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Testimony of Catherine C. Carr, co-chair of the Philadelphia Bar Association’s Civil 

Gideon and Access to Justice Task Force 

House Democratic Policy Committee 

Public Hearing on Legal Aid for Tenants Facing Eviction, October 9, 2020 

   

Representatives Cephas, Kenyatta, and Innamorato, and other members of the House Democratic 

Policy Committee: 

 

Good afternoon. I am Catherine Carr, Adjunct Professor of Law at University of Pennsylvania 

Carey School of Law, Access to Justice Consultant, and former executive director of Community 

Legal Services, Inc., in Philadelphia. I have served for nearly 11 years, together with Joseph A. 

Sullivan, Pro Bono Counsel at Troutman Pepper, as co-chair of the Philadelphia Bar 

Association’s Civil Gideon and Access to Justice Task Force.    

 

I am pleased  to be here on behalf of the Association’s Civil Gideon and Access to Justice Task 

Force  (“Task Force”) to state our strong support for a bill to provide a right to counsel and to 

share information about the work of our Task Force that demonstrates the significant need for 

counsel for low-tenants. We believe that our experience with how Philadelphia is moving toward 

the implementation of a right to counsel for tenants can be helpful as this committee explores 

introducing legislation to create a statewide law.  

 

In 2006, the Association served as co-sponsor of the American Bar Association’s (“ABA”) 

landmark resolution calling for states and local jurisdictions to create a civil right to counsel as a 

matter of right and at public expense for low-income persons in those categories of adversarial 

proceedings where basic human needs are at stake, such as shelter, safety, child custody, health 

and sustenance,  In April 2009, the Association’s Board of Governors adopted a resolution 

endorsing the creation of a civil right to counsel and called on the Chancellor to appoint a Task 

Force to develop and implement strategies to improve access to justice, and work toward 

creating a civil right to counsel. The Task Force decided early on to focus on creating a civil 

right to counsel in two priority areas: eviction and child custody. The Task Force is a blue ribbon 

panel of members of the state and federal judiciary, executive directors of nonprofit public 

interest and legal aid programs, leaders of the private bar, representatives from law schools, and 

other stakeholders committed to improving access to justice for low-income unrepresented civil 

litigants.    

 

During the early years, the Task Force focused on developing a strategic plan to map out a 

realistic approach to achieve its mission over time. It set out to identify specific practical and 

aspirational goals for the future, including creating low-cost, volunteer-driven pilot projects to 

expand representation of low-income clients in landlord-tenant matters, and working with the 

courts on reforming procedures that directly impact unrepresented litigants. While legal aid 
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programs, including my own, have represented tenants for decades in eviction hearings, the 

limited funding for this work has meant that only a small proportion of tenants have received the 

assistance they need.  Recognizing that many members of the community were unaware of the 

full scope of the unmet need for legal assistance, the Task Force also developed and 

implemented a strategic education and communications plan to inform the legal community, 

local and state government, and the public about the unmet need for civil legal aid and the urgent 

need to improve access to the courts. Below is a brief summary of some of the Task Force’s 

work over the years.1 

 

• In 2012, the Task Force’s Housing Working Group launched the Landlord Tenant Legal 

Help Center, a collaborative project that was administered by SeniorLAW Center and 

managed by other legal aid organizational and stakeholder members of our Task Force.  

 

• In 2013, with ABA support, the Association created the “Pennsylvania Civil Legal 

Justice Coalition,” which worked with the Pennsylvania Senate Judiciary Committee to 

hold statewide hearings on the civil justice gap in Pennsylvania, and released a report 

titled Toward Equal Justice for All: Report of the Civil Legal Justice Coalition, which 

made a number of recommendations, including the creation of a statewide right to 

counsel for low-income people faced with the threatened loss of basic human needs. 

Coalition members included representatives of the Allegheny Bar Association, 

Pennsylvania Bar Association, and Philadelphia Bar Association’s Task Force.  

