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Q&A With Sheppard Mullin’s John Chierichella 

John W. Chierichella is a partner in the Washington, D.C., office of Sheppard Mullin Richter & 
Hampton LLP and a leader in the firm's government contracts and regulated industries practice 
group. Chierichella has experience in government contract matters, including bid protests, 
claims and appeals, cost and Cost Accounting Standards issues, the U.S. General Services 
Administration's multiple award schedule program, compliance reviews and internal 
investigations, and qui tam and other False Claims Act litigation. He co-authored the leading 
book on the multiple award schedule program. 
 
Chierichella served as attorney/adviser to the secretary, Office of the General Counsel, 
Department of the Air Force, in the area of procurement law and holds a top secret national 
security clearance. 
 
Q: What is the most challenging case you've worked on, and why? 
 
A: The most challenging case on which I ever worked was a False Claims Act case in which the allegations centered on the 
design, development, test and evaluation of microelectronic technology used in classified satellite programs. The case was 
challenging for a variety of reasons. 
 
First, the technology was extraordinarily complex and the allegations spanned a period during which the technology was 
developing at a revolutionary pace. Second, almost all of the affected programs were deeply classified, which posed 
extraordinary logistical problems. Third, the damages claimed by the government dwarfed by orders of magnitude anything 
that most lawyers have ever heard of, let alone confronted. Fourth, the case took eight years to resolve. 
 
Q: What accomplishment as an attorney are you most proud of? 
 
A: I was asked on two weeks' notice to argue an appeal before the Ninth Circuit in which the client’s case — alleging a 
breach of a teaming agreement for the F-18 aircraft — had been dismissed and/or summarily adjudicated against it in the 
district court. Although I had worked on the case from its inception two years earlier, I was not the lawyer originally tabbed 
to argue the appeal. 
 
In order to prevail, we had to reverse the district court on seven distinct bases for its ruling below, on issues as diverse as 
federal preemption in the field of international fighter aircraft sales, the act of state and political question doctrines, 
Sections 1 and 2 of the Sherman Act, the indispensability of the United States to the lawsuit, and a motion to dismiss for 
failure to state a claim. 
 
It was my first experience with videotaped rehearsal of an oral argument and, while I was initially resistant to the idea, I 
have to say that it was the right way to go. We prevailed on all seven grounds and today, almost 30 years later, Northrop 
Grumman is still performing as a principal member of the F-18 team, here and around the world. I am quite proud of the 
outcome of that case and of the long lasting beneficial impact it has had and continues today to have on the client. 

John Chierichella 
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Q: What aspects of law in your practice area are in need of reform, and why? 
 
A: The government’s audit process is in need of drastic reform. When the government’s own watchdog agency, the 
Government Accountability Office, issues reports detailing the shortcomings and inadequacies of the U.S. Department of 
Defense’s lead audit agency there is little more that needs to be said. Somehow, some way, those who draft and implement 
the regulations in this area need to step back, rein in their punitive attitudes, and recognize that 1) they are not omniscient, 
2) contractors are not inherently venal and 3) “profit” is not a four letter word. 
 
Q: Where do you see the next wave of cases in your practice area coming from? 
 
A: I think the wave has already started, but has far from reached its crest. As our economic world has become more 
interdependent, parts, components and assemblies have crossed borders with increasing frequency and ease. But our maze 
of procurement laws in that area — the Buy American Act, the Trade Agreements Act, the “Berry Amendment” and a host 
of idiosyncratic, product peculiar restrictions are the legal equivalent of a black diamond ski slope with moguls. And the 
consequence of falling down here is a subpoena from your not-so-friendly Justice Department asking you for treble 
damages and penalties. 
 
The “Buy American” laws need to catch up with the realities of the commercial world, as do our restrictions on the export 
of goods, services and technical information to non-U.S. persons, whether here (working in U.S. facilities) or abroad. But the 
laws remain rooted in the past and the investigations and lawsuits have started. I believe that they will proliferate in the 
coming years. 
 
Q: Outside your own firm, name one lawyer who's impressed you and tell us why. 
 
A: I had some impressive mentors when I was young — Roger Boyd and Took Crowell in particular. Of the lawyers that are 
practicing today, Terry Albertson of Crowell & Moring [LLP] gets my vote. Terry is extraordinarily knowledgeable, with a 
wealth of practical judgment, unshakable integrity and the unquestioned respect of his peers. 
 
Q: What advice would you give to a young lawyer interested in getting into your practice area? 
 
A: Take every matter thrown your way. Make yourself indispensable to each matter to which you are assigned. Learn as 
much as you can about as many different aspects of this multifaceted thing we call “government contracts law”; when you 
find topics that energize you, make them your own — write, speak, blog. Make yourself a true subject matter expert and an 
asset to your firm and its clients. But above all, use your ears. In the long run, they will prove to be far more valuable than 
your vocal chords.  

 


