ly violating or causing to be violated the
requirements of § 1.56.”20 Rule 56
requires a patent attorney involved in
the prosecution of a patent application
to disclose to the USPTO all informa-
tion known to the patent attorney to be
material to patentability.21 Information
is material to patentability if it estab-
lishes a prima facie case of unpatentabil-
ity of a claim, for example, as presented
in the hypothetical above.22

Therefore, the USPTO Code explic-
itly requires a patent attorney to comply
with the duty of candor set forth in
Rule 56. Read together, Rule 56 and the
USPTO Code require a patent attorney
to disclose a client confidence where it
is necessary to fulfill the patent attor-
ney’s duty of candor under Rule 56.
Consequently, if Rule 56 is complied
with by disclosure of information in
compliance with this duty of candor,
then the USPTO Code for preserving
client confidences is not violated. As
such, there appears to be a strong argu-
ment for the patent attorney in the
hypothetical to disclose the “offer for
sale” information to the USPTO.

STATE CODES OF CONFIDENTIALITY

A fundamental principle of the client-
lawyer relationship is that the lawyer
maintains the confidentiality of infor-
mation relating to the representation.
As discussed above, the USPTO code
most likely preempts all state codes gov-

Call For Comments! 
The article by Daniel Ovanezian and Suk Lee, “Ethical Conflicts for the

Patent Practitioner,” deals with one of the most significant problems that
California Attorneys may face in practicing before the United State Patent and
Trademark Office (USPTO). The California Code of Professional
Responsibility obligates California Attorneys to meet specific ethical standards
or possibly suffer disciplinary action from the State Bar. Similarly, the USPTO
provides its own obligatory Rules of Professional Responsibility, codified in 37
C.F.R. 10. Unfortunately, some of the California rules and rules of other states
differ substantially from the comparable rule in 37 C.F.R. 10. These differences
in ethical obligations may result in a California attorney being placed in the
unenviable position of having to simultaneously abide by incompatible rules of
professional responsibility. 

The USPTO has recently proposed sweeping new rules that relate to attor-
neys practicing before the Office. The proposed rules call for 37 C.F.R 10 to be
abolished in its entirety and replaced with a new set of rules, 37 C.F.R. 11. The
new rules will, if enacted as drafted, institute new procedures and requirements
for taking the Registration Examination, determination of moral character,
attorney discipline procedures, and continuing education, and will set forth
new Rules of Professional Responsibility. The proposed changes are likely to
have great impact on the ways in which attorneys and patent agents will prac-
tice before the Office. In particular, the proposed rules may present California
attorneys with an impossible choice about which mandatory rule to follow in
cases in which the California Code of Professional Responsibility and the
Patent Office rules conflict with each other. To begin to address these complex
issues, the Intellectual Property Section of the California State Bar has formed
a Special Commission to review and comment upon the proposed new rules.

The Federal Register published the proposed rules in the December 12, 2003
issue, with a 60-day public comment period that was set to expire on February
10, 2004. Due to action by the I.P. Section, the State Bar President, the
American Bar Association, and other interested parties, the public comment
period has been extended by another 60 days, and is now set to expire June 11,
2004. If sufficient comments are submitted, with reasons why certain provi-
sions should or should not be enacted, the USPTO may revise the proposed
rules before their enactment. If there are only a few comments, the Office may
enact the rules as they currently stand.

We encourage you to review the proposed rules and provide comments to
the I.P. Section Special Commission on Patent Office Rules of Professional
Responsibility and/or to provide your comments directly to the USPTO. The
proposed rules can be found at:
http://www.uspto.gov/web/offices/com/sol/notices/68fr69442.pdf. 

Although the proposed rules and their supporting material are very extensive,
the I.P. Section encourages you to become familiar with the proposal and make
your comments heard. Please send your comments to the I.P. Section Special
Commission, c/o Ben Borson at http://www.ipcomments@ipsection.info. 

Ben Borson, J.D., Ph.D. for the Special I.P. Section Commission for USPTO Rules
of Professional Responsibility.
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erning an attorney’s conduct during the
prosecution of patents. However, any
preemption by the USPTO code would
only be applicable for activities before
the USPTO and not for activities gov-
erned by the state codes. Conduct in
compliance with the USPTO code may
not absolve an attorney from discipli-
nary action by a state for the conduct, if
such conduct violates a state bar’s codes
of professional conduct.

