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How eviction can haunt Monroe County tenants forever
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Stephen Wilbur holds a folder of housing documents next to his dogs Oct. 7, 2021, in his home. Wilbur is facing the possibility of
being evicted from his home after having to leave his previous residence in April 2021. Sasha Sears

By Emma Uber
Published Yesterday

To fight an eviction in a pandemic, tenants had to attend their eviction hearings over Zoom. They often joined the virtual
courtroom from the very homes they stood to lose.

They learned their eviction verdicts sitting in living rooms, kitchens and bedrooms momentarily turned into
courtrooms.

A framed family photo hung over the shoulder of one woman, a table cluttered with art supplies stood behind one man.
Another man joined the virtual hearing from his cellphone while sitting in a car packed full of his possessions.

e other man’s belongings:
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Monroe County’s switch to virtual eviction hearings offers glimpses of tenants’ lives never seen during in-person court
hearings.

On Nov. 17, Stephen Wilbur joined court from his cellphone. The judge, attorneys, landlord and mediators saw a man
sitting on the floor in a dimly lit room, a dog curled up on his lap with its head on his chest.

They did not know Wilbur sits on the mattress he keeps on his floor because his multiple sclerosis limits his mobility to
the point that some days, like Nov. 17, he cannot physically climb up onto his bed. His one-room apartment is dimly lit
because it does not have any lights — but it was the only place he could find to stay. The dog curled up on his lap was
one of his emotional support animals and sensed his anxiety.

Diagnosed with multiple sclerosis, prone to seizures and struggling with anxiety and post-traumatic stress disorder,
Wilbur relies on his dogs to assist him with his physical and mental health. However, his dogs were the reason he was
being evicted.

Wilbur prepared to fight to keep his home. He compiled all the paperwork concerning his lease, collected documents
verifying his dogs as emotional support animals, attempted to contact the medical professionals who certified his dogs
as emotional support animals, met with pro-bono lawyers and called local housing nonprofits. In a system he felt
expected him to go quietly, Wilbur said he wanted to learn his rights and stand up for himself.

“I just want my day to get in front of the judge and go, ‘Look this is bull, Your Honor,”” Wilbur said. “This is
discrimination and they had this planned from the beginning.”

Yet, when the time came, all Wilbur could do was explain his situation and hope for understanding.

“The last two years have been rough on me,” Wilbur said. “I’ve lived in motels, I’'ve lived on the streets. When I came
here I’d been looking since April of this year, trying to find a place. I just want to stay where I'm at until I can find a
bigger place.”

Wilbur told the court his struggles and tried to make them understand that he exhausted every possible effort to avoid
this situation. All there was left for him to do was to listen and wait.

Overview
The pandemic changed far more about eviction than the structure of hearings.

According to the Congressional Research Service, the U.S. unemployment rate reached an all-time high of 14.8% in April

2020. To help Americans bear the financial burden of the pandemic, local and federal governments instituted eviction
moratoria, or temporary bans on eviction for nonpayment of rent.

Despite unemployment rates remaining well above pre-pandemic levels, the U.S. Supreme Court struck down an
extension of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention moratorium Aug. 26, leaving tenants, landlords and the
court system alike wondering how to move forward.

The stakes are high all around. Landlords need to be paid after 18 months of eviction moratoria, and tenants still reeling
from COVID-19 need housing.

Bloomington residents face an especially difficult situation.

Indiana has led the nation for the number of evictions since the start of the pandemic, with 73,138 evictions filed
between March 15, 2020 and Now. 27, 2021, according to Princeton University’s Eviction Lab. In addition to living in the

worst state for evictions, Bloomington residents pay on average the highest rent in Indiana, according to Rent Data.

Indiana law dictates eviction cannot ever be expunged from a tenant’s criminal record, unlike many criminal
convictions. This means eviction leaves a permanent stain on tenants’ records that makes finding new housing nearly
impossible, a scarlet “E” dooming many evicted tenants to denied lease applications, extra safety deposits and higher
rent for the rest of their lives.

For 18 months, eviction moratoria attempted to shield Bloomington tenants from their daunting reality: the steepest rent
prices in the state with the most eviction filings during the highest employment rate in U.S. history. But on Aug. 26, time
finally ran out.

