
 

COVID-19 Proposed Hearing Priorities 
Full Detail of Working Group Responses 

May 2020 
 
 
Below are the full detailed responses of constituent working groups regarding a proposed prioritization 
of hearing types following the resumption of limited court operations on June 1, 2020.  Items listed in 
these full submissions were deemed “high, medium or low” on the accompanying Excel summary not 
solely based on a determination of importance, but also with consideration given to what is realistic and 
safe with respect to timing. 
 

Chambers of Chief Justice Beasley 

Criminal Actions and Infractions  
The following proceedings are examples of some that may be heard under the Chief Justice’s Emergency 
Directives. Judicial officials should take steps to conduct these proceedings in a manner that protects 
the health and safety of all participants to the greatest extent possible.  

1. Issue of search warrants under Chapter 15A, Article 11; of administrative inspection warrants 
under Chapter 15, Article 4A; of nontestimonial identification orders under Chapter 15A, Article 
14; and of orders under Chapter 15A, Articles 12 and 16. 

2. Determination of eligibility for and conditions of pretrial release under Chapter 15A, Article 26. 
a. When determining conditions of release, in the interest of minimizing the risk of 

infection resulting from confinement of defendants in local jails, judicial officials are 
reminded of the statutory presumption against secured bonds in N.C.G.S. § 15A-534(b). 

3. Issue of criminal process under Chapter 15A, Article 17.  
a. In the interest of minimizing the risk of infection resulting from confinement of 

defendants in local jails, judicial officials are reminded of the statutory presumption in 
favor of criminal summons instead of warrants for arrest, as provided in N.C.G.S. § 15A-
304(d)(1).  

4. Initial appearances under N.C.G.S. § 15A-511.  
5. First appearances under Chapter 15A, Article 29.  
6. Probable cause hearings under Chapter 15A, Article 30.  

a. Probable cause hearings for defendants not in custody may be postponed unless the 
proceeding can be conducted remotely. 

7. Hearings on motions for modification of conditions of release (bond hearings) under Chapter 
15A, Article 26. 

8. Proceedings to appoint counsel for indigent defendants under Chapter 7A, Article 36, that occur 
outside the context of the preliminary proceedings listed in this section may be conducted in 
chambers or ex parte, as needed. 
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9. Preliminary hearings on probation violations under N.C.G.S. § 15A-1345(d) and revocation 
hearings under N.C.G.S. § 15A-1345(e) for probationers who are in custody pending their 
revocation hearings.  

10. Extradition proceedings under Chapter 15A, Article 37. 
11. Arraignments under Chapter 15A, Article 51 for defendants in custody.  
12. Proceedings to determine or review a defendant’s capacity to proceed under Chapter 15A, 

Article 56.  
13. Proceedings on petitions for writs of habeas corpus pursuant to Chapter 17. 

 
To the extent feasible, proceedings should be conducted remotely, provided that the criminal defendant 
has given informed consent to remote appearance. NCAOC has provided a standard colloquy and form 
to be used in documenting that informed consent has been given. 
 
Judicial officials are encouraged to consider interim fee applications for private assigned counsel. 
 
Judicial officials are encouraged to stay enforcement of pending orders for arrest resulting from a failure 
to appear when the underlying charge was a misdemeanor or low-level felony. 
 
Pursuant to the Chief Justice’s Emergency Directive 7, failure to pay a legal financial obligation shall not 
be considered willful during the pendency of the catastrophic conditions declaration. Judicial officials 
should not issue an order for arrest based on a failure to pay a legal financial obligation, including child 
support obligations, and are encouraged to stay enforcement of pending orders for arrest resulting from 
a failure pay a legal financial obligation. 
 
Civil Actions 
The following proceedings are examples of some that may be heard under the Chief Justice’s Emergency 
Directives. Judicial officials should take steps to conduct these proceedings in a manner that protects 
the health and safety of all participants to the greatest extent possible.  

1. Incompetency proceedings under Chapter 35A, Article 1. 
2. Civil actions to review or extend a quarantine or isolation order pursuant to N.C.G.S. § 130A-

145. 
3. All proceedings for the issue of, modification of, enforcement of, renewal of, and relief from 

domestic violence protective orders under Chapter 50B, civil no-contact orders under Chapter 
50C, and workplace violence prevention orders under Chapter 95, Article 23. 