ABA AND MAJORITY OF STATES

Most states have adopted the
American Bar Association Model Rules
of Professional Conduct (ABA Model
Rules) or a version of the ABA Model
Rules. Although differences exist in the
professional responsibility rules of these
states, most state bars, except for the
State Bar of California, provide for the
preservation of client confidences by an
attorney. ABA Model Rule 1.6(a) states
that a “lawyer shall not reveal informa-
tion relating to representation of a client
unless the client consents after consulta-
tion . . . .” Although ABA Model Rule
1.6(b) provides exceptions to this confi-
dentiality rule, such as for acts likely to
result in imminent death or substantial
bodily harm, there is no fraud exception
as may be applied to the hypothetical
given above.

However, some states that have
adopted differing versions of the ABA
Model Rules do provide exceptions that
may encompass the above hypothetical.
For example, Massachusetts permits
revealing confidential information for
acts that will cause substantial injury to
the financial interests or property of
another.23 Texas’ state professional
responsibility rules permit revealing a
client’s confidential information to pre-
vent the client from committing a crime
or a “fraudulent act.”24 Therefore, if the
above hypothetical were encountered by
a patent attorney practicing in Texas, it
appears that such an attorney could dis-
close the client’s confidential activities

to the USPTO without fear of discipli-
nary action by the Texas State Bar.

It has been recently reported that the
ABA board has voted to loosen ethics
rules to allow lawyers to ignore client
confidentiality rules and tell authorities
of clients engaged in corporate fraud.25

Although such loosening of rules is in
response to the permissive disclosures
under the Securities and Exchange
Commission’s (SEC) new regulations
that took complete effect August 5,
2003 as mandated by the SO Act, it
may also have application in the disclo-
sure of material information to the
USPTO.

CALIFORNIA

Patent attorneys practicing in
California are in a unique situation in
that California is the only state that has
not adopted either the ABA Model
Code or a version of the ABA Model
Code. There is no explicit rule of pro-
fessional conduct in California to pro-
tect the confidentiality of client com-
munications.26 However, the California
Rules of Professional Conduct state “a
member shall not knowingly assist in,
solicit, or induce any violation of these
rules or the State Bar Act.”27 The State
Bar Act, also known as the California
Business and Professions Code, states it
is the duty of an attorney to “maintain
inviolate the confidence, and at every
peril to himself or herself to preserve the
secrets, of his or her client.”28 In addi-
tion, Rule 3-600 of the California Rules
of Professional Conduct further recog-
nizes this paramount duty of a
California attorney by stating that an
attorney “shall not violate his or her
duty of protecting all confidential infor-
mation as provided in Business and
Professions Code section 6088, division
(e).”

It should be noted that the California
Rules of Professional Conduct 5-220
requires that an attorney shall not sup-
press any evidence that there is a legal

obligation to reveal or produce.
California Business and Professions
Code § 6068(d) has a similar require-
ment. These requirements would seem
to apply to the disclosure of material
information to the USPTO as presented
in the hypothetical. However, the afore-
mentioned California Business and
Professions Code section 6068(e)
appears strict and is mandatory, even if
it causes peril to a patent attorney, for
example, in the form of disciplinary
action by the USPTO.

Therefore, if the duty of confidential-
ity imposed by California Business and
Professions Code section 6068(e) is
paramount over the USPTO Rule 56
duty of candor, and the patent attorney
does not disclose the information to the
USPTO, the duty of candor may be
breached, potentially resulting in
USPTO disciplinary actions against the
patent attorney. If the patent attorney
discloses the client’s confidential infor-
mation to the USPTO to comply with
Rule 56, California Business and
Professions Code section 6068(e) may
be breached, potentially resulting in dis-
ciplinary action by the California State
Bar.

CASE LAW

There appears to be no case law on
point that expresses a majority opinion
regarding the apparent conflict between
a patent attorney’s duty under the
USPTO rules and the patent attorney’s
duty to the client with respect to main-
taining the confidences of a client.
There appear to be indications that
would favor the opinion that the patent
attorney’s duty to the client is para-
mount. For example, Judge Newman
states in a concurring opinion in Molins
PLC v. Textron, Inc., 48 F.3d 1172, 1192
(Fed. Cir. 1995) that “an attorney’s eth-
ical obligation to each client is not
erased when a possible conflict occurs in
the USPTO. That privilege is the
client’s, not the lawyer’s. The USPTO
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resentation, perpetrated a fraud upon a
tribunal shall promptly call upon the
client to rectify the same, and if the
client refuses or is unable to do so the
practitioner shall reveal the fraud to the
tribunal.”39 As such, by not disclosing
the information to the USPTO, the
patent attorney may be in violation of
both Rule 56 and Rule 10.85 of the
USPTO Code, even if the patent attor-
ney withdraws from client representa-
tion.40