When time runs out

Time is not something Judge Catherine Stafford of the Monroe County Circuit Court takes for granted.
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She logs into Zoom at 9 a.m. each Wednesday and 1 p.m. each Thursday to command the chaotic courtroom. She begins
by introducing each participant, often interrupted by someone unfamiliar with how to mute themselves, unsure if their
audio is working or joining early or late.

Once she finishes introductions, she assigns each case to a different virtual breakout room, allowing multiple legal
advice sessions or mediations to occur simultaneously. Tenants and landlords return to the main Zoom courtroom after
their legal advice and mediation sessions, reporting their agreements to the judge and intermixing with the new

participants waiting to begin their hearings.

With up to 12 eviction hearings occurring per hour, often simultaneously, Stafford does not have the luxury of time. But
at least she operates on a strict schedule, determined the night before and tailored to the number of hearings that day.

For months, Stafford had no clear idea of when nonpayment evictions would resume.
She calls it “eviction whiplash.”

The constant changing of eviction law on the local, state and federal levels resulted in financially struggling tenants,
overburdened court systems and desperate landlords unsure when the clock would run out on eviction moratoria.

Indiana enacted a statewide ban on nonpayment evictions from March 19, 2020, to Aug. 14, 2020. Indiana residents were
left unprotected from eviction from Aug. 14, 2020, through Sept. 4, 2020, when the CDC imposed a federal eviction

moratorium.

The federal moratorium, originally set to expire at the end of December 2020, was extended to expire at the end of June
2021, then extended once more through the end of July 2021. The federal moratorium had only expired for three days
until the CDC attempted to extend the moratorium again, this time from Aug. 3, 2021 through Oct. 3, 2021. The U.S.
Supreme Court struck down the extension, ruling the CDC overextended its power.

“We had so many changes to eviction law that I'm not sure how any of us have managed to keep it straight, let alone the
landlords and the tenants,” Stafford said. “If it's difficult for a judge who does this or for attorneys who do this, I can't
imagine how difficult it is for the litigants themselves.”

On a local level, Stafford said Monroe County attempted to enact the Monroe County Eviction Diversion Program
requiring landlords to mediate with tenants prior to filing for eviction, but the Indiana Office of Court Services claimed
the program did not comply with the Indiana State Constitution.

Stafford participated alongside other legal and housing experts in panels featuring names like “Are we in an ‘Eviction
Tsunami?’” trying to predict the effect of the unprecedented moratoria. With renters up to 18 months behind on rent and
subject to late fees, these panels discussed local and federal rent assistance programs, landlord-tenant mediation, the
possibility of local diversion programs and more, but they all revolved around one question: What happens when time

finally runs out?

“I wish I knew the answer,” Stafford said. “If I did, I could probably charge a lot in prognostication for the rest of the
country, which is trying to figure out those answers as well.”

Moving out during moratorium

Jerrod Adamson arrived home one day in February to a notice taped on his front door. At first glance, nothing out of the
ordinary — there had been eviction notices left on the door of his Muncie, Indiana, apartment for months.

This one was different. It informed him his landlord changed the locks on his apartment with all of his belongings still
inside. Adamson tried his key but it no longer fit. Staring at the door between himself and everything to his name,
Adamson wondered why the eviction moratorium did not protect him.

Adamson is one of 57,201 Indiana tenants who faced eviction between March 15, 2020, and Aug. 22, 2021, according to
Indiana Eviction Lab. Between the Indiana and CDC eviction moratoria, all but three weeks of that timeframe are
covered by an eviction moratorium. The three-week gap occurred between Aug. 14, 2020, and Sept. 14, 2020, after the
Indiana eviction moratorium ended but the CDC eviction moratorium had not yet begun.

Adamson heard of the eviction moratorium and once he began receiving eviction notices from his landlord assumed it
would protect him. After all, he is exactly the type of person the moratoria are intended to help.

Adamson lost his job due to COVID-19 in April 2020, early in the pandemic. Unable to find work in the height of the U.S.
lockdown, he depended on government programs, such as unemployment bonuses and the eviction moratorium,
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Unlike the Indiana moratorium, the CDC required tenants to opt in to the program and sign paperwork proving they
qualify. In order to qualify for the CDC moratorium, the reason for eviction must be nonpayment, tenants must live in a
U.S. county with substantial rates of COVID-19, expect to make less than $99,000 in 2021, promise they’ve genuinely
attempted to obtain rental assistance, prove they are financially affected by the pandemic and pay as much rent as they
can afford, according to the National Low Income Housing Coalition.

