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If you could radically change somebody’s life for the 
better with one comment, would you do it? A BART 
police officer, and client of Jones|Clifford partner 
Chris Dehner, went to a fundraiser for a young 
man who was catastrophically injured and did just 
that. The fundraiser was to help pay for the massive 
medical bills that were incurred because of a horrific 
motorcycle crash which left a friend paralyzed below 
the waist.  

The paralyzed motorcycle rider never considered 
filing a lawsuit. Chris Dehner’s client had a positive 
experience with Jones|Clifford and told his friend 
to contact his attorney. That fateful advice changed 
everything. When the call was made, Mr. Dehner 
consulted with Steve Bell, a Jones|Clifford partner 
and personal injury specialist. Steve saw the potential 
for a civil lawsuit against the manufacturer of the 
motorcycle.

The injury occurred during a supercross jumping 
maneuver called “step on-step off.” Unfortunately, the 
motorcycle’s engine died mid-jump, causing a loss 
of power and angle, which resulted in a catastrophic 
crash with the motorcycle landing on the rider. Steve 
retained a team of experts and inspected the remains 

of the motorcycle. He also purchased a new exact 
model and make of the motorcycle so experts could 
perform tests to prove how the incident happened. 
Based upon laboratory results and multiple expert 
opinions, Steve was convinced that the crash was due 
to a defective part. It appeared that one wire to an 
essential component had come loose, resulting in the 
tragic accident.

A lawsuit was filed against the manufacturer of the 
motorcycle which is an international manufacturer 
and distributor.

At first the defendant claimed that it was the custom 
components installed after purchase that were to 
blame, saying they were not ‘manufacturer approved.’ 
Bell pointed out that every rider customizes their 
bike, and, in fact, the manufacturer encouraged it by 
allowing the companies who make the components to 
advertise on the rider’s uniforms.

“I actually went down to a supercross race in Southern 
California and bought some of the advertising items . 
. . we will do whatever it takes to get the best result for 
our clients,” Bell says.
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The case was sent to mediation and, Bell noted, “The defense 
attorney continually tried to argue that the custom after-market 
components were the problem, and the mediator really had no 
clue what to do. So, I refused to continue the mediation and told 
the opposing counsel let’s just get the principals in a room and 
come to an agreement - old school.” Bell was confident that the 
hours and money he invested in the case proved that the cause of 
the crash was the manufacturer’s fault. 

Months later, they all got together in one room. For hours, the 
manufacturer made excuse after excuse, which Steve consistently 
refuted. “But, by the end, even the defense attorney knew that 
their defective part was at fault,” Bell says. Eventually, they agreed 
to a very substantial financial settlement. It was a life-changing 
moment for the injured rider.  

Bell says it took a great deal of extra work to prove the case but it 
was well worth the effort. “Plus,” he says, “I still have my souvenir 
motor cross shirt.”

In the end, what is important is that a thoughtful referral from 
a friend to Jones|Clifford drastically improved someone’s life.  
Instead of being paralyzed and bankrupt, the injured rider now 
has sufficient funds to receive top-notch medical care and to meet 
his expenses.

Life-Changing Decision (Cont.)

Christopher Dahms: Too Much Hemingway 

Christopher Dahms, the latest attorney to join Jones|Clifford, 
acknowledges that when he first meets a workers' compensation 
client he is often asked about his background.

After all, it’s not every attorney whose website profile includes 
“running with the bulls” or trekking up 17,000-foot mountains.

“But” he says, “once we start talking about their case, they realize 
how serious I am about taking care of them and they realize how 
I will push for their rights.” He adds, “We have the best clients 
in the world. Many are first responders who just want to recover 
and get back to work, and they understand and appreciate how I 
fight for them.”

As for why he would attempt something as crazy as running with 
the bulls at the week-long Festival of San Fermin he laughs and 
says, “I guess I just read too much Hemingway,” referring to the 
author of The Sun Also Rises and The Dangerous Summer.

Dahms explained the running of the bulls, indicating that the 
bulls are corralled at one end of town and the bull ring where the 
bull fights take place is at the other. Barriers are placed across the 
side streets so that the only direction the bulls can run is towards 
the bull ring. “At the allotted time a gun is fired to alert those 
who run that the bulls are being released and stampeded down 
the narrow street.” 

“What a rush,” Dahms admits.

The other conversation starters on his resume, such as trekking in 
the Himalayas, came about during his time with the Peace Corps.

“I was sent to Nepal, and to get to my village I took a two 
propeller plane from Katmandu, landed on a grass field in 
Tumlingtar, and then trekked up the mountain to my post in 
Dingla. “After being there about a year, I went on what turned 
out to be an 8-day trek culminating at the peak of Mt. Gokyo 
(17,575’).” 

(He clarified that,  “Actually, it’s a 6 day hike, but I got a bit lost 
for two days.”) It was beautiful beyond imagination.

After he left the Peace Corps, his trip home to the Bay Area 
included stops in Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore, Hong Kong, 
China, USSR, Poland, Germany, and Paris.

When he got back, he earned his law degree from University of 
San Francisco and began his career in Workers’ Compensation.

“I enjoy working with people and I think I’m pretty good 
at explaining how this system works. When people are well 
informed and they know there is someone fighting for them, 
they’re reassured,” he says.

Dahms notes that he has also worked on the defense side 
of Workers’ Compensation cases and says the experience 
is invaluable. “I know what they are looking for and more 
importantly, what they are afraid of,” he says.

