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February 26, 2026

Heather Joy Baker, Clerk
Supreme Court of New Jersey
P.O. Box 970

Trenton, New Jersey 08625-0962

Re: In the Matter of Catherine E. Youngman
Docket No. DRB 25-323
District Docket No. XIV-2020-0252E

Dear Ms. Baker:

The Disciplinary Review Board (the Board) has reviewed the motion for
discipline by consent (censure or such lesser discipline as the Board deems
appropriate) filed by the Office of Attorney Ethics (the OAE) in the above
matter, pursuant to R. 1:20-10(b). Following a review of the record, the Board
granted the motion and determined that a censure is the appropriate quantum of
discipline for respondent’s violations of RPC 3.4(c) (knowingly disobeying an
obligation under the rules of a tribunal) and RPC 8.4(d) (engaging in conduct
prejudicial to the administration of justice).

However, for the reasons set forth below, the Board determined to dismiss
the charge that respondent violated RPC 1.1(a) (engaging in gross neglect).

The stipulated facts are as follows.
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During the relevant timeframe, between April 1999 and April 2011,
respondent — an experienced bankruptcy practitioner — practiced law as a partner
at a New Jersey law firm (Firm 1) and, thereafter, between May 2011 and May
2016, practiced law as a partner at a different New Jersey law firm (Firm 2).
Since April 2016, she has practiced law as a partner at a law firm unaffiliated
with either Firm 1 or Firm 2.

In 1999, the United States Trustee for Region 3 (the U.S. Trustee)
appointed respondent to serve as a Chapter 7 bankruptcy trustee on the District
of New Jersey Bankruptcy Trustee Panel (the Trustee Panel). As an appointed
trustee, respondent understood that, pursuant to 11 U.S.C. §§ 330-331 of the
Bankruptcy Code, neither she nor the professionals she retained could receive
“reasonable compensation” for their services to the bankruptcy estates without
first obtaining approval from the United States Bankruptcy Court for the District
of New Jersey (the Bankruptcy Court). Similarly, respondent knew that,
pursuant to 11 U.S.C. § 327, she could not retain professionals to assist in the
administration of the bankruptcy estates without Bankruptcy Court approval.

Nevertheless, between December 20, 2011 and March 21, 2016,
respondent, on forty-seven occasions in connection with eleven Chapter 7
matters in which she acted as trustee, disbursed “professional fees” from those
bankruptcy estates to her law firms, totaling $2,747,945.77, without having
sought or received the Bankruptcy Court’s approval. Moreover, respondent
made some of those unauthorized disbursements before obtaining the
Bankruptcy Court’s approval to retain her law firms for professional services.

The OAE, however, maintained that it could not clearly and convincingly
establish that the Bankruptcy Court would not have approved the professional
fees that respondent unilaterally had disbursed from the eleven bankruptcy
estates to her law firms, had she properly sought approval.

Respondent, in turn, informed the OAE that, in May 2011, when she
became affiliated with Firm 2, she “felt constant pressure to generate cash flow
to support the firm’s operation.” She also had more “support staff” than she had
supervised in Firm 1, causing her to become “less involved in her files on a day-
to-day basis” and making her “unaware of some mistakes in her files.” In
addition to her responsibilities as a trustee in the eleven bankruptcy matters,
respondent “administered approximately 10,000 other cases during that” same
timeframe, while Firm 2 sought her “input on firm decisions and strategy.”
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Additionally, in contrast to her bankruptcy trustee practice with Firm 1,
respondent repeatedly filed “interim fee applications” in connection with her
bankruptcy trustee practice with Firm 2. Further, she was “aware” that Firm 2’s
finance manager, a nonlawyer, would “determine what funds were available to
pay legal fees in [r]espondent’s [t]rustee matters . . . and then present requests
for payment.”

Respondent admittedly “neither performed nor delegated” her duty to seek
the Bankruptcy Court’s authorization to disburse professional fees from the
bankruptcy estates. However, she conceded that some of the issues related to her
handling of the eleven relevant estates resulted from “different staff working on
each file simultaneously” and her “being distracted with so many demands for
her time.” Respondent also represented that she received no “direct” financial
gain from her actions.

Effective July 1, 2017, the U.S. Trustee suspended respondent, on consent,
from the Trustee Panel. Thereafter, on November 21, 2017, respondent resigned
as trustee in connection with the eleven bankruptcy estates, following which the
U.S. Trustee appointed a successor trustee (the Successor Trustee) to manage
those estates.!

