
hose who have crossed paths in the 
courtroom with Tracie Renfroe, the Houston 
office managing partner at King & Spalding, 
may not be surprised to hear her say: “I'm 
happiest in a courtroom or in an international 

arbitration forum, explaining complicated environ-
mental science or technical concepts. It's a passion of 
mine.” 

Consequently, jurors have commented on her 
'command of the technical issues and understandable 
presentation of the science', according to one leading 
legal directory, as befits a lawyer whose practice spans 
a mix of the societal, technological and commercial 
challenges the energy industry faces.

The distinguished trial lawyer's practice focuses 
on toxic tort, environmental, product liability, and 
commercial disputes. In January 2016, after a decade 
at her firm's Houston office, she took on the position 
of managing partner, ceded and entrusted to her by 
her mentor Bobby Meadows. 

The culture at King & Spalding, whose growing 
energy practice is a centrepiece for the firm, means 
that managers maintain their roles as practitioners, 
therefore Renfroe's promotion did not keep her away 
from the aforementioned trial work about which she 

Texan disputes lawyer Tracie Renfroe reveals her insights and enthusiasm about the complex, yet satisfying, 
world of international and US energy disputes with environmental aspects to Shana Ting Lipton

T

ENERGY
 IS HER CALLING

is so zealous. In addition, she co-chairs the firm's 
global energy practice and has served on its policy 
committee.  

Managing lawyers in Houston

Renfroe says the relatively new managing partner 
role is more client-facing than her previous role, and 
involves increased interaction with partners at the 
firm, helping to further integrate the Houston office’s 
diverse and broad practices: “The Houston office is 
a lot of energy work, but we also have a best-in-class 
healthcare practice, restructuring, intellectual prop-
erty and transactional practice, which is very heavy in 
the energy space,” she says. 

Renfroe's roots in Texas offered a natural progres-
sion into the energy and environmental areas which 
are her lifeblood; in addition her father worked in the 
energy field. She obtained her juris doctor at her colle-
giate alma mater, Baylor University in Waco. This was 
also where she took science courses, which she says 
laid the early groundwork for her to develop the skill 
of simplifying scientific concepts for lay people in the 
courtroom. 

Renfroe began her legal career in 1985 at legacy 
firm Bracewell & Patterson (now international law 
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firm Bracewell) amid an oil crisis, and remained 
there for over two decades before joining King & 
Spalding in 2006 as a litigation partner. During her 
time at the firm, the thrust of her work has involved 
oil and gas-related contamination disputes — in both 
the litigation and arbitration arenas.

“My career has been a combination of trial work, 
largely of an environmental nature, and principally 
for energy clients,” Renfroe says, adding that her prac-
tice, especially in the last five years, has involved an 
increasing amount of oil and gas disputes. Such clients 
include Shell, Marathon Oil Company, Chevron and 
ConocoPhillips. 

An eye on international work

She recently represented the latter two in separate 
treaty disputes with Ecuador – one of which was 
a United Nations Commission on International 
Trade Law (UNCITRAL) arbitration involving 
environmental issues, among others. The other was 
an arbitration filed before Ecuador denounced the 
International Centre for Settlement of Invest-
ment Disputes (ICSID) and the ICSID Convention. 
Renfroe and her colleagues are still awaiting final 
awards in both cases.
    “Environmental claims from oil and gas produc-
tion are being litigated in many more countries 
around the world than we've seen in the past,” she 
says, citing Ecuador as an example of how her prac-
tice has “gone global”. The sort of work she had been 
doing in the US is now occurring in other countries as 
well, she explains, adding that this is generally dealt 
with in international arbitration fora like ICSID or 
UNCITRAL. 

Renfroe is also seeing a trend in the nature of the 
claims making their way across her desk. “If you 
think about the oil patches around the world and 
where some of those fields are changing operators or 
disputes by host countries with operators, often they 
will raise as a retaliatory claim an environmental 
contamination dispute,” she says. “It's a pattern we're 
starting to see now, when an investor is trying to 
recover their investment.” 

Energy price falls

Another topical shift, which is undoubtedly impacting 
firms with key energy practices, is the significant 
drop in oil prices. The already precarious situation 
was exacerbated in April with figures tumbling in the 
wake of a stalled output cap agreement among the 
world's largest producers. 

“There's no question there's been an enormous shift 
towards aggressive cost-cutting by the energy sector 
across the board,” says Renfroe of the climate precipi-
tated by the price slump. “That has resulted in oppor-
tunities for law firms like ours that are very strong and 
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have got a very broad talent base to get closer to clients 
and partner with them as we try to help them manage 
cost-conscious environments.” 

Renfroe explains that she and her team are doing 
this by finding creative ways to aggressively represent 
clients, as they always have, with more creative pricing 
concepts. This has given them the chance to conduct 
a broader array of business. “Even though we're in the 
heart of the energy capital where times are tough, our 
office is weathering the period very well,” she says.

The drop in oil prices has also prompted a flurry 
of disputes which companies or host governments 
would perhaps not have pursued in a more robust 
modern price environment, explains Renfroe. “Now, 
with the barrel prices so low, there is so much pressure 
on host countries as well as producers. Both sides are 
fighting for every nickel and dime they can get,” she 
says noting that the energy practice has seen “a defi-
nite increase in disputes work of all kinds”.

Environmental litigation, discussed

Although she has also tried conspiracy, securities 
fraud, breach of contract and professional liability 
cases, Renfroe's clear and consistent enthusiasm for 
environmental and trial work has necessarily also led 
her squarely into toxic tort and environmental litiga-
tions involving product liability claims. 

Her effective cross-examination of experts secured 
a defeat of putative property damage class actions 
relating to ethanol-blended fuels and deep injection 
well contamination for the prominent litigator. At the 
moment, she is working on product liability claims in 
a series of cases in California and Illinois.

Throughout her 31-year legal career, Renfroe has 
picked up accolades from the US and global legal 
media for her work. What more could she then wish 
for in an already rich and fruitful career? 

The managing partner concludes that she hopes to 
continue to take advantage of her relatively new role 
to get closer to clients and ascertain how to better 
serve them. She is also looking forward to riding on 
the office’s growth and hiring top-flight talent. 

Renfroe notes that many Houston firms have been 
struggling amid an influx of new firm arrivals. “We 
welcome the competition,” she says, “there are very 
few firms who have the platform we have with a broad 
practice, deep in energy and healthcare, and specialist 
teams, such as financial restructuring and IP, that you 
need in a challenging market”.

Last, but certainly not least for the veteran lawyer, 
is the prospect of further assisting young talent at 
the junior partner level and below, helping them 
to develop and grow into leadership roles. Renfroe 
says she is excited by the prospect of “bringing that 
generation into leadership and further developing our 
talent”, and rightly so. n
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