In all, he’s been in Workers’ Compensation for over 30 years and 
has been working with first responders for most of that time. 
“There are special laws that apply only to first responders, so it 
is important to have someone who understands the system,” he 
notes.

As far as his own interests, Dahms follows sports, reads, studies 
Buddhism and Taoism and likes photography, especially 
photojournalism. He is a former member of the Porsche Club 
of America. He has taken his Porsche 911 out on the track and 
can occasionally he can be seen riding his 1993 Harley Sportster 
around the northern California back roads.

“But,” he says, “I’m not as hard core as I once was. I know how 
dangerous it can be.”

Still, probably not as dangerous as running with the bulls in 
Pamplona.
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For many people seeking legal advice, choosing the right law firm just 
means finding someone who specializes in a particular subject area.

But Jones|Clifford Partner Alex Wong says you really need “the 
right law firm for the right case,” and he points to a recent Workers’ 
Compensation decision as the perfect example.

The case involved a firefighter, Ezekiel ‘Zeke’ Kott, who tragically 
received a cancer diagnosis after barely two years on the job with 
the Monterey County department. Wong notes Mr. Kott contacted 
another law firm that claimed to specialize in Workers’ Compensation 
for public safety officers, but was told that he had little chance of 
getting his claim accepted.

But Wong noted, “He heard about us and luckily called the office 
looking for help, and I was able to get his case accepted.” The 
firefighter, whose cancer is unfortunately terminal, now has peace 
of mind knowing that his wife and children will not be financially 
destitute.

“Most other law firms would not have won this case, but because 
Jones|Clifford has expertise representing public safety officers not 
only in Workers’ Compensation but also disability retirement matters 
and specific expertise in cancer related claims, we were able to get 
Zeke both his Workers’ Comp benefits and a disability retirement,” 
Wong pointed out.

In fact, it was a case four years ago, argued by Wong, which went up 
to the California Supreme Court that established the principle which 
was the deciding factor.

The case involves ‘cancer latency’ or the time between an exposure 
to a cancer-causing agent and the detection of cancer. By California 
statute, when public safety employees contract cancer, it is presumed 
to be job related. Previously, employers could try to rebut that 
presumption by arguing that the employee had not worked long 
enough for the work exposure to have caused the cancer.

Wong challenged this defense, successfully arguing that because some 
cancers develop quickly and some develop slowly, unless the employer 
can actually prove that the employee’s specific cancer could not have 
developed during the time the employee worked for the employer, 
regardless of general latency periods, the cancer is still work related.

The first firm that Kott consulted was apparently unfamiliar with the 
previous case. “Jones|Clifford effectively changed the law, so we knew 
the firefighter’s case should be accepted,” Wong says, adding, “The 
burden is on the employer to prove the cancer latency period. No one 
understands the law better than we do. Other firms just don’t get it.”
In this specific case, had he listened to the first firm, the consequences 

would have been tragic for Kott and his young family. “He will now 
receive both workers’ compensation and disability retirement benefits, 
and in the worst-case scenario, his family will receive his death and 
disability pension benefits,” according to Wong.

Wong points out that you really need to choose a law firm with 
expertise in the specific area of the law involving your case. “In 
Workers’ Compensation and disability retirements for first responders 
and public safety employees, Jones Clifford has that expertise,” he 
says.

Choosing the Right Law Firm 

Alex Wong

The Decision Was Easy
Zeke Kott says the first Workers Compensation firm he spoke with 
gave him little hope. The statewide law firm claimed to specialize in 
public safety law.

“I’m not even sure I talked with an attorney there, but they said 
because I had worked on the department for such a short time, they 
doubted the case would get accepted,” he says.

“But,” he continued “I happened to be talking to someone in the 
Santa Cruz department where they have two firefighters in the same 
situation. With their help and assistance from Union local 2606, I 
was given a list of names to call.”

“My father-in-law helped me call the law firms and as soon as he got 
off the phone with Mr. Wong he just said, ‘This is the one.’

“Alex said he couldn’t guarantee anything but based on his previous 
case he thought he could get my case accepted.”

“None of the other firms seemed to be familiar with the case Alex 
mentioned.”

Kott says it only took a few months for the case to get resolved, and 
while he was able to return to light duty for a time, he knew that 
would not be a permanent solution.

He was declared permanently disabled and able to leave knowing 
his family’s future was secure.

“Now I have a new appreciation for my wife and two boys and try 
to spend as much time with them as I can. I’m just grateful that I 
found Alex Wong at Jones|Clifford.”
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Jones|Clifford attorneys attended the recent meeting of 
the Marin County Bar Association where Ann Munene 

(right) was named Young Lawyer of the Year. 

In attendance were Chris Dahms, Ken Sheppard, 
Steve Bell, Melanie Carr and Chris Dehner.

Jones|Clifford associate Ann Munene has been awarded 
the Ann Diamond Young Lawyer of the Year award for 
2023 from the Marin County Bar Association. 

Before joining Jones|Clifford in 2018, Munene was a staff 
attorney at Legal Aid of Marin providing workers’ rights 
advocacy to underserved and vulnerable Marin County 
residents. She continues to advocate for employees 
in her current role, where she specializes in Workers’ 
Compensation, primarily representing public safety 
employees, and public employee retirement law.  She also 
continues to provide volunteer services in Marin, and has 
chaired the Marin County Bar Association scholarship 
committee for many years.

The award is named after Ann Diamond, a Family Law 
pioneer known for advocating for the rights of women 
and reforming family law in the state. 

Munene received the award at the Marin County Bar 
Association Annual Gala Installation Reception earlier 
this year.