 

• In 2016, members of the Task Force’s Housing Work group worked to produce a 

strategic plan to address the escalating eviction crisis in Philadelphia that lead to a City 

Council hearing on the crisis planned by Task Force members, tenant advocates, and City 

Council staff in March 2017. Following the hearing, the Mayor and City Council 

allocated funding to launch the Philadelphia Eviction Prevention Project (“PEPP”), a new 

pilot project operated by a collaboration of six nonprofits that provide legal services to 

low-income tenants, including Community Legal Services, Philadelphia VIP, 

SeniorLAW Center, Legal Clinic for the Disabled, Tenant Union Representative 

Network, and Clarify. The City has funded the project for three years and it provides 

legal representation in eviction cases, an expanded in-court help center, Lawyer of the 

Day program, Court Navigators, a live tenant helpline and coordinated intake, and 

community outreach (including a comprehensive website at phillytenant.org) to assist 

tenants and prevent homelessness and displacement. Data over the past several years 

shows that 95% of the tenants helped by PEPP have successful outcomes for their 

families.  

 

• In November 2018, the Philadelphia Bar Association released a groundbreaking study, 

“The Economic Return on Investment of Providing Counsel in Philadelphia Eviction 

Cases for Low Income Tenants.”  The report was prepared on a pro bono basis by Stout 

 
1 More information about the Task Force’s advocacy efforts to create a right to counsel for low-income tenants in 

Philadelphia is summarized in the Association’s Nomination for the Harrison Tweed Award posted on the American 

Bar Association’s website at 

https://www.americanbar.org/groups/legal_aid_indigent_defense/awards/harrison_tweed_award/harrison_tweed_cur

rent/.  

https://www.philadelphiabar.org/WebObjects/PBA.woa/Contents/WebServerResources/CMSResources/ReportoftheCivilLegalJusticeCoalition.pdf
http://www.phillytenant.org/
https://www.philadelphiabar.org/WebObjects/PBA.woa/Contents/WebServerResources/CMSResources/PhiladelphiaEvictionsReport.pdf
https://www.philadelphiabar.org/WebObjects/PBA.woa/Contents/WebServerResources/CMSResources/PhiladelphiaEvictionsReport.pdf
https://www.americanbar.org/groups/legal_aid_indigent_defense/awards/harrison_tweed_award/harrison_tweed_current/
https://www.americanbar.org/groups/legal_aid_indigent_defense/awards/harrison_tweed_award/harrison_tweed_current/
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Risius Ross, LLC (“Stout”), a leading valuation advisory, investment banking, dispute 

consulting, and management consulting firm.  The Stout report found that if Philadelphia 

invested $3.5 million per year to fund counsel for eligible low-income tenants facing 

eviction, the city would save $45.2 million per year in costs and expenses, a return of 

over $12 for every $1 spent. Quantifiable costs that would be saved include costs for 

evicted and newly-homeless persons; inpatient hospital costs; emergency room 

treatments; and mental health costs. The study also discusses how evictions lead to less 

easily quantifiable effects relating to job loss, poor performance by children in schools, 

higher rates of juvenile delinquency, family instability, other social problems, and an 

increased administrative burden on the court system. 
 

Stout determined that representation by a lawyer makes an impact on the outcome of an 

eviction case: with a lawyer,  95%  of low-income tenants avoid disruptive  displacement 

– only 5% are displaced; without a lawyer, 78% of tenants are disruptively displaced. 

Stout also determined that if the city invested $3.5 million in funding a year for counsel 

for low-income tenants, approximately 14,000 people (in 4,400 households) will be 

assisted in avoiding disruptive displacement each year.  

 

• Following the release of the Stout report, on November 14, 2019, Philadelphia City 

Council passed Bill No. 190386, Legal Representation in Landlord Tenant Court, 

creating a civil right to counsel for low-income tenants. The Ordinance is scheduled to be 

implemented over a five-year period. The process of creating regulations governing the 

implementation of this Ordinance, which were being vetted by a group of stakeholders 

including PEPP partner legal aid organizations and members of the Task Force, was 

stalled early in 2020 due to the outbreak of the pandemic.  