4. Ex parte and emergency hearings pursuant to Chapter 108A, Articles 6 and 6A, for the 
protection of abused, neglected, or exploited disabled adults. Petitions for subpoenas to obtain 
financial records of older or disabled adults under Article 6A are addressed under Special 
Proceedings, below. 

5. Proceedings for temporary restraining orders (TROs) under N.C.G.S. § 1A-1, Rule 65(b). 
6. Proceedings pursuant to N.C.G.S. § 20-13.3(d2) and N.C.G.S. § 20-16.5(g) challenging civil 

revocation orders, proceedings on petitions for the issuance of a limited driving privilege, and 
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proceedings on the return of seized motor vehicles and other conveyances under N.C.G.S. 
§ 18B-504, N.C.G.S. §§ 20-28.2 and 20-28.3, and N.C.G.S. § 90-112.1. 
 

Because all filing deadlines have been extended until June 1, 2020, entry of default and default 
judgments pursuant to N.C.G.S. § 1A-1, Rule 55, should not occur until after June 1, 2020. 
 
Juvenile (Civil) Actions 
The following proceedings are examples of some that may be heard under the Chief Justice’s Emergency 
Directives. Judicial officials should take steps to conduct these proceedings in a manner that protects 
the health and safety of all participants to the greatest extent possible.  

1. Any abuse, neglect, or dependency hearing already in progress before March 16, 2020. 
2. Non-secure hearings under N.C.G.S. §§ 7B-504 and 7B-506 (including consent to juvenile 

medical care under N.C.G.S. § 7B-505.1). 
3. Adjudicatory hearings under N.C.G.S. § 7B-801(c). 
4. Initial permanency planning hearings under N.C.G.S. §§ 7B-901(d), -906.1(d)(3), or -906.1(a). 
5. Any uncontested hearing in which an order may be entered through stipulations or consent. 

Judicial officials are particularly encouraged to prioritize those matters where reunification with 
a parent, guardian, or custodian is planned. 

6. Petitions for judicial waiver of parental consent under N.C.G.S. § 7B-200(7) and Chapter 90, 
Article 1A, Part 2. 

7. Petitions under N.C.G.S. § 7B-303 to cease obstruction or interference with an assessment. 
8. Proceedings for judicial authorization of emergency treatment under N.C.G.S. § 7B-3600. 
9. Any motions or petitions of an emergency nature that, in the discretion of the presiding judge, 

require the court to proceed immediately in order to ensure the health and safety of the minor. 
 
Delinquency/Undisciplined Actions 
The following proceedings are examples of some that may be heard under the Chief Justice’s Emergency 
Directives. Judicial officials should take steps to conduct these proceedings in a manner that protects 
the health and safety of all participants to the greatest extent possible.  

1. Any delinquency or undisciplined juvenile hearing already in progress before March 16, 2020. 
2. First appearances under N.C.G.S. § 7B-1808(a). 
3. Initial nonsecure and secure custody review hearings under N.C.G.S. § 7B-1906(a). 
4. Subsequent nonsecure and secure custody review hearings under N.C.G.S. § 7B-1906(b) and 

(b1), unless the juvenile is alleged to be delinquent and consents to a waiver of a subsequent 
hearing. 

5. Probable cause hearings under N.C.G.S. § 7B-2202(a), unless waived by the juvenile. 
6. Hearings related to extension of confinement in a youth development center under N.C.G.S. § 

7B-2515. 
7. Detention hearings under the Interstate Compact for Juveniles, ICJ Rule 7-105. 
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Judicial officials are encouraged to utilize remote proceedings and to otherwise limit to the greatest 
extent feasible the need for physical appearance of a youth who is currently in a youth development 
center.  
 
Estates 
The following proceedings are examples of some that may be heard under the Chief Justice’s Emergency 
Directives. Judicial officials should take steps to conduct these proceedings in a manner that protects 
the health and safety of all participants to the greatest extent possible.   