The Successor Trustee observed that, prior to respondent joining Firm 2,
she had “spent many years doing trustee work correctly.” The Successor Trustee
also noted that respondent had taken professional fees, without the Bankruptcy
Court’s approval, “at convenient times for [Firm 2],” including when “bonuses”
were issued by the firm. The Successor Trustee further found that respondent
failed to “close out” the eleven bankruptcy estates and “delayed” the filing of
required final trustee reports “to avoid her errors being caught, not to generate
fees for her firm[s] or herself.” Additionally, the Successor Trustee observed
that, after the U.S. Trustee began investigating respondent, she added “time
entries” for the work she had performed in the eleven bankruptcy matters.
Moreover, although a criminal referral was made to federal prosecutors, no
criminal charges were brought against respondent.

' In June 2018, respondent resigned as trustee in connection with nearly all bankruptcy matters
under her administration. However, with the U.S. Trustee’s permission, she remained as trustee in
certain matters where a final trustee report had been sent to the U.S. Trustee for review.
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On August 13, 2019, the Bankruptcy Court referred respondent to the
Chief Judge of the United States District Court for the District of New Jersey
(the DNJ) for investigation and potential disciplinary action. On May 21, 2020,
following a disciplinary investigation, the DNJ issued an order reprimanding
respondent and, according to the disciplinary stipulation, imposing “other
related public discipline.”?

Based on the foregoing facts, respondent admittedly violated RPC 3.4(c)
by failing, between December 2011 and March 2016, to obtain the Bankruptcy
Court’s authorization to make forty-seven professional fee disbursements,
totaling $2,747,945.77, from the eleven Chapter 7 bankruptcy estates for which
she acted as trustee, in violation of the Bankruptcy Code and the procedures
governing that tribunal. Compounding her misconduct, she made “some” of her
unauthorized disbursements before the Bankruptcy Court had even authorized
her law firms to perform professional services for the estates, in further violation
of the Bankruptcy Code.

As respondent conceded, her protracted failure to comply with the
Bankruptcy Code needlessly disrupted the administration of the eleven
bankruptcy estates and required multiple investigations and the appointment of
the Successor Trustee to determine the extent of her conduct, in violation of
RPC 8.4(d). Moreover, as respondent stipulated, upon the discovery of her
unauthorized disbursements, she created time entries for the work she had
performed in connection with the eleven estates, and she delayed the resolution
of those estates to mask her misconduct.

However, the Board determined to dismiss the related RPC 1.1(a) charge
that respondent grossly neglected to comply with the requirements of the
Bankruptcy Code to obtain authorization to disburse professional fees from the
eleven bankruptcy estates. In the Board’s view, although respondent
unquestionably mishandled her administration of those estates, her failure to
comply with the procedures of the Bankruptcy Court was adequately addressed
by the RPC 3.4(c) charge.

2 For reasons that were not apparent in the record before the Board, the DNJ’s reprimand order
was sealed, despite that order indicating that it would be made public.
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Absent serious aggravation or the presence of knowing misappropriation,
the improper disbursement of entrusted funds typically results in an admonition
or a reprimand. See In re McKenna, 258 N.J. 398 (2024) (admonition for an
attorney who, while acting as an escrow agent, improperly disbursed his
$54,312.25 legal fee from $800,000 in escrowed settlement funds; although the
attorney’s clients consented to the disbursement of his fee, the attorney failed to
obtain such authorization from either the Superior Court or the other parties who
held an interest in the funds; given that the attorney previously had made
multiple, proper escrow disbursements, his failure to seek court approval in
connection with the disbursement of his legal fee was reckless; in mitigation,
the attorney had no prior discipline, and eight years had elapsed since his single
improper disbursement), and In re Casci, 231 N.J. 136 (2017) (reprimand for an
attorney who, upon termination of the representation, improperly disbursed
$106,700 in escrowed settlement funds to himself, for his legal fee, and the
remaining $518,300 in settlement funds to another law firm, in violation of a
court order; the attorney ultimately, was entitled to retain his improperly
disbursed legal fee; in mitigation, the Board weighed the aberrational nature of
the misconduct, the lack of injury to the client, and the attorney’s mistaken
reliance on the representations of replacement counsel in connection with his
unauthorized disbursements; no prior discipline).

