Companies Squabbling Over Cash
Take Dispute to Higher Authority
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Trying to collect on an unpaid bill, the Scottsdale Plaza Resort decided to do things by the book.
The Good Book, that is.
After Premier Passover, a tour operator for observant Jews, challenged more than $114,000 worth of Scottsdale's charges for an event it had held at the hotel, the Arizona resort took the unusual step of putting matters in the hands of an Orthodox rabbinical tribunal.
"This is pretty far out there," acknowledges Bill Kilburg, chief financial officer of the Dawson Companies, which owns the resort. However, "taking something to court will chew up $50,000 in fees pretty quickly," he says.
The idea of turning to a Beit Din, or "House of Judgment," came from the resort's lawyer, Steven Rudner, who had heard about the use of the tribunals in Jewish divorce cases.
Mr. Rudner thought using a Beit Din might ease tensions with the defendant, a company that organizes kosher Passover festivities. Because their business is hospitality, even when resorts are suing people, "they want to treat the client with respect,'' says Mr. Rudner, a Phoenix law-
	 
	yer who specializes in hotel litigation.
The Beit Din that Mr. Rudner contacted promised a swift and inexpensive resolution to the case.
"We don't charge for paralegal, we don't charge for secretarial [and] we don't charge for phone time, which is why it's such a bargain," says Rabbi Avraham Union, who coordinates Beit Din activities at the Rabbinical Council of California in Los Angeles.
Rabbinical law was uncharted territory for Mr. Kilburg, who isn't Jewish and confesses to knowing "virtually nothing" about the religion. To make the rabbis' decision binding, he had to sign an agreement that "was written in Yiddish," he says. (The language was actually Hebrew.) "One of the rabbis took pity on me, and translated," Mr. Kilburg says.
Earlier this month, the panel ordered Premier Passover to pay up. The hotel's case "was clear-cut in Jewish law," says Rabbi Union. A Premier Passover official says the company was disappointed but "we have great respect for the hotel for using this process." The two sides are splitting the rabbis' $2,100 fee.
"I think [the Beit Din] is fantastic,'' says Mr. Kilburg. "It would be nice if there was one in Arizona."