SARBANES-OXLEY ACT

OVERVIEW AND APPLICATION TO

ETHICAL CONFLICT

As mentioned in the Introduction,
the SO Act was intended to protect the
public from corporate fraud by requir-
ing stricter standards for corporate gov-
ernance, accounting, and financial dis-
closure. While the SO Act does not
explicitly refer to the patent activities of
a corporation, both the SO Act and the
SEC regulations (“SEC Regulations”)
implementing standards of professional
conduct for attorneys41 may affect both
the in-house and outside counsel’s prac-
tice of law for patent matters before the
USPTO.

The SO Act applies to publicly trad-
ed companies and creates federal protec-
tion for whistleblowers by preventing
companies from taking adverse action
against an “employee” for reporting cer-
tain company misconduct.42 The SO
Act applies to an employee of a compa-
ny who, among other activities, files,
participates, or assists in any proceeding
relating to an alleged violation of securi-
ties laws or any provision of Federal law
relating to fraud against shareholders.43

It should be emphasized that the
whistleblower protection provision of
the SO Act does not appear to apply to
outside counsel because they are not
considered “employees” of the company,
as required by the SO Act. However, the
SO Act does apply to in-house counsel.
In the above hypothetical, if the patent

nates representation may not necessarily
absolve the patent attorney’s duty to dis-
close the material information under
Rule 56. No time frame is specified for
the duty of candor in Rule 56 beyond
that the duty “exists with respect to a
pending claim until it is canceled or
withdrawn from consideration or the
application becomes abandoned.”35

Furthermore, Rule 56 states that the
individuals associated with the duty are
each “attorney or agent who prepares or
prosecutes the application.”36 Again, no
time frame is specified with respect to
such person’s duty. Moreover, the rule
does not specify whether the duty per-
tains only during the time when such
attorney is authorized to represent the
client on whose behalf the patent attor-
ney acts.

Arguably, under Rule 56 the patent
attorney had a duty to disclose the
information the instant the patent
attorney became aware of it, which
would have occurred prior to any with-
drawal or revocation of representation.
Under such reasoning, the mere fact
that the patent attorney is no longer act-
ing in a representative capacity does not
relieve the patent attorney from com-
plying with the duty the patent attorney
had while acting in a representative
capacity. The patent attorney may still
be required to disclose the information
in order to comply with Rule 56 and,
more importantly, the USPTO Code.
Again, it is “misconduct” for an attor-
ney to “engage in conduct involving
dishonesty, fraud, deceit, or misrepre-
sentation.”37 Such conduct specifically
includes “knowingly violating or caus-
ing to be violated the requirements of §
1.56.”38 Therefore, even after the patent
attorney is no longer acting in a repre-
sentative capacity, by remaining silent
in this case, the patent attorney may be
violating Rule 56. Further, the USPTO
Code states that “a practitioner who
receives information clearly establishing
that a client has in the course of the rep-

rules can not be interpreted to require
otherwise.”

Can this conflict be resolved?
Unfortunately, the answer currently
appears to be “no.” Patent attorneys are
left to deal with a conflicting mix of
state bar professional rules of conduct,
case law, and statutes (most recently the
SO Act as discussed below).

WITHDRAWAL AS A SOLUTION

Some might argue that the solution
is, and as required by USPTO Code, for
the patent attorney to withdraw from
client representation in such a con-
flict.29 The USPTO Code provides that
a practitioner shall not withdraw from
employment in a proceeding before the
Office without permission from the
Office.30 There are two categories of
withdrawal. First, a practitioner shall
withdraw from employment if the prac-
titioner knows or it is obvious that the
practitioner’s continued employment
will result in violation of a Disciplinary
Rule.31 This first type of withdrawal is
known as Mandatory Withdrawal. In
the second type of withdrawal, a practi-
tioner may request permission to with-
draw if the petitioner’s client insists that
the practitioner pursue a course of con-
duct that is illegal or that is prohibited
under a Disciplinary Rule32 or if the
practitioner’s continued employment is
likely to result in a violation of a
Disciplinary Rule.33 These two scenar-
ios are classified as Permissive
Withdrawal. Under one line of reason-
ing, by withdrawing and advising the
client of the law, and the consequences
of the failure to disclose the information
to the USPTO, the patent attorney has
done what he or she could to uphold
the law.

