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Environmental Group Of The Year: King & Spalding 

By Keith Goldberg 

Law360, New York (January 6, 2016, 10:04 PM ET) -- From putting out enforcement fires for Kia Motors 
Corp. and an Arkansas city to representing Chevron Corp. and Halliburton Co. in high-stakes litigation in 
both the U.S. and abroad, King & Spalding LLP's breadth of environmental expertise has earned the firm 
a spot among Law360's Environmental Groups of the Year. 

 
The firm has about 100 regulatory and disputes attorneys in its environmental practice and the group's 
leader, Carol Wood, says the key to its success isn't only a deep understanding of environmental law, 
but of the science underpinning the law as well. 
 
“We've got a number of senior practitioners that have a real depth of knowledge,” Wood said. “We 
know the science and have handled so many of these cases.” 
 
The firm has also moved aggressively to expand that knowledge base. In January 2015, it brought aboard 
two former Kirkland & Ellis LLP partners to significantly beef up the firm's environmental enforcement 
expertise: Granta Nakayama, a former U.S. Environmental Protection Agency enforcement chief, and 
Ilana Saltzbart, a former senior enforcement counsel at the agency. 
 
“We already had a strong environmental group before Granta came over, but were really missing the 
piece of the puzzle of [experience] inside EPA headquarters and someone who had been at the highest 
levels of the EPA,” Wood said. “We're really doubling down on the enforcement side.” 
 
The environmental group's major regulatory work has definitely skewed more toward enforcement as 
opposed to compliance, according to Nakayama. 
 
“We're the folks that people come to when the EPA or state EPA comes after them and says we're going 
to fine you,” Nakayama said. “It's lucrative work, but it's very intense work. We are the people you call 
to fight fires.” 
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One major fire the firm helped put out was a set of accusations by the EPA that Kia, as well as Hyundai 
Motor Co., sold more than 1 million vehicles that emit much greater quantities of greenhouse gases 
than what they had certified to the agency. A federal judge in January 2015 signed off on a consent 
decree in which the automakers agreed to pay a record $100 million Clean Air Act penalty, forfeit $200 
million worth of emissions credits and invest more than $50 million in compliance measures to help 
level the playing field for responsible companies and reduce greenhouse gas emissions fueling climate 
change. 
 
Resolving these types of enforcement cases requires more than just an understanding of environmental 
law, Nakayama said. 
 
“You get the mix of environmental law and consumer law and it can become a very challenging case to 
work on,” Nakayama said. “You have the agency, you have your customers and you have the company's 
reputations.” 
 
The firm played a part in another significant enforcement settlement with the EPA, representing the city 
of Fort Smith, Arkansas, in its January 2015 agreement to spend more than $200 million over the next 12 
years upgrading its sewer system, in addition to a $300,000 civil penalty, to settle alleged violations of 
the Clean Water Act. The EPA and state regulators claimed the city reported 2,000 releases of untreated 
sewage from its municipal sewage system, causing more than 119 million gallons of raw sewage to flow 
into local waters, including the Arkansas River. 
 
Representing a municipality in an enforcement case as opposed to a private company carries a host of 
different challenges, such as getting elected officials to approve decisions and agreements, Nakayama 
said. It also carries more public scrutiny, he said. 
 
“There's a lot at stake for the communities and the environment,” Nakayama said. “It makes the process 
a lot more transparent than your typical litigation.” 
 
The practice group also had a busy year in the courtroom. It successfully represented Chevron Corp. in 
beating back a Louisiana state levee board’s multibillion-dollar suit against 88 energy companies over 
alleged oil and gas drilling damage to coastal ecosystems. 
 
The Southeast Louisiana Flood Protection Authority-East alleged in its complaint, originally filed in state 
court, that the damage has left coastal areas more vulnerable to flooding and severe weather. U.S. 
District Judge Nannette Jolivette Brown, however, found in February that the authority, which 
comprises three levee districts in and around New Orleans, failed to adequately argue any of its six 
claims. The SLPA-E is currently appealing that ruling in the Fifth Circuit. 
 
King & Spalding also scored a win for Halliburton Co. in March when an Oklahoma federal judge denied 
class certification to a group of homeowners living near a contaminated company research facility. And 
the firm is currently representing Chevron in a Permanent Court of Arbitration dispute with Ecuador in 
the Netherlands over the the so-called Lago Agrio plaintiffs' bid to enforce a $9.5 billion judgment 
handed down by an Ecuadorean court over alleged drilling pollution in the Amazon rain forest. 
 
Given the increasingly global focus on environmental issues such as climate change and energy 
production and use, Wood says the group's international workload is primed to increase. 
 



 

 

“The world has become much smaller and we have clients who have operations throughout the world,” 
Wood said. “As they have issues arise, whether it's on the regulatory side or dispute side, we expect that 
we would be a law firm of choice for clients because we have that international experience.” 
 
--Additional reporting by Juan Carlos Rodriguez, Emily Field and Y. Peter Kang. Editing by John Quinn.  
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