Adamson met all of these requirements but did not know he needed to invoke the CDC eviction moratorium. The Indiana
eviction moratorium did not require tenants to opt in, so the change in policy resulted in confusion.

Monroe County Housing and Eviction Prevention Project attended eviction hearings and helped tenants fill out CDC
eviction forms during their Zoom hearings because many tenants were unaware they could defer eviction by filling out a

form.

“It took more than a few Google searches to find what little resources there were. That's disheartening. Get more
information out there,” Adamson said. “People don’t even know that help is out there.”

Adamson now lives in a Bloomington apartment and works two part-time jobs to pay rent. Finding a new home with an
eviction on his record presented a challenge.

“I’'ve been denied from apartments a few times,” Adamson said. “For this apartment, I had to pay double the security
deposit.”

Adamson will bear the burden of eviction on his record forever, tainting his housing prospects for the rest of his life.
A permanent stain

Strangulation, driving under the influence, theft and fraud can all be expunged from a criminal record in Indiana.
Eviction cannot.

Expungement means courts agree to seal certain records from public access. Once a crime is expunged from a person’s
record, future employers, landlords and other members of the public no longer see that crime when performing
background checks or searching the MyCase website.

In Indiana, small claims cannot be expunged, meaning eviction brands tenants to landlords like a scarlet letter. Tonda
Radewan, Monroe County Housing and Eviction Prevention Project coordinator, said an eviction on record often
negatively affects a tenant’s ability to find stable housing years after the eviction.

Not only can landlords reject apartment applications due to eviction history, but an eviction in the past seven years
disqualifies a tenant from receiving low-income public housing. This often bars low-income housing from the people
who need it most, Radewan said.

“It's a very tight market in Bloomington,” Radewan said. “Not only is it expensive, but there just aren't many vacant
units. With that kind of supply and demand situation, if you pull up a name on MyCase and there's an eviction filing, it
will always be a barrier to find future housing.”

Tenants with evictions on their records often must resort to housing in poor condition or lacking the accommodations

they want or need.

“We have a couple of landlords who are very well known for not providing housing in good shape,” Stafford said. “But
those are also some of the only landlords who will take tenants who had evictions and it's important to remember that.
It’s a double-edged sword.”

Preventing eviction does not always look like a tenant getting to keep their current home, Radewan said. In some
instances tenants voluntarily move out prior to an official eviction ruling, sacrificing their current housing to save future
housing prospects.

For Wilbur, whose multiple sclerosis and limited mobility require him to find housing with disability accommodations,
an eviction ruling would be brutal. His current apartment is the only place he could find that would accept his lease
application, but the small one-bedroom apartment is not equipped for a tenant with a disability. For instance, getting
into the shower each day is a struggle because his apartment has a bath-shower combination as opposed to a more
accessible walk-in shower.

Home enough
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Wilbur’s girlfriend died in February 2021 after being hospitalized with COVID-19. Just two months later in April, his
apartment complex ordered Wilbur to move out by August. Wilbur said the building’s management refused to renew his
lease because they did not want him to adopt his late girlfriend’s dog. Wilbur felt confused because the three dogs he
rescued from abusive homes and trained as support animals had lived there with him since 2013.

Wilbur depends on his dogs to help him with his physical and mental health. When his girlfriend passed, Wilbur
thought what’s one more dog?

Unwilling to give up the last living memory of his girlfriend, Wilbur moved out. There was no eviction hearing as the
landlord simply refused to renew Wilbur’s lease, and Wilbur did not pursue legal action, discouraged after losing two
important parts of his life in two months and frustrated with a legal system that felt rigged against him.

Wilbur spent months looking for new housing, living in motels and occasionally sleeping on the street. He said finding
anywhere with an affordable vacancy was nearly impossible. He posted on the Monroe County Area Mutual Aid

Facebook group looking for places to stay and eventually connected with Shalom Community Center, which helped him
find affordable housing.

Despite living in a single room apartment lacking the accommodations required by his disability, Wilbur feels thankful
to have a place to call home.

When asked if there is anything that made the past few months a little brighter, Wilbur said his new neighbor across the
hall gave him a free haircut after they learned he is unable to lift his arm above his head or drive.

“It’s a place to live,” Wilbur said. “It’d be home enough to me if they’d leave me alone.”
Breaking the cycle

When looking at eviction from a tenants’ perspective, it’s easy to forget many landlords’ livelihoods depend on the
property they manage.