The quantum of discipline is enhanced, however, if additional aggravating
factors are present. See In re Alfano, 238 N.J. 239 (2019) (censure for an
attorney who, while acting as an escrow agent for $40,000 that a third party had
advanced to her client, agreed to disburse those funds to the third-party upon the
closing of title to a real estate transaction; the attorney, without seeking
authorization from the third-party or confirmation that the business arrangement
between the client and the third-party had been modified, disbursed the entire
escrow amount to various parties, pursuant to the client’s instructions, for the
client’s benefit; the Board observed that the attorney’s wholesale reliance on the
representations of her client was reckless; additionally, upon realizing that she
had acted improperly, the attorney made egregious misrepresentations to her
adversary, in an effort to conceal her wrongdoing or salvage the situation; in
aggravation, the adversary suffered serious economic harm as a result of the
attorney’s actions; prior admonition for nearly identical misconduct).

Here, respondent, while a seasoned bankruptcy practitioner acting in a
fiduciary capacity, improperly disbursed bankruptcy estate funds to her law
firms toward the professional fees she and her law firms had (or, potentially,
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would have) incurred in connection with her duties as trustee, without the
Bankruptcy Court’s authorization. However, unlike the attorneys who received
discipline less than a term of suspension for their improper disbursement of
escrowed funds, respondent’s conduct spanned more than four years, during
which she engaged in forty-seven unauthorized disbursements, exceeding $2.7
million, in connection with her administration of eleven Chapter 7 bankruptcy
estates. As an experienced bankruptcy practitioner, she should have been aware
of her reckless pattern of disbursing professional fees, often at financially
“convenient times” for Firm 2, without confirming whether the Bankruptcy
Court had authorized such disbursements.

As respondent conceded, following the discovery of her actions, she
delayed the administration of the eleven estates to obscure her conduct, which
required multiple investigations and the appointment of a successor trustee. Had
she taken steps to ensure that she was disbursing professional fees from the
estates consistent with the requirements of the Bankruptcy Code, the needless
disruption to the estates and waste of judicial resources could have been avoided.

Based upon the foregoing disciplinary precedent, the Board determined
that, although respondent’s misconduct could be met with a short-term
suspension, the presence of compelling mitigation warrants the imposition of a
censure.

Specifically, unlike the censured attorney in Alfano, wherein the Board
determined that the attorney’s misconduct resulted in serious economic harm to
her adversary, the record before the Board was unclear whether respondent’s
conduct resulted in any ultimate financial harm to the estates, given that the
OAE could not demonstrate, by clear and convincing evidence, that respondent
and her law firms would not have been entitled to the professional fees had she
filed appropriate fee applications.

Further, considering that respondent appeared to have acted properly as
trustee in connection with numerous other Chapter 7 bankruptcy estates during
her more than seventeen-year service on the Trustee Panel, her misconduct
underlying the eleven estates in this matter may have been aberrational.

Additionally, unlike the circumstances in Alfano, nearly ten years have
elapsed since respondent’s misconduct concluded and, in that time, she has had
no additional discipline. See In re Alum, 162 N.J. 313 (2000) (after passage of
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eleven years with no further ethics infractions, discipline was tempered based
on ‘“considerations of remoteness”). In further contrast to Alfano, who had a
prior admonition for improperly disbursing escrowed funds, this matter
represents respondent’s first brush with the disciplinary system in her thirty-
two-year career at the bar, a factor that the Board and the Court consistently
have accorded considerable weight. See In re Convery, 166 N.J. 298,308 (2001).
Respondent also stipulated to her misconduct and, thus, conserved disciplinary
resources.

Finally, the Board accorded significant weight to the fact that the DNJ —
the jurisdiction in which respondent committed her misconduct — declined to
impose a term of suspension for her misconduct.

On balance, although respondent’s misconduct placed her upon the
precipice of suspension, based on the presence of compelling mitigation, the
Board determined, consistent with disciplinary precedent, that a censure is the
appropriate quantum of discipline necessary to protect the public and preserve
confidence in the bar.

Enclosed are the following documents:

1. Notice of motion for discipline by consent, dated December 19,
2025.

2. Stipulation of discipline by consent, dated December 17, 2025.
3. Affidavit of consent, dated December 15, 2025.
4. Ethics history, dated February 26, 2026.

Very truly yours,

/s/ Timothy M. Ellis

Timothy M. Ellis
Chief Counsel
TME/knd
Enclosures
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C: (w/0 enclosures)
Hon. Mary Catherine Cuff, P.J.A.D. (Ret.), Chair
Disciplinary Review Board (e-mail)
Johanna Barba Jones, Director
Office of Attorney Ethics (e-mail and interoffice mail)
Jennifer L. Iseman, Assistant Ethics Counsel
Office of Attorney Ethics (e-mail)
Catherine E. Youngman, Respondent (e-mail and regular mail)



