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High-profile estate disputes often capture public attention because of the
personalities involved. Beneath the headlines, these conflicts highlight all-
too-frequent issues that arise in estates of all sizes. The ongoing legal
battle between Paris Jackson and the executors of Michael Jackson’s
estate is no exception.

At its core, the dispute is not just about money – it is about how an estate is
managed, and whether litigation itself can become a drain on the very
assets that are supposed to be protected. 

The Fee Dispute

Paris Jackson recently challenged the estate’s attempt to recover
approximately $115,000 in attorneys’ fees related to an anti-SLAPP motion
filed by the executors. While the executors were successful on their motion,
Jackson argues that it was unnecessary, purely procedural, and ultimately
a “waste of resources.”

Her position reflects a broader concern: certain litigation decisions, even if
technically successful, may do little to advance the estate’s interests while
significantly increasing costs. 

The Underlying Dispute: Control, Transparency, and
Spending

The fee dispute stems from a broader challenge by Michael Jackson’s
daughter as to how the estate is being administered. Jackson has shared
concerns about: 

● Significant payments to attorneys and advisors; 
● Whether those expenditures are reasonable and necessary; and 
● the level of transparency provided to beneficiaries regarding estate

decisions. 
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Jackson’s filings suggest a belief that certain financial decisions may not be aligned with preserving estate value.
In particular, she has questioned whether the executors are exercising appropriate restraint when authorizing
substantial legal spend.

The executors, on the other hand, appear to maintain that their actions fall squarely within their authority to
manage and defend the estate. From their perspective, litigation – including procedural motions – is part of
fulfilling their fiduciary obligations, particularly when responding to challenges brought by beneficiaries.

The tension between a beneficiary seeking oversight and fiduciaries asserting discretion is a familiar one in trust
and estate litigation. 

Fiduciary Duties Are Not Just About Outcomes

Executors and personal representatives owe beneficiaries duties of loyalty, prudence, and efficiency. These
duties extend beyond final results and apply to the decisions made along the way, including whether to initiate
or aggressively pursue litigation.

In Florida, courts are increasingly willing to look not just at whether a fiduciary “won,” but whether the actions
taken were reasonable and necessary under the circumstances. A litigation strategy that drives up costs without
providing a meaningful benefit to the estate may invite scrutiny, regardless of the outcome. 

Attorneys’ Fees: Who Really Pays

One of the most common sources of conflict in estate litigation is attorneys’ fees. While fiduciaries are generally
entitled to retain counsel and pay reasonable fees from estate assets, those fees are not without limits. In Florida,
the payment of attorneys’ fees from an estate is governed by Chapter 733, Florida Statutes. These statutes
generally permit a personal representative to retain counsel and pay fees from estate assets, but only to the
extent those fees are reasonable and incurred for the benefit of the estate.

Beneficiaries therefore have the right to object, particularly where they believe that: 

● The work performed did not benefit the estate; 
● The litigation primarily served the fiduciary’s interests; and 
● The costs incurred were disproportionate to the issues at stake. 

The Jackson dispute highlights this dynamic. Even though the estate prevailed on a procedural motion, the
question remains whether the expense associated with that victory was justified. 

A Familiar Pattern

While the Jackson estate involves significant assets and public visibility, the inherent issues are common in
Florida probate litigation. Disputes often follow a predictable path: 

● Concerns about fees or compensation 
● Requests for greater transparency or accounting 
● Escalation into litigation over administrative decisions 

Who Pays for Legal Fees in Estate Litigation? Lessons from the
Michael Jackson Estate Dispute

https://www.lowndes-law.com


www.lowndes-law.com

Once that cycle begins, litigation can take on a life of its own, sometimes overshadowing the original purpose of
preserving and distributing estate assets. 

Practical Takeaways

For fiduciaries, the lesson is straightforward: every litigation decision should be evaluated through the lens of
cost, necessity, and benefit to the estate. Winning a motion is not always the same as serving the estate’s best
interests.

For beneficiaries, the Jackson case serves as a reminder that they are not without recourse. Florida law provides
mechanisms to challenge excessive fees and hold fiduciaries accountable for decisions that may diminish
estate value. 

Final Thoughts

The dispute involving Paris Jackson underscores a broader reality in estate litigation: the greatest threat to an
estate is not always market forces or investment risk. More often, it is the cost of administering and litigating the
estate itself.

In that sense, the most important question is not who wins a particular motion, but whether the estate is better
off for having fought it at all.
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