“The landlord has a right to make money. It's not like it's an immoral profession to be a landlord,” Stafford said. “We
have a lot of people in town who are small mom and pop landlords who maybe own one or two or three rental homes.
They're relying on that income for their own needs.”

As a former college student landlord, Mark Webb knows how expensive housing in Bloomington can be. Now, Webb is
trying to solve the problem by offering affordable housing, low-cost storage units and economical real estate for young
businesses.

Webb said the rent prices in Bloomington are outrageously high, but landlords are not entirely to blame. Webb can offer
cheap housing because he does not rely on his properties for his primary source of income, but he said many landlords
need to charge fair market value rent in order to have their own housing and other basic needs.

“You're talking to an ex-college landlord so I know what the prices are, and I know it’s not always the landlord’s fault
because it’s a vicious circle,” Webb said. “You have high prices just for the property, then you pay 20% of your income to
pay the property taxes. Assessments go up, insurance automatically increases, utilities are always going up and the
person at the end has to pay for it all is the person who is signing the lease. I wanted to get away from that.”

Webb owns multiple properties, each of which he uses to contribute to the Bloomington community differently.

He purchased a six-unit apartment complex that had been repossessed by the bank and turned it into Veterans Affairs
Supportive Housing, meaning homeless veterans can receive rental assistance, case management and clinical services

while living there.
“It’s not a moneymaker but they’re good people,” Webb said. “I love having them around.”
He also owns multiple properties that he leases to new businesses trying to get started.

“I’'ve been blessed, I don’t rely on this to make a living so I'm using this blessing to kind of help people start a business,”
Webb said “Some make it, some don’t, but at least it is a safe and secure place for people to get started.”

Webb purchased a number of storage units because he said costs driven up by college students were unfair to local
residents.

“Everything is geared towards the college student, all the prices for everything,” Webb said. “I thought somebody needs
to make a townie storage place so that locals can pay local price and not be gouged just because everything is aimed at
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Most recently, Webb bought another property from the bank and leased it for far under fair market rent to Robin and
Trisha’s House, a nonprofit offering transitional housing for unhoused men. The new property can house up to 10 men,
but in order to stay, they must prove they are actively looking for employment and pay $300 per month. Webb said Robin
and Trisha’s House stood out to him because it requires tenants to search for employment.

“I know there are people that are out there that just take advantage of the system, but I also know there’s a lot of good
people that didn’t ask to be in the situation they are in and just need someone else’s compassion and understanding,”
Webb said. “It’s not a handout but just help up, a bridge between getting them off the street.”

Evading eviction

In the weeks following the U.S. Supreme Court striking down the CDC eviction moratorium, Monroe County saw a slight
decline in evictions. While not certain why this happened, Stafford said the willingness of landlords and tenants to

compromise and keep eviction proceedings out of court and off of tenants’ records is a major factor in the decrease.

When tenants and landlords join the Zoom courtroom, Stafford explains the three-pronged court process. First, any
unrepresented parties are given the option to enter a breakout room with pro-bono legal counsel from Justice Unlocked,
a Bloomington-based legal group dedicated to accessible representation.

Second, tenants and landlords are moved to the same breakout room, along with a mediator from Community Justice
and Mediation. After about 10 to 12 minutes, the mediation group rejoins the main room and reports whether they
reached an agreement or not to Stafford.

Third and finally, tenants are sent to a breakout room with Tonda Radewan of the Housing and Eviction Prevention

Project who speaks to them about social services available to assist them through the eviction process.

Gifford said mediation is important because it helps both parties understand each other’s perspective and gives tenants
a chance to reach an agreement with landlords before they tarnish their permanent record with an eviction ruling.

“Well, it's not happy work,” Gifford said. “But on the other hand, in the absence of mediation, the understanding of
parties and what their choices are is limited. You hope that you make one or two situations better than they would have
been if you hadn’t bothered to mediate.”

Gifford said lack of communication is often a factor in evictions. Mediation encourages tenants and landlords to have
open, honest conversations about the situations that often do happen otherwise, Gifford said.

“It's a complicated process and people are scared. Many tenants are afraid to talk to their landlords about whatever their
situations are because they think the ramifications will be so serious,” Gifford said. “It's not unusual at all for property
managers or landlords to say that the tenant has never reached out. It's fear that drives that. We can sometimes help
allay that fear.”

