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In law school, Claire-Lise Kutlay gra- 
vitated toward litigation and the  
courtroom, and labor and employ-

ment law became a fit. The field offered 
what she sought: disputes with human 
consequences, an evolving regulatory 
landscape and the opportunity to re-
present individuals and institutions.
"What keeps me engaged is the com- 
bination of rigorous trial work and mean-
ingful impact for clients," Kutlay said.
A turning point came in 2018, when Kutlay 
served as one of the lead trial lawyers 
representing the former superintendent 
of the Montebello Unified School District in 
a whistleblower retaliation and wrongful 
termination trial. Her client had been 
terminated after exposing political cor-
ruption within the district, including the  
channeling of public contracts to cronies  

in violation of public contracting laws.  
The jury returned a verdict of approxim-
ately $2.8 million. The Daily Journal recog-
nized it among the top plaintiff verdicts in 
California that year, and it ranked among 
the largest single-plaintiff whistleblower 
retaliation verdicts in state history.
"It also demonstrated to me litigation is 
not about which 'side' you are on — it is 
about ensuring that the truth comes to 
light and that the law is applied fairly," 
Kutlay said.
Recently, Kutlay defended Inglewood and 
Mayor James T. Butts against Melanie 
McDade-Dickens, the mayor's former 
assistant, who alleged harassment, re- 
taliation and wrongful termination. After  
the court found McDade-Dickens com-
mitted perjury and destroyed evidence, 
Kutlay drafted the motion for summary 
judgment that resulted in dismissal. Mel- 
anie McDade-Dickens v. City of Inglewood, 
et al., 21STCV02999 (L.A. Super. Ct., filed 
Jan. 25, 2021).
Kutlay also leads a coordinated defense 
of L.A. County Deputy District Attorney 
John Lewin against three related suits 
arising from the transition between the 
Gascón and Hochman administrations.
In the Blacknell matter, Lewin's anti-SLAPP  
motion was granted; following a fee award 
in March 2026, the plaintiff dismissed 
Lewin with prejudice. Tiffiny Blacknell v.  
County of Los Angeles, et al., 25STCV-
24447 (L.A. Super. Ct., filed Aug. 20, 2025).
In the Lunsford matter, the plaintiff dis- 
missed all claims before the court ruled 
on the anti-SLAPP motion, and Lewin 
obtained fees and costs. Brock Lunsford 
v. County of Los Angeles, et al., 25STCV-

10150 (L.A. Super. Ct., filed Apr. 7, 2025). 
In the Theberge matter, which alleges 
age and gender discrimination tied to 
the Menendez resentencing, Lewin's anti-
SLAPP motion was granted. Nancy The-
berge v. County of Los Angeles, et al., 
25STCV10136 (L.A. Super. Ct., filed Apr. 
7, 2025).
"The First Amendment cannot be side- 
stepped by dressing up political grievances 
as harassment or discrimination claims," 
Kutlay said.
Kutlay points to the politicization of em-
ployment disputes as a trend. Several of 
her other matters involve claims linked 
to political transitions, election-related 
speech and the tension between public 
governance and employment law. She 
expects more employment claims rooted 
in political disagreements rather than 
workplace harms, and a legal system 
that will need frameworks to distinguish 
the two.
She also notes a surge in disability 
discrimination claims, where reasonable 
accommodation disputes have risen, 
tied to remote work and return-to-office 
policies. Under California's FEHA, the 
interactive process requirement and 
the state's definition of disability mean 
employers face exposure beyond their 
counterparts in other states.
"I counsel my clients that the interactive 
process is where cases are won or 
lost; an employer's failure to engage in 
a timely, good-faith dialogue with an 
employee who requests accommodation 
can itself constitute a separate violation, 
regardless of the ultimate employment 
decision," Kutlay said.
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