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Born Negotiator Thrives on the Toughest Cases
By D. Heimpel
Daily Journal Staff Writer

Always negotiating, Steve Mehta 
couldn’t imagine himself as any-
thing but a mediator.
 At 39, Mehta is Judicate West’s 
youngest mediator, and he directs 
his youthful energy toward resolv-
ing emotionally charged cases in-
volving elder abuse, medical mal-
practice and personal injury.
 “He looks like he’s 40, but he 
comes across like he’s 60 or 70 in 
terms of the professionalism,” said 
Michael Moran, a Tustin-based el-
der abuse plaintiff ’s attorney who 
has used Mehta many times.
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 That professionalism is some-
thing the Valencia-based mediator 
honed long before he opened his 
practice in 2002.
 He came to Santa Monica at 
age 8 from his birth city, London. 
His parents, Indian, had come to 
the States for opportunity.
 “Their’s is the typical immi-
grant story,” he said.
 For the first three months, the 
small family had only one piece 
of furniture: a mattress. Mehta re-
members not having a car for the 
first three years in America.

And already, as a young boy with 
a fast-fading British accent, he had 
the notion that through his com-
munication skills he could be a 
success. He haggled a loan from 
his father for boxes of wholesale 
chewing gum from Smart and Fi-
nal. Then he turned around and 
sold packs individually for huge 
mark up.  
 At Mehta’s college, California 
State University, Northridge, he 
got the chance to use his commu-
nication skills again, this time as 
the captain of the debate team. 
 Don Brownlee, a communica-
tions professor at the school and 

the debate team’s coach, remem-
bers a young man eager to use his 
speaking skills to bring about the 
best result. 
 “Winning did not appear to be 
his only objective”, Brownlee said. 
“There were times when he could 
have used potentially legitimate 
arguments but opted not to use 
them if he felt they were unethi-
cal”. 
 Another student, Michele 
Mann, joined the team during 
Mehta’s second year. The two fell 
in love, went to law school togeth-
er and now work side by side in 
Valencia.       (continues on next page)



Mann has her own practice, main-
ly in probate and estate manage-
ment. 
 Mehta graduated from North-
ridge with high honors in 1989. 
In national debate competitions, 
he ranked in the top 20, Brownlee 
said. 
 In 1992, Mehta took his law de-
gree from Sacramento’s McGeorge 
School of Law to Los Angeles’ Ad-
ams, Duque & Hazeltine. In 1994, 
he moved to Sherman Oaks’ Rush-
feldt, Shelly & Drake and focused 
on product liability and insurance 
bad faith while working under 
Linda Miller Savitt, now a name 
partner at Ballard Rosenberg Gol-
per  & Savitt in Universal City.
 “As a baby lawyer, he was like 
all baby lawyers,” said Savitt, who 
has used Mehta in three tough 
anti-defamation mediations. He 
had a lot to learn, but he learned 
quickly, she said. 
 She said he has the legal knowl-
edge and temperament to handle 
the hot emotions associated with 
defamation claims in small busi-
nesses, which often are run and 
staffed by relatives. 
 “The plaintiffs often feel be-
trayed by their own family,” she 
said, making the cases tough be-
cause of deep-seated emotions.  

volatile, Moran said, because they 
often are worth millions. 
 He said Mehta defuses tensions 
because he knows the value of cas-
es. Having practiced on the plain-
tiffs’ side, he knows the law well 
and can employ an authoritative 
air that keeps parties’ emotions in 
check, Moran said. 
 Mehta said he learned his skills 
from the people he has met and 
worked with along the way.
 “It’s kind of like that movie 
‘Akeelah and the Bee,’” he said.
 “In the movie, you have the 
ghetto setting and this girl training 
for a spelling bee. Everyone in the 
neighborhood became her tutor. 
You can always learn from every-
body.”
 Moran also said Mehta seems 
to have no second thoughts about 
calling lawyers at strange times.
 He remembers Mehta calling 
him from a concert at the Holly-
wood Bowl on a Friday night so 
the dispute could settle before trial 
opened Monday.
 “Who does that?” he asked. 
 Mehta attributes such energy 
to his youth and excitement about 
the future. 
 “I love that I have another 30, 
40 years of doing this. It will be 
absolutely amazing.”

 “And the defendants feel be-
trayed too because they think they 
were good to their workers,” often 
cousins, brothers and daughters. 
“Steve has a way of overcoming all 
that.”
 Roberta Burnett, a sole prac-
titioner based in Westlake Village 
who also uses Mehta in tough 
disputes, said he can help parties 
reach agreement even on “unsettle-
able” cases.
She and other attorneys attribute 
Mehta’s success to his tenacious 
negotiating style. 
 Burnett recalls a business disso-
lution case that she thought would 
never end.
 “The case went until 2 a.m. He 
stuck it out. I know it’s not his re-
cord, but it is mine,” she said. 
 Moran, who has worked with 
Mehta on elder abuse cases said 
Mehta simply won’t give up. One 
third of Mehta’s practice is in elder 
law. 
 “These cases can be really bad,” 
Moran said. 
 “They happen when something 
really bad happens to grandma. 
Grandma got a sore on her butt, 
and grandma died.
 When bereaved family mem-
bers sue, Moran said, emotions are 
at the breaking point. But, he said, 
Mehta is not. The disputes get so 
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