There has been at least one case where
a client revoked an attorney’s represen-
tation power because the attorney
intended to disclose information to the
USPTO that the client wanted to main-
tain confidential.34 Whether a patent
attorney withdraws or a client termi-
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the context of an investigation conduct-
ed by such a Federal regulatory agency.

Therefore, it appears that if the
patent attorney in the above hypotheti-
cal is an in-house attorney, the SO Act
may enable the in-house attorney to
provide information directly to the
USPTO (i.e., a Federal regulatory
agency)49 and gain whistleblower pro-
tection under the SO Act against retali-
ation by the company for disclosing the
fraudulent activity. Even though the in-
house attorney may be safe from retalia-
tion by the company, such a disclosure
by the in-house attorney runs afoul of a
state’s professional codes on maintain-
ing client confidentiality as discussed
above.

At first glance, the SEC Regulations
may seem to provide a safe harbor
against disciplinary action by a state bar.
Whether or not an attorney represent-
ing a company is in-house or outside
counsel, the SEC regulations imple-
menting the SO Act provide a safe har-
bor against state bar disciplinary action
if an attorney complies in “good faith”
with the SO Act by disclosing fraudu-
lent activity.50 However, a close inspec-
tion of the language of the Sanctions
and Disciplines Section of the SEC
Regulations51 reveals that the good faith
provision of the SEC Regulations only
applies to activities of “an attorney
appearing and practicing before the
[Securities and Exchange]
Commission.” In other words, an attor-
ney disclosing a company’s fraudulent
activities to the USPTO would not be
accorded the protection of the SEC
Regulations against a state’s disciplinary
action.

The outcome may be different if the
attorney first discloses the fraudulent
activity to the SEC, thereby potentially
making that information public. If the
information disclosed to the SEC
becomes public, any subsequent disclo-
sure of that information to the USPTO
may not constitute a disclosure of con-

fidential information. However, it can
also be argued that the attorney who
seeks safe harbor under the SEC regula-
tions is merely skirting the ethical duty
to maintain client confidentiality by
reporting to the SEC first, even though
the attorney’s actual intention is to dis-
close the client’s confidential informa-
tion to the USPTO. In effect, client
confidences are still being disclosed,
albeit indirectly, which could still sub-
ject the patent attorney to sanctions by
a state bar. Assuming for the sake of fur-
ther analysis that the prior disclosure of
the fraudulent activity to the SEC
“cleanses” the subsequent disclosure to
the USPTO, to what extent does the
“good faith” provision of the SEC
Regulations preempt state codes of pro-
fessional conduct?

PREEMPTION OF STATE RULES

Unresolved conflicts between protec-
tion under the SO Act and state profes-
sional responsibility rules place attor-
neys in a crossfire. In July 2003, the
SEC’s general counsel released a letter in
response to Washington State Bar
Association’s (WSBA) proposed opinion
(“WSBA Proposed Opinion”) 52 on the
effect of the SEC Regulations on a
Washington attorney’s obligations. The
letter asserted that state bar associations
were pre-empted by the SEC
Regulations from disciplining an attor-
ney who made voluntary disclosures of
client confidences to the SEC in
reliance on its rules.53 In response, sev-
eral state bar associations have notified,
or are in the process of notifying, their
attorneys that in absence of a judicial
ruling in favor of the SEC’s preemption
claim, the state bars will continue to
enforce their rules against disclosure of
client confidences.

At its July 25-26 board meeting, the
WSBA Board of Governors approved
and adopted the WSBA Proposed
Opinion as an Interim Formal Ethics
Opinion and subsequently notified its

attorney is in-house counsel for a com-
pany, then the SO Act is applicable to
him or her. 

The SO Act includes rules of profes-
sional responsibility for attorneys that
require them to initially report evidence
of a material violation of securities laws
or breach of fiduciary duty or similar
violation by the company, or any of its
agents, to the chief legal counsel or the
chief executive officer.44 If the counsel
or office does not appropriately respond
to the evidence, the attorney is required
to report the evidence to the board of
directors.45 Assume that in the above
hypothetical the patent attorney has
done so but his or her efforts have gone
unheeded. Can the patent attorney dis-
close the presumed fraudulent activity
to the USPTO under the provisions of
the SO Act?