1. For guardianship estates, all guardianship proceedings for incompetent adults under Chapter 
35A. 

2. Minor guardianship proceedings pursuant to Chapter 35A, Article 6; proceedings for the 
appointment of standby guardians for minors pursuant to Chapter 35A, Article 21; and 
proceedings to transfer a guardianship to or from another state pursuant to N.C.G.S. § 35B-30 
and 35B-31. 

3. In decedents’ estates, clerks of superior court continue to exercise jurisdiction and discretion 
over scheduling in the probate of wills and the administration of decedents’ estates and are 
encouraged to continue processing estates matters while observing appropriate social 
distancing guidelines. Clerks are encouraged to proceed with any hearing in which delay is likely 
to result in immediate, irreparable harm or prejudice to any party. 

4. Proceedings regarding powers of attorney under N.C.G.S. § 32C-1-116. 
5. Trust proceedings under Chapter 36C, Article 2, in which delay is likely to result in immediate, 

irreparable harm or prejudice to any party. 
 
Special Proceedings 
The following proceedings are examples of some that may be heard under the Chief Justice’s Emergency 
Directives. Judicial officials should take steps to conduct these proceedings in a manner that protects 
the health and safety of all participants to the greatest extent possible.  

1. Proceedings to permit the sterilization of an incompetent adult under N.C.G.S. § 35A-1245. 
2. Proceedings for the appointment of a guardian or issuance of a protective order under N.C.G.S. 

§ 35B-18(a). 
3. Proceedings for the appointment of a personal representative for mismanaged public assistance 

under N.C.G.S. § 108A-37. 
4. Proceedings for the issue of subpoenas to obtain financial records of older or disabled adults 

under Chapter 108A, Article 6A. 
5. All proceedings related to civil commitments under Chapter 122C of the General Statutes, 

including, but not limited to, judicial review of voluntary admissions and involuntary 
commitments. 
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District Court Judges 

District Criminal Court 
Note: The group recommends a meeting of key stakeholders to plan expansion of court operations in 
each district: the chief district court judge, the district attorney, the clerk of superior court, the sheriff, 
representative(s) of the private defense bar, and the public defender, where applicable.  
 
Stakeholders should make decisions based on local needs and priorities, considering the following 
factors and case classifications:  

1. Cases involving defendants in custody, including pleas, bond hearings, and other pretrial 
matters  

2. Cases involving individual victims  
3. Class A1 and 1 misdemeanors  
4. Cases with statutory time requirements for hearing: 

a. DWI cases involving vehicle seizure (G.S. 20-28.3(m)) 
b. Probable cause hearings (G.S. 15A-606) 
c. Probation violation preliminary hearings (G.S. 15A-1345(c))  

5. Chapter 20 cases with high importance to public safety  
a. Misdemeanor death by vehicle (G.S. 20-141.4) 
b. Driving while impaired (G.S. 20-138.1) 
c. Passing stopped school bus (G.S. 20-217) 

6. Case age  
7. Civil matters arising out of criminal cases  

a. Vehicle seizures (G.S. 20-28.3) 
b. Limited driving privileges (G.S. 20-20.1; G.S. 20-179.3) 
c. District Court review of pretrial civil license revocations (G.S. 20-16.5(g)) 

8. Procedures to allow district attorney or defense to add on cases in the interests of justice  
 
Regarding administrative traffic court: 

• The group does not deem it feasible to process large numbers of traffic cases in district courts in 
the near future  

• Local circumstances may allow attorneys to process cases with the district attorney by 
appointment, or by other means that allow for social distancing  

• Virtual hearings, appearance by waiver, and other online procedures should be adopted as 
appropriate to local districts, and communicated to the bar and public  

 
Domestic Court Priorities 
Note: Depending on how domestic cases are heard in your district or county, it may be possible to 
equally prioritize multiple case types in separate courts and/or at separate sessions.  In Gaston County 
we have separate sessions and courts for IV-D Child Support and 50B cases as not to mingle them with 
other temporary domestic courts.  According to Judge Gavin, Randolph County does the same. 
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1. 50b cases 
2.    Temporary Custody 
3.     Temporary Child Support                        
4.     Contempt related to child custody/visitation or child support 

       5.     Post Separation Support 
       6.     Interim Distribution 
       7.     Divorce from Bed and Board 
       8.     Permanent Hearings on Equitable Distribution, Alimony, Child Custody and Child Support 
 
----Although not listed--- Any matters that can be heard without contest and with minimal parties being 
present should be mixed in with the priority cases.  Such as Divorces (encourage summary judgment), 
motions to withdraw, consent orders etc.…. 
 
