Bulk of CSB awards go to ‘particularly vulnerable’ clients of 2 lawyers
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Once again, a vanishingly small number of attorneys in FY 2024 was responsible for the bulk of the awards bestowed by the Clients’ Security Board for reimbursable losses of aggrieved former clients, according to the CSB’s recently released annual report.
One disturbing difference this year? More than 70 percent of the awards (46 of 65) went to former clients of two attorneys, Benjamin B. Tariri and George C. Maroun Jr. The pair represented immigrant clients “who were particularly vulnerable to dishonest conduct by the attorneys they trusted,” the annual report states.
On Nov. 21, 2022, bar counsel had filed a petition asserting that Tariri had misappropriated hundreds of thousands of dollars of client funds to support a gambling addiction and pay personal debts.
In one instance, Tariri had purchased lottery tickets with funds that had been placed in his IOLTA account intended for a client’s purchase of a home, bar counsel alleged. He then failed to make certain wire transfers in connection with the client’s home purchase and tried to cover his tracks by depositing money from other clients in the IOLTA account to ensure that the home purchase went through, according to bar counsel.
In another instance, Tariri repeatedly borrowed money from a client he had represented in a variety of matters and never fully repaid the loan, instead writing the client a series of bad checks, bar counsel alleged. Other clients, too, had checks returned for insufficient funds, according to bar counsel.
While Tariri had an appeal of his temporary suspension pending with the SJC, a single justice found him in contempt for failing to comply with the requirements of that suspension. On April 21, 2023, Tariri was committed to the Suffolk County House of Correction for up to 90 days but was released when he consented to disbarment.
Last Sept. 26, a Suffolk County grand jury indicted Tariri on multiple counts of fiduciary embezzlement under G.L.c. 266, §57, larceny and attempting to mislead investigators.
In addition to being responsible for the largest number of awards — 24 — Tariri accounted for the largest sum of money reimbursed by the CSB, $717,305.
As for Maroun, the Attorney General’s Office filed a civil lawsuit in 2018 alleging that he had been running an asylum scam targeting the Brazilian immigrant community.
That suit culminated in a 12-day bench trial before Superior Court Judge Christopher K. Barry-Smith in March 2022. Barry-Smith ordered Maroun to pay more than $240,000 in penalties and restitution and barred him from any future illegal immigration services.
The CSB began working in 2022 with the AG’s Office and a commissioner appointed by the SJC to contact immigrant clients who had been victimized by Maroun, the CSB’s FY 23 report notes.
Maroun was serving a two-year suspension from the practice of law meted out by Justice Elspeth B. Cypher in October 2022 when he was hit with a second bar discipline case, which was tried last year. The Board of Bar Overseers agreed with bar counsel that Barry-Smith’s order dispensed with six of the 13 counts in that second petition for discipline, which had been based directly on the judge’s factual findings.
The hearing committee recommended disbarment, which the BBO affirmed and sent on to the SJC.
The CSB’s 22 awards to Maroun’s former clients totaled $222,880.
That Tariri and Maroun had breached the trust of immigrant clients did not present any special challenge to the CSB, says its vice chair, Needham attorney Adam J. Ruttenberg.
“We take our clients as we find them,” Ruttenberg says. “There’s no restriction on what kind of client can apply to the board and get an award.”
The CSB has continued to engage a part-time translator to assist claimants who speak Portuguese and Spanish, and the CSB used a translation service to assist with claimants and witnesses who speak other languages, its report notes.
The third attorney who accounted for another big chunk of the $1.75 million CSB awarded to 65 claimants in FY24 was Andrew Piltser Cowan, who was disbarred in October 2023.
Piltser Cowan embezzled approximately $945,000 from three separate trust accounts — including an inheritance, a college fund and a client’s financial safety net — to pay for personal expenses and a misguided attempt to prop up the failing firm he had established in 2018, PiltserCowan Law, according to the AG’s Office.
Last Dec. 23, Piltser Cowan pleaded guilty in Suffolk Superior Court to three counts of fiduciary embezzlement and was sentenced to two and a half years in the House of Correction, suspended for three years, followed by three years’ probation. He was also ordered to pay $917,988 in restitution, undergo a mental health evaluation and follow any treatment deemed necessary, and not handle assets on behalf of others.
Tariri, Maroun and Piltser Cowan are three of only 11 disciplined or deceased lawyers — out of 73,000 practicing in the state — responsible for keeping the CSB busy in FY24, Ruttenberg notes.
Piltser Cowan’s actions fit the mold of the activity that generates the CSB’s largest awards, Ruttenberg notes.
“By far, the biggest awards come from situations where an attorney has been entrusted with money, either from a settlement or a divorce or a trust fund, and they abscond with it,” he says.
But there are also regular instances in which a lawyer dies before earning a fee he was paid, and there are either insufficient funds in the lawyer’s IOLTA account or inadequate records to reimburse the client.
In its report, the CSB notes that it plans to continue outreach to the bar in the coming fiscal year “so that more lawyers will take steps to leave better records and trusted representatives to assist clients in reclaiming their funds and property if lawyers experience disruptions to their practices including death.”
The most common category of claims the CSB paid was for unearned retainers or excessive fees collected by attorneys and not reimbursed. While such claims represented 83 percent of the awards paid (54 of 65), they accounted for only 20 percent of the total dollars awarded, just over $350,000.
The CSB says that one of its ongoing goals is to increase awareness of the fund it oversees. To that end, the CSB has been working to redesign its website and improve its social media presence. It is too soon for those efforts to have borne fruit through an uptick in claims, Ruttenberg says.
Of course, Ruttenberg and other members of the board are always ready to evangelize for the CSB the old-fashioned way, too.
“Every client who hires a Massachusetts attorney should know that in the rare instance they’re defrauded and have their money stolen, the other attorneys in Massachusetts have created this fund from their registration fees to get reimbursed from,” he says.
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