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Dear Judge,
 
COVID-19 has impacted the ability of many Ohioans to meet their rental obligations.  As you
may know, your local community action agencies (CAAs) have eviction assistance funds to
pay for tenant back rent and utilities, and up to 10 percent can be used for housing stability,
including eviction legal fees.  Here’s a link to the Ohio Developmental Services Agency
(ODSA) website, https://businesshelp.ohio.gov/home-relief-grant.html, so you can find the
community action agency in your area. There are still relief funds available, and I encourage
you to pass this information along to litigants in your court.   Please note, even if a tenant is
evicted, a local CAA may still be able to provide funds to the tenant for housing and as such, it
is critical to make these connections for litigants regardless of eviction status.

The National Center for State Courts has recently created a Tiny Chat on evictions which you
can find here.  In following this link, you’ll find a public service announcement video which
the National Center will customize for your court, free of charge.  The video is available in
English with subtitles in other commonly used languages.  You can then place the video on
your court’s website for the public’s access and viewing. 

The National Center also created an eviction diversion diagnostic tool. It starts with an
interview that gauges court leaders’ appetite for eviction diversion and gathers relevant
information about their jurisdictions. The final product is a document that provides them with
guidance, best practices, and information about other, similar eviction diversion programs. It
also offers advice on how court leaders might cooperate with legal aid and rental assistance
and presents them with a model eviction diversion program structure that they can implement. 

Additionally, the Ohio Access to Justice Foundation is connecting local courts with the
mediators that were trained on evictions pursuant to Temp.Sup.R. 2.01. If you are interested in
hosting an evictions mediation pilot program to assist with your backlog, please contact
Sophia Chang, the Statewide Pro Bono Director for assistance in obtaining a mediator. Ms.
Chang’s email address is schang@ohiojusticefoundation.org or she may be reached by
telephone at 614-715-8568.

Also, I want to remind you of the Supreme Court’s Evictions Report and Recommendations
which was issued in July of 2020.  This report offered recommendations on handling the
expected influx of eviction cases resulting from the pandemic.  In the report, one of the
recommendations was to build capacity in mediation services and to implement settlement
weeks.  Further resources are available in the Report, including a sample Landlord-Tenant and
Evictions Mediation Framework.  Additional considerations for courts include:

Providing rental preservation information for tenants

Providing stability information for landlords

Adopting case management strategies for handling court backlogs

Adopting a local rule on virtual hearings and accessibility to the public
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The COVID-19 pandemic has created unprecedented times for the judiciary 
and the bar of Ohio. Courts may face a surge of eviction cases due to a higher 
rate of unemployment. Landlords have justified expectations that their cases 
be heard as expeditiously as possible. Courts may already be facing a backlog 
of other civil cases due to continuances issued during the pandemic.


Strategies for Addressing a Backlog of Evictions Cases


The Supreme Court of Ohio


	 Use the Pathways Approach to Case 
Management. Match resources to the needs of 
each case. Triage civil cases into “streamlined,” 
“general,” and “complex” cases. For example, 
streamlined cases present uncomplicated 
facts and legal issues and require minimal 
judicial intervention, but close court 
supervision. Learn how to implement this 
smart approach at ncsc.org/__data/assets/
pdf_file/0020/25724/ncsc-cji-appendices-c.pdf.


	 Alternative Dispute Resolution Programs. 
Mediators can resolve eviction cases online, by 
phone, or by text-based mediation platforms. 


	 Settlement Sessions. Hold a “settlement week” 
so mediators can work with landlords and 
tenants.


	 Continue to Use Remote Hearings When 
Appropriate. Remote hearings resolve 
transportation issues that affect low-income 
families. Plus, it’s safer for everyone and you’ll 
have fewer who fail to appear.


	 Simplify Entries. Form-based entries that can 
be electronically generated save time.


	 Pre-filing Programs. Use court-sponsored 
interventions to help landlords and tenants 
resolve their issues before filing becomes 
necessary.


	 Reallocate Staff.  Appellate/visiting judges, 
magistrates, and legal interns can help until 
the backlog is eliminated.


	 Run an Extra Docket. Determine if you can 
increase your capacity.


	 Cross-Train Staff on Eviction Paperwork. Write 
easy-to-follow instructions for common tasks.


	 Listen before Planning. Solicit ideas from the 
local bar, clerks, and judicial staff for creative 
ways to deal with the coming surplus of 
hearings.


	 Communicate. Explain changes to stakeholders 
and everyone involved and update your 
court website weekly. Post resources for Legal 
Aid, pre-filing interventions, mediation, and 
community resources at the court and on your 
website. 


	 Civil Jury Trials. Try holding them virtually; 
many litigants would prefer that to having 
them postponed indefinitely.


	 Explore Off-Site Jury Trials. Auditoriums allow 
parties and juries to sit farther apart and social  
distance.


	 Night Court. Can increase the number of 
hearings you can hold, if your budget and 
staffing allow for it.


The following are case management tips courts can employ to address a surge in eviction 
cases and the backlog of other cases:
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	 “Catch-up Hours.” Offer flexible, 
uninterrupted “catch-up” hours for staff to 
process filings.


	 Take a Webinar. Check OhioCourtEDU for 
new offerings by the Supreme Court of Ohio 
Judicial College regarding evictions.


	 Offer Local Trainings or Tech Mentors. If you 
plan to have video-conference hearings, offer 
training to attorneys and judges who may be 
unfamiliar with the technology.


	 Legal Aid. Tenants often are unfamiliar with 
the court system so having an attorney to assist 
them can make the process more efficient and 
fair. 


	 Collect Email Addresses and Phone Numbers. 
A tenant in a state of housing uncertainty 
may fail to update his or her address with the 
court. The court should provide additional 
notifications of court hearings, such as by text 
or email, thus reducing failure-to-appear rates.
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Resources Available at
sc.ohio.gov/coronavirus


With thanks to the Supreme Court of Ohio 
Advisory Committee for Case Management - Covid -19 Backlog Workgroup
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Implementation of an online dispute resolution platform (see the Supreme Court’s pilot
program at ODR platform)

 
Lastly, attached you will find a new Supreme Court publication, Evictions Backlog Strategies,
which will provide guidance on how to tackle a burgeoning eviction caseload.
 
I appreciate all the effort and energy that you and your staff have provided to litigants during
the pandemic.  Unfortunately, it looks like we may not be out of the woods yet. 
 
Stay safe and God Bless.
 
Sincerely,
 
 
 

Maureen O’Connor
Chief Justice
 

https://www.supremecourt.ohio.gov/JCS/disputeResolution/OH-Resolve/default.asp
https://www.supremecourt.ohio.gov/JCS/casemng/evictionsBacklogStrategies.pdf