  

COVID-19 has created a national emergency.  With its high poverty rate, Philadelphia is being 

hit hard, both by the virus itself and by its devastating economic consequences. Despite being the 

sixth-largest city in the U.S., Philadelphia ranks fourth in total evictions, with over 20,000 cases 

filed each year. Evictions are complicated legal proceedings, which require legal help in order 

for the rights of tenants to be asserted and protected, but only 11% of tenants facing eviction 

have a lawyer, in contrast with 80% of landlords.  

 

PEPP has already been enormously successful in using best practices to prevent homelessness 

and eviction. And throughout the COVID-19 crisis, PEPP has been more important than ever. 

Because of the city’s investment in PEPP, PEPP advocates were able to immediately respond to 

the COVID-19 crisis by advocating for the courts to close and for a moratorium on eviction 

lockouts, as well as continuing access to the hotline by working remotely, responding to tenants, 

advising on working out payment agreements with landlords and, ensuring emergency repairs. 

These advocates, led by the long-time provider of eviction representation Community Legal 

Services, have seamlessly moved community education and outreach online and put together 

vital informational flyers to alert tenants of their rights. They have connected tenants impacted 

by COVID-19 with rental assistance programs, a new eviction diversion program, and other 

resources.  During the COVID-19 crisis, PEPP has also assisted hundreds of renters facing illegal 

lockout evictions, ensuring their homes are safe, and helping Philadelphians who have lost their 

https://phila.legistar.com/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=3943568&GUID=EC5846F5-CECE-414F-A9F4-CA2F49D698B1&Options=ID%7CText%7C&Search=%22eviction%22
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income. Philadelphia’s tenants have been better able to maintain stable housing and keep safely 

in their homes during this pandemic due to the advocacy of the PEPP partners.  

 

Legal aid will be crucial in the coming year across the state as Pennsylvania faces a tidal wave of 

evictions intensified by the pandemic. Rental assistance will be available to help some tenants, 

but most tenants who are facing overwhelming economic hardship will need legal services to 

avoid eviction and disruptive displacement.  Now, more than ever, counsel is essential to 

represent tenants, provide critical information, and advocate with the courts to stabilize housing 

for low income families. In the midst of a dire public health crisis, if renters cannot access legal 

representation, tenants will experience increased homelessness and will be forced to reside in 

overwhelmed shelters or overcrowded dwellings with family and friends. This could lead to a 

spread of the virus and the need to shut down much of our economy, as well as increased harms 

to tenants and a significant negative impact on local and state budgets.   

  

While Philadelphia’s work to provide counsel to tenants has already made a critical difference in 

housing stability, sustained future funding by the city is uncertain.  It is time for the state 

government to step in and assure that all tenants across the state are provided with counsel to 

prevent evictions where tenants have rights that need to be enforced. The model Philadelphia has 

established and the work that Philadelphia has begun can be replicated across the 

Commonwealth with support from the legislature. This is a matter of justice as well as public 

health.  

 

We urge this committee to recognize that the right to counsel for tenants is a growing national 

movement. Our study has shown that providing counsel is not simply money well spent, but 

indeed money that will show a positive financial return in the reduction of other costs that result 

from evicting families and causing hardship and trauma that health care, education and social 

service providers must later deal with. 

 

The details of the provision of a right to counsel are not simple, as experience shows both in 

New York City where the right is still being rolled out, and in Philadelphia where the program 

regulations have yet to be finalized. We urge your committee to work with experienced legal aid 

providers across the state to establish the details of a program and quickly unroll a program to 

provide equal justice across the Commonwealth.  

 

The Task Force stands ready to participate in future policy hearings and a stakeholders’ process 

to share our experiences and further explore the design of a statewide right to counsel program, 

which would include adequate and equitable funding statewide.  

 

Thank you for holding this hearing and for this opportunity to provide testimony on this critical 

issue.  

 

Respectfully submitted, 

 

 

Catherine Carr, Esq. 

Co-Chair of the Philadelphia Bar Association’s Civil Gideon and Access to Justice Task Force  