District Civil Court Priorities 
Summary Ejectments 
 

Conference of District Attorneys 

Phase 1 – “High” 
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Phase 2 – “Medium” 

 
 
Phase 3 – “Low 
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Regarding the Resumption of Jury Trials 
The Chief Justice shall permit District Attorneys to calendar cases for jury trials beginning August 3, 
2020.   
  
The Governor has currently implemented Phase I of re-opening North Carolina.  If positive projections 
continue, he will implement Phase II of re-opening May 22nd.  He has indicated that our state may stay in 
Phase II for two to four weeks.  If we enter into Phase III by the third week of June, then state operations 
will have been fully open at least 5 weeks by the time jury trials are allowed to resume August 3rd.  This 
period of time, from June 1st to August 3rd, should give District Attorneys, Judges, Defense Counsel and 
Clerks enough time to prepare for any jury trials that are set.   
  
District Attorneys should set such cases that are ready to proceed with consultation from all 
parties.  Certain case types should not be exempted on a statewide basis because individual districts 
vary greatly in their readiness to proceed and it is a local decision which cases to calendar based upon 
input from the parties involved.  Any cases can be continued as determined by a Superior Court Judge 
that the case comes before in the district. 
  
While our environment could change at any time and adjustments might need to be made or timelines 
adjusted, it is in the interest of justice that a date certain be set so that parties can being to 
appropriately prepare. 
 

Association of Court Managers 

District Court Criminal 
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District Court Civil 
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Superior Court Criminal 
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Superior Court Civil 
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Juvenile and Family Matters 

 
 

  



 

 North Carolina Judicial Branch  COVID-19 Proposed Hearing Priorities  |  Full Detail of Working Group Responses 
Page 13 of 18 

Members of the Family Law Bar 

1. Domestic Violence Chapter 50B matters [high] 
2. Emergency Custody Hearings [high] 
3. Contempt Hearings [high]  
4. Temporary child support, support modification and PSS hearings [high] 
5. 50-20 i1 motions for interim distributions, and hearings for injunctions[high] 
6. Temporary Custody hearings [high] 
7. Concluding trials in progress [high: As compared with starting new trials these matters should 

have priority] 
8. Unopposed motions, absolute divorces, motions to withdraw and consent orders [medium: 

because these are easy and do not need an in-person hearing] 
9. Trials for alimony, initial custody determinations and equitable distribution [low: because these 

trials will require more time and typically more witnesses and exhibits. We anticipate that these 
may need to be triaged to determine if they should be referred for an out of court evidentiary 
hearing to resolve of one, some or all issues]  

 
Phase 1  
June 1, 2020 until such time as the courts acquire safety infrastructure, modification of rules and 
statutes and protocols for new procedures. These phases may not be specifically defined at this point.  
Family lawyers have identified their priorities in terms of issues we believe District Courts should deal 
with first because they are the most urgent for our clients. Here is how we suggest they can be heard. 
Note: The attorney fee issue should be included in all matters in which the statute provides for attorney 
fees. 

1. Domestic Violence Chapter 50B matters [high] 
These cases are already being addressed virtually in many districts at least upon initiation. 
Plaintiffs go to a safe place, electronically transmit their claims to the court and the court 
conducts a virtual ex parte hearing to determine how to rule on the motion for a protective 
order. This technology and the infrastructure is not available statewide, but it is certainly proven 
to work.  

This is not a criminal proceeding. In addition to social distancing there is a safety issue for 
alleged victims that supports conducting the evidentiary hearings for these matters remotely. 
This would require a portal for pro-se defendants. In cases where attorneys represent parties, if 
social distancing is possible those cases can be handled in court. These would be the highest 
priority cases in view of family lawyers. Hearings should be scheduled for specific time slots and 
parties and attorneys should not enter the court until they are contacted by the clerk or bailiff. 

