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From Ruben Diaz’s office in Downtown Miami there’s a clear view of the causeway that 

replaces the horizon in Biscayne Bay and connects mainland with Virginia Key. 

Although he just moved in on September 1st when he joined the firm of Hughes 

Hubbard & Reed LLP, Ruben knows the neighborhood pretty well. He points at the 

building across the street and explains that he worked there for several years  with 

Steel, Hector & Davis, and then, in the same tower, at Ernst & Young. “If I had drilled a 

hole through the floor at my Steel Hector office, you’d see my office at EY,” he jokes. 

But he didn’t always live in Miami. Ruben Diaz came from Cuba at the age of 10 with his 

mother. Like so many other immigrant young men in New York, he understood that his 

success would depend on his ability to choose a career that would make him an 

employable candidate in the competitive American jobs market. 

“I saw myself as a Lawyer,” he says. “You know,” he reflects, “I’ve been lucky, many of 

the good things that have happened to me occurred by accident.” But the truth is that 

fortune favors the prepared mind. Ruben has been wise in taking advantage of the 

opportunities that he has found along the way and has had the ability to exploit their 

fruits to the fullest. For example, the good fortune he had to be able to study in the 

Culver Academies, which allowed him to have a strong resume that would pave his way 

to Princeton. 

After finishing Law School at the University of Chicago, he returned to New York and 

took a position, for the first time, with Hughes Hubbard & Reed at One Wall St. 



 

Since those days, however, Ruben had his eye on Miami. He recognized the potential 

of the city as a bridge with Latin America and as a peaceful place to raise a family. So 

after 3 years working in New York, he moved to Miami to work with Steel, Hector & 

Davis per invitation of Shepherd King. At Steel Hector he worked closely with several 

international tax and private wealth clients; especially with the Pellas Group from 

Nicaragua. 

Later, in 1997, he was recruited by Ernst & Young as tax partner, but with the intention 

to take the lead in developing EY’s legal practice and participate in  the expansion of 

that line of service. Back then, the plan was that the firm could offer an integral service, 

going from accounting and auditing to legal consulting: “From thought to finish.” While 

the legal practice was in the process of becoming official, Ruben was put in charge of 

EY’s Latin American Business Center. 

A few years later, after the scandal that involved Andersen with the Enron case and the 

enactment of the Sarbanes-Oxley Act, when accounting firms were banned from 

providing legal services to the clients they were auditing, EY’s slogan went “from 

thought to finish” to “quality in everything we do.” 

While the world of consulting firms lost its flare for Ruben, a new opportunity -out of a 

sad event- knocked on his door. Shepherd King, his former boss and friend, had passed 

away, and Carlos Pellas reached out to him so he would join the Pellas Group as 

General Counsel. 

Even when the role of the legal department at that time was limited to corporate 

secretary activities, the Pellas Group had a wide range of businesses in banking (Grupo 

BAC), agriculture, liquor (Ron Flor de Caña), amongst others. 



 

Again, Ruben found himself in the right place at the right time. The Group decided to 

sell BAC in what would be Central America’s largest transaction, and he was tasked 

with leading and managing the whole operation. The liquidity originated from the sale of 

the bank, generated a series of investments which, in turn, spun into several 

transactions which transformed the legal department of the Pellas Group into a M&A 

boutique. 

Although a significant part of the work was done in house, Ruben had the chance to 

oversight the work of different law firms, including Hughes Hubbard. 

Happy with the services that the law firm had provided, and as per a quick reality check 

on how the world was working, Ruben started to think that the approach towards 

business in the US was starting to change. These new times required a deeper level of 

specialization and wider capacity of due diligence than what an inhouse team could 

offer. Under his leadership, the legal department of the group evolved from working as a 

legal secretary, to operating like a boutique law firm; but now the group required a 

broader range of services. 

And this is how Ruben returned to the law firm realm, as partner and co-chair of the 

Latin American practice of Hughes Hubbard, with the Pellas Group under his arm, and 

plans to replicate the experience with other corporate clients. 

After the experience of working with one of the big four, and having checked the box as 

inhouse counsel, Ruben Diaz reveals that he feels most at home in a law firm: “Since 

the client is not ‘the Boss’ and there’s no corporate hierarchy, it’s easier to provide more 

independent advice.” Nevertheless, he says that to get to this point there’s two lessons 

from the corporate world that he is thankful for. 



 

“First, lawyers are great at saying that there is a risk, but terrible at assessing the size of 

that risk,” and he adds, “as people from Central America say : ‘no ponen el huevo’  (‘they 

don’t put the egg’).” 

He explains there’s great fear, especially between lawyers of the region, in pinpointing 

problems and providing solutions in black and white, and clients appreciate clarity. 

The other lesson he brings from the other side of the fence is that not all hours are 

worth the same. Some hours are more valuable than others. And in this case, he’s not 

referring to billable hours from lawyers at different levels, but to his own hours. 

“You cannot allow that the client be afraid of what you are going to charge. It is key to 

establish trust,” he concludes. 

He then goes deeper on the billing subject: “broadly, we could say there’s two kinds of 

situation. The day-to-day of general corporate representation is the first one. These 

hours must be handled with emotional intelligence. There’s a part of the job that has to 

do with client relations, in which, sometimes, you’ll have to answer certain basic 

questions or provide clarifications on your advice, which in my opinion should be 

included in the service. You shouldn’t always have the clock running.” 

“The other situation,” he goes on, “is regarding specific projects, but for these there are 

as many formulas as there are cases.” 

Before wrapping up, the conversation steers towards the unavoidable subject: What do 

you expect from Donald Trump’s presidency? Ruben doesn’t beat much around the 

bush and says he’s worried that the President is fundamentally unpredictable. “Since he 

doesn’t have an ideology, he’s prone to doing whatever the most eloquent consultant 

tells him to do. This, of course, is bad for capital markets,” he says. But aside from this, 



 

even when at the moment seems unlikely, he considers that Trump’s anti-regulatory 

and pro-business deal views may result in more opportunities for Latin America.  

“In these complicated times the role of the lawyer is key in identifying opportunities,” he 

finishes. 

A  version of this article  originally appeared on LexLatin.  
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