While the SO Act was designed to
deter securities fraud by increasing the
reliability and accuracy of corporate
reporting, accounting, and auditing
practices, the scope of the SO Act may
also encompass a company’s patent
prosecution activities before the
USPTO. Because the procurement of a
patent may affect a company’s stock
price,46 the fraudulent procurement of a
patent (e.g., under the facts of the hypo-
thetical) may be a violation of securities
law47 that triggers application of the SO
Act. Furthermore, the whistleblower
protection provision of the SO Act may
also encompass information provided
by an employee of a company to the
USPTO because the language of the SO
Act refers to information relating to
fraud against shareholders provided to
“a Federal regulatory agency.”48 The
USPTO is a Federal regulatory agency
and Rule 56 is a provision of federal law
that relates to preventing fraud on the
public, of which shareholders are mem-
bers, thereby conceivably triggering
application of the SO Act. Moreover,
the language of § 1514A(a)(1)(a) of the
SO Act appears to apply even outside
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attorneys not to disclose client informa-
tion allowed by the SO Act unless such
disclosures are permitted by the state’s
own professional conduct rules.54

Washington’s rules of professional con-
duct only allow attorneys to disclose
client confidential information to pre-
vent the client from committing a crime
or pursuant to a court order. The notifi-
cation was issued in an interim formal
ethics opinion adopted by Washington
State Bar’s Board of Governors on July
26, 2003.55 The opinion is only an
interim opinion because of a lack of case
law on when SEC regulations pre-empt
state ethics rules, and because the bar is
considering changes to the state’s pro-
fessional conduct rules on revealing
client confidences.56 The Washington
State Bar also warned that an attorney
cannot rely on the “good faith” provi-
sion of the SO Act as a defense against a
violation of its professional conduct
rules.57 The “good faith” provision of
the SO Act attempts to protect attor-
neys from potential disciplinary action
under inconsistent state standards if the
attorney complies in good faith with the
SO Act.58

The Corporations Committee of the
State Bar’s Business Law Section also
sent a letter to the SEC notifying it that
the disclosure rule (17 C.F.R. §
205.3(d)(2)) conflicts with California
law.59 The committee also notified the
SEC that in the absence of an appellate
judgment in favor of the SEC’s pre-
emption claim, the California State Bar
may not refuse to enforce California
Business and Professions Code section
6068(e). The letter notes that the posi-
tions set forth in the letter are only
those of the Corporations Committee
and have not been adopted by the State
Bar’s Board of Governors or its mem-
bers and are not to be construed as rep-
resenting the position of the State Bar of
California.60 However, the Corporations
Committee has asked the California
State Bar’s committee on professional

responsibility to assist in preparing an
education ethics alert on this issue.
Completion of the alert was expected
before the end of 2003.61

PATENT AGENTS

Would the outcome of the above
hypothetical be different if the practi-
tioner was a patent agent rather than a
patent attorney? A patent agent is not
subject to the same state bar licensing
rules of professional conduct as a patent
attorney. A patent agent is bound by the
USPTO Code. As discussed above, a
patent agent would most likely be
required to disclose the information to
the USPTO, while not being subject to
the potential disciplinary action that
may result from a state bar’s codes of
professional conduct.62 Furthermore, if
the patent agent is an “employee” of a
publicly traded company, the whistle-
blower protection of the SO Act would
also be available to the patent agent.
This presents a dichotomy between the
patent attorney and the patent agent
under identical situations. However, a
patent agent may also be subject to a
state’s business codes.

CONCLUSION

What is a patent attorney to do? It
seems that the answer may depend on
which state the patent attorney is prac-
ticing in, with the heavier burden car-
ried by attorneys practicing in
California and in states with rules of
professional conduct similar to
California’s. Although California and
similar states require an attorney to pre-
serve a client’s confidence at peril to the
attorney, is such an action in the best
interest of a client when the confidence
relates to the perpetuation of a fraud
that may become public in the course of
time and thereby ultimately harm the
client in the form of legal actions and
negative publicity? Texas’ state bar, for
example, has deemed that it may be in
the public’s best interest, and possibly
that of a client, that an attorney disclose

the fraudulent acts of a client. However,
it appears that Washington’s and
California’s state bar associations differ.

Clearly there appears to be no ethical-
ly or legally “correct” decision on
whether the client’s or the public’s inter-
est is paramount based on the conflict
of directives from the federal govern-
ment and the state bars. What about the
best interest of the attorney? Should
each individual attorney be forced to
make his or her own ethical decision in
this matter, particularly when the deci-
sion can carry with it the loss of either a
state or federal license? Licensing has its
privileges and burdens. Until some res-
olution is provided by the state bars, the
federal government, or the judiciary, the
answer may come down to which
licensing is preferable to the individual:
state licensing to continue practicing as
an attorney in matters other than patent
prosecution or federal USPTO licensing
to continue practicing in the capacity of
a patent agent.
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