2. Emergency Custody Hearings 
There is a very limited basis for a court to order a change in the status quo prior to the service of 
a complaint for custody. These ex parte orders are required to return for hearing promptly. Until 
the infrastructure and requisite rules changes are in place for virtual evidentiary hearings, these 
matters will require in person judicial attention in court with appropriate safety measures. 



 

 North Carolina Judicial Branch  COVID-19 Proposed Hearing Priorities  |  Full Detail of Working Group Responses 
Page 14 of 18 

Hearings should be scheduled for specific time slots and parties and attorneys should not enter 
the court until they are contacted by the clerk or bailiff. These are the second highest priority 
issues for family lawyers.  

3. Contempt Hearings 
Show cause orders may be issued upon submission of verified pleadings alone or with a remote 
ex parte conference using the telephone or video conferencing infrastructure in place already. 
The procedures applicable to criminal trial proceedings will apply to contempt hearings since 
there is both a civil and criminal remedy available. Family lawyers are experiencing widespread 
frustration among our clients. Litigants are violating court orders with impunity as they do not 
expect judicial intervention. Unless the courts make enforcement of orders a priority, there is a 
risk of widespread failure to comply. Not only is this bad for our clients who depend on 
compliance but is a threat to the rule of law. The fair administration of justice fundamentally 
depends upon the equitable enforcement of the court's orders. For this reason, family lawyers 
prioritize hearings upon the issue of enforcement of court orders above all other matters aside 
from the emergency matters set out above. Hearings should be scheduled for specific time slots 
and parties and attorneys should not enter the court until they are contacted by the clerk or 
bailiff.  

4. Temporary child support, support modification and PSS hearings 
These issues have not been addressed in most if not all courts since March 13. All hearings 
pending at that time and all new filings are waiting for disposition. Based on our relatively 
recent experience with economic upheaval in 2008, the experience in other countries in the 
wake of COVID-19 and just plain common sense, it is reasonable to expect not only an increase 
in dissolution of marriages and separation of parents with children as a result of the stress 
caused by this social and economic disruption. We can also expect a substantial increase in pro-
se filings. The courts have the present statutory authority to render orders for post separation 
support based upon affidavits without a hearing. There is no authority for the court to render 
orders establishing or modifying child support or setting or modifying alimony without an 
evidentiary hearing.  

Family lawyers believe these issues to be an important priority. The economic fallout of this 
pandemic has been swift and devastating. The unemployment rate is 14% nationwide. Many 
economists predict unemployment will meet or exceed the jobless rate in the great depression 
before year end. The pandemic creates serious household disruption for families with children. 
There will be significant demand for both modification and establishment of financial orders. 
Families, especially children will be harmed if the courts cannot meet this demand.  

Generally, these issues may be resolved with relatively few documents and could be done 
remotely. There are already model procedures for remote hearings planned for use in Guilford 
County and perhaps other districts. Most if not all districts are equipped with laptops and 
licenses for WebEx. Many judges use Zoom. We need a template for a protocol for conducting 
these hearings remotely, authority for judge to order remote hearings and staggered scheduling 
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to reduce the need for use of courthouse facilities. When remote hearings are not possible, the 
courts should use in court time for these matters in the next order of priority. 

5. 50-20 i1 motions for interim distributions, and hearings for injunctions 
Under the present circumstances one party may have control of assets that should be shared, or 
liabilities should be apportioned pending the final equitable distribution. The court has the 
authority to make orders for interim distribution based upon information presented in 
chambers. These issues may be handled using telephone or videoconferencing by requiring the 
submission of written materials using e-mail.  

The delay in equitable distribution cases makes it more important than usual for courts to 
impose orders to prevent the waste, disappearance or conversion of property subject to 
distribution. The court can enter a temporary order ex parte however absent agreement an 
evidentiary hearing is required for injunctive relief pending an order for equitable distribution. 
The court can conduct these hearings remotely. If this is not possible, the family law bar asks the 
court to use court time to resolve these issues in the next order of priority. 

6. Temporary Custody hearings 
Absent allegations of substantial risk of bodily injury, sexual abuse or abduction, the court may 
only order a change in the status quo for a child with notice and an evidentiary hearing. Until 
the infrastructure is available for these hearings to be conducted remotely, the court will need 
to use in person court time to resolve these issues. These issues involve discerning the best 
interests of children. Family lawyers expect that the social and economic turmoil caused by the 
pandemic places children at relatively higher risk presently. We believe these issues deserve 
priority for court time.  

