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Behind bankruptcy

Three attorneys
discuss daily challenges of
helping clients in crisis

O’Bryan has empathy for clients trapped in bad debt because of poor luck, behavior

BY MARIAM WILLIAMS | CORRESPONDENT

The pastel colors, simple cloth sofas and
unintimidating service window give
the reception area of Julie O’Bryan’s
eastern Jefferson County law office an aura of
comfort.

That’s appropriate for clients who need a
fresh start and for an attorney who never gets
tired of helping people.

“I’ve learned lessons through my clients,”
O’Bryan said. “I realize I could be in that situa-
tion.” She described the majority of her clients
as “good, honest people ... who have a noose
around their necks in terms of debt” because
of bad luck and, sometimes, irresponsible
behavior.

She said her work is particularly moving
when she deals with people who are in the situ-
ation through no fault of their own, such as a
client who lost her job because she had cancer.

Chapter 7 versus Chapter 13

O’Bryan represents individuals and couples
who are filing for Chapter 7 or Chapter 13
bankruptcy protection. Her office also handles
divorces.

During her fist interview with a client con-
sidering bankruptcy, she asks a long list of
questions about his or her assets, liabilities,
income and expenses to determine the best
course of action.

O’Bryan always tries to tell people “that
with every decision you make, there are pros
and cons, risks and benefits.”

“A benefit to Chapter 7 is complete relief
from most debts, excluding, among others, stu-
dent loans and certain types of taxes,” O’Bryan
said. Within 120 days of filing, the debtor’s
credit report should indicate a zero balance for
the debts that were discharged.

On the downside, a trustee determines which
assets are protected, and debtors surrender their
homes or businesses.

O’Bryan cited a case in which a client went
for the restructuring format of Chapter 13 after
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Julie 0’Bryan reqularly visits the federal courthouse in Louisville.

O’Bryan informed her that she would lose a
valuable, mortgage-free home in Chapter 7.

Chapter 13’s pros include giving debtors the
ability to stop foreclosure and to pay a portion
of their debt based on what they can afford in
a court-approved budget. The court watchdog,
however, can prevent debtors from getting a
loan or selling assets, and most debtors have to
follow their Chapter 13 restructuring plan for
five years, O’Bryan said.

More than 100 cases per month

O’Bryans office has seen a gradual increase
in the number of Chapter 13 filings for couples
and individuals during the past few months be-
cause of the recession. She saw a bigger surge
just before October 2005, when a change in
bankruptcy laws made it more difficult to file
for Chapter 7 bankruptcy protection.

The office files more than 100 bankruptcy

cases per month,
making it one of
the highest bank-
ruptcy filers in the
Kentuckiana area,
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O’Bryan, who believes in going to where the
clients are, said that if “you’re not giving clients
special attention with a little hand-holding —
you’re not giving them what they need.”

disposable income.
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