7. Unopposed motions, absolute divorces, motions to withdraw and consent orders 
These tasks are not priorities. However, they are squarely within what the courts can do now 
and in Phase 1. Consent orders require no notice. Motions including motions for summary 
judgement for divorce, unopposed motions and motions to withdraw only require notice. These 
properly noticed motions may be resolved without a hearing. Pursuant to N.C.G.S. 50-l0(e) the 
Clerk of Court may enter a decree of absolute divorce without a hearing.  

8. Other non-evidentiary motions 
These motions can be resolved based on briefs and affidavits in the discretion of the court if 
authorized by an appropriate rule. 

9. Concluding trials in progress 
If the courts have time to meet all of their other responsibilities and the priority matters listed 
above, the family law bar recommends that the first trials scheduled in phase one be the trials 
started before March 13 and interrupted as a result of the pandemic. Requiring the litigants in 
these cases to wait in line behind those cases scheduled for hearing after them and potentially 
cases filed after trials were started is both unfair to the litigants and inefficient for the court. 

 



 

 North Carolina Judicial Branch  COVID-19 Proposed Hearing Priorities  |  Full Detail of Working Group Responses 
Page 16 of 18 

10. Family law case triage 
Phase 1 is a perfect time for judges to sort and manage cases. There are sample protocols 
available for dividing cases into ones that are simple to resolve, need some technical assistance 
or require substantial judicial intervention. It is easy for courts to arrange for lawyers to meet 
with the court by phone or teleconference to identify issues that the court can resolve without 
evidence, to identify bottleneck issues that may be referred or to discuss and decide if all or part 
of a case should be referred and to establish deadlines. The court has authority under Rule 53 to 
refer some matters. That authority could be expanded by rule to permit the court to keep cases 
moving toward resolution without requiring people to come to the courthouse. 

11. The Chief Justice uses her emergency rulemaking authority to: 
a. Prescribe rules for remote evidentiary hearings; 
b. Authorize trial courts to mandate that hearings be held remotely; 
c. Authorize courts to refer issues of equitable distribution, alimony and child custody to 

referees/arbitrators; and 
d. Seek such statutory revisions as needed to authorize the continuation of these practices 

after the emergency. 
 

Phase 2  
During phase 2, the courts will need to constantly adjust and rebalance resources to meet priority tasks. 
Judges and personnel may have to deviate from their routines to deal with spikes in criminal, traffic, 
probation violations, IV-D child support and eviction appeals as well as dealing with short staffed 
support in the Clerk's office and Sheriff's Department. Across the state the courts will need to repair, 
replace or create new infrastructure to support a different and hopefully better way to dispose of family 
law matters. This will likely include but not be limited to the following: 

• Acquisition of hardware and software needed to conduct remote proceedings 
• Constantly evaluating technological advances and gauging public acceptance of technology 
• Development of rules and protocols to govern remote evidentiary hearings 
• Training for the judges, court personnel, attorneys and the public about new technology and 

procedures 
• Developing more user-friendly public interface methods that replace face to face meetings 

(chat, phone, e-mail, web postings, instructional videos...) 
• Working with public health officials to further modify physical facilities to accommodate social 

distancing, people working remotely, logistics, reallocation of space, signage and myriad other 
unanticipated issues 

• Securing permanent rule and statute modifications needed to ramp up new processes and   
continue them beyond the state of emergency 

• Prioritizing and allocating scarce resources to immediate, intermediate and long-term responses 
to the pandemic 

• Mobilizing and organizing the stakeholders into a productive collaborative mutually supportive 
group working to make the district courts more responsive, equitable and accessible than 
before. 
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• Developing a metric to evaluate what is tried, what succeeds and what fails around the state 
and sharing that information. 

• Helping each other deal with the stress this is causing and the inevitable letdown we will feel 
when the adrenaline disappears. 

During phase 2 some courts may be able to safely accommodate more face to face proceedings. Courts 
that initiated innovative practices should share the results so those successful processes and 
modifications can be tweaked and put into play in similar environments. Hopefully, the innovation 
forced upon us by the pandemic will create the space, time and inclination to go further to improve 
courts with innovation.  
 
Family lawyers favored making matters other than new trials the immediate priority in Phase I. In Phase 
2 the objective is to provide trial judges the tools they need to deal with the anticipated spike in new 
family law cases particularly new pro-se cases. In the family law arena, courts spend their largest blocks 
of time on high conflict custody cases, alimony cases, equitable distribution cases and at times cases 
involving both equitable distribution and alimony. The court must manage multiple witnesses, 
sequencing of experts, and the sometimes-disruptive schedules of witnesses, parties and attorneys. 
These types of trials often take days, sometimes weeks to complete particularly when judges are 
required to deal with other issues during the trial. After the evidence is presented and arguments are 
concluded, the judge must review the evidence and formulate an order, publish the order, deal with 
comments and enter the order. 
 
In order to devote adequate time to these trials, courts resort to either modifying their rotation, seeking 
a special judge or conducting hearings piecemeal over months. It is reasonable to suppose that the 
resources needed for the pandemic will make it even more difficult for courts to deal with these cases. 
The courts will need special judges and retired judges to help deal with spikes in routine matters. So, 
these resources may not be available for complex cases. Moreover, there may not be space available for 
the trial even if there is a judge. 
 
Family lawyers propose that the Chief Justice expand the reference rules and make other rulemaking 
changes needed to permit courts to mandate that parties litigate all or some of their issues before a 
referee/arbitrator. If they cannot agree, then the court should have the authority to appoint one. This 
will not be an option in every case, but it certainly will be in many cases. Upon the return of the 
reference, the court can determine whether to accept the referee's reasoned ruling or not. If the court 
accepts it, then the issue is resolved at the trial court level. The court may provide for an interim 
allocation of property to finance the reference if that is necessary. The Chief Justice should ask the 
legislature to change any statutes that prevent this innovation from continuing past the pandemic.  
 
During Phase 2 we anticipate that there may be innovations to be tried that may involve more planning 
and maybe pilot projects before they are ready to adopt. We anticipate that particular districts may 
need specific programs tailored to their needs. Family law attorneys need to participate in the design 
and execution of those programs. During Phase 2 we expect to see a great deal more remote calendar 
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calls, scheduling conferences, staggered motion hearings, remote evidentiary hearings and trials as 
judges, attorneys and the public become accustomed to the new way of doing things. 
 
Phase 3  
We may find ourselves bouncing back and forth between phases. Phase 3 should include changes in 
buildings, technology and workforce to accommodate the innovations that will be institutionalized. 
More important, the fear of change that is inherent in the customs and processes that link the courts of 
today with the first courts will relax a bit and allow the judicial branch to hold fast to the principles of 
fairness, equal access, and unbiased justice while embracing innovation. In the Family Law arena, the 
courts should explore: 

• Online dispute resolution for IV-D child support cases (Michigan model) 
• Making family support services such as parenting coordinators, parenting educators and 

guardians ad litem available state-wide for Chapter 50 custody matters 

 
Superior Court Judges 

The Superior Court Work Group endorses the work of the Court Managers Work Group as a tool that 
can be provided to local judges for their use in the exercise of individual discretion in identifying 
priorities for local Case Management. 
 
As an additional tool for local Superior Court Judges, this group is drafting a checklist of general 
considerations, taking into account special concerns relating to COVID-19, that may be used by local 
judges in crafting local policies and practice for Case Management during this expansion period. 
 
We recognize that increased demand during coming months for courtroom space, coupled with 
scheduling demands placed upon lawyers, will create an increased number of scheduling conflicts.  We 
consider that the issue of scheduling conflicts is addressed adequately by Rule 3.1 of the General Rules 
of Practice:  Guidelines for Resolving Scheduling Conflicts.  Specific note is given to the fact that under 
Rule 3.1, priority is granted with respect to the nature of the proceeding rather than the trial division in 
which the case is pending.  The Rule further provides that nothing in those guidelines is intended to 
prevent courts from voluntarily yielding a favorable scheduling position, and judges of all courts are 
urged to communicate with each other in an effort to lessen the impact of conflicts and continuances on 
all courts. 
 