When asked about the most rewarding part of her role at CJAM, Gifford’s eyes welled with tears. She told the story of a
young man who was evicted after losing his job at the start of the pandemic. At the damages hearing he said he had no
money to make payments but thought he could find a job as a truck driver. She mediated the situation and the landlord
agreed to a long-term payment schedule. However, the landlord felt skeptical about the man’s ability to comply with the
schedule and requested a follow-up hearing a few months later.

The young man joined the follow up hearing from his phone while sitting in a truck parked in a parking lot. He got a job
as a truck driver and met all of his payments so far. Gifford said the judge gave him a standing ovation and she thinks
about that moment when her work becomes taxing.

“You know you made a difference on that day,” Gifford said.
Distrust the system

When asked about his biggest takeaway from his eviction experience, Wilbur said, “People don’t give a shit about the
little guy.”

With organizations like Housing and Eviction Prevention Project, Community Justice and Mediation and Justice
Unlocked, this seems like an illogical conclusion. However, overwhelmed nonprofits consist of the same few employees
and volunteers working relentlessly to assist thousands in crisis. This relationship can become frustrating to both the
nonprofit workers and tenants facing eviction, Tonda Radewan of HEPP said.

“I’'m getting really fatigued talking to somebody that is desperate, they’ve done everything that they know to do and

onderful shelters and agencies that
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Wilbur understood the noble intentions of nonprofits but said it was easy to feel angry and frustrated when making call
after call searching for ways to keep his home, only to never receive a call back.

“They’re trying, but they are so overwhelmed,” Wilbur said. “When you’re working three days a week, and you have a
caseload that 20 people working seven days a week couldn’t handle, it is impossible to do everything for everybody.”

Programs such as Indiana Emergency Rental Assistance offer valuable resources but struggle to distribute said resources
to everyone who needs them in a timely manner. Nearly $372 million in federal funding is dedicated to helping Indiana
residents pay their rent. IERA may provide up to 15 months of rental and utility assistance to Indiana renters, according
to the Indiana Housing and Community Development Authority.

However, as of Nov. 22, only $76,955,769, or 20% of the allocated funds, have reached tenants, according to the Indiana
Housing and Community Development Authority. Additionally, IERA funds are not available to residents living in
Hamilton, Monroe, Lake and St. Joseph counties as well as the city of Fort Wayne. Instead, these residents must apply
for rental assistance with their municipality.

While millions of rental assistance money go unused, National Equity Atlas estimates there is $179,400,000 in rental

debt across Indiana split between 93,000 households behind on rent.

Stafford said she sympathized with people who felt cynical about the court system but encouraged everyone to show up
to court no matter how frustrated.

“I can't even be mad at people who are jaded,” Stafford said. “Sometimes, they're very right to be because they've been
really shunted around. It's a frustrating situation.”

Stafford said she takes pride in running an equitable court system that includes on-the-spot pro-bono legal advice and
eviction mediation. However, she cannot provide people with those services when they do not attend their court
hearings.

When landlords do not attend eviction hearings, the case is dismissed, but when tenants do not attend eviction
hearings, they receive a default judgment and are evicted without access to the resources Stafford works to provide in

court.

“I think the most frustrating part is when people don't show up for their hearing, because then we can't give them any of
the help,” Stafford said.

Stafford strongly encourages tenants to seek legal assistance and attempt mediation when they arrive in court, but some
deny the help.

“People who are in crisis are usually the same people who are going through evictions,” Stafford said. “They may be
facing not only homelessness, but loss of children’s primary school and changing their children’s teachers. They may be
facing loss of job, loss of relationship, loss of food. They’re facing horrendous issues and it’s really hard for someone in
crisis to take the rational steps that I wish they would take.”

People in crisis are often wary of help and focused solely on fulfilling their immediate basic needs, Stafford said, but this
mentality may get in the way of making decisions to protect their long-term wellbeing.

“If we can help people get out of crisis, they’re in a lot better position to make those good choices for themselves,”

Stafford said. “It’s a rare person of any socio-economic level who can make great decisions when they’re in crisis.”
Although Wilbur feels skeptical of the court system and nonprofits, they are all he has.

“I try to go to Shalom and all them to get them to help me and sometimes they will,” Wilbur said when asked about his
support system. “I can understand, they got a lot of things going on at once.”

“It’s just me and my disability. I have no family or nothing.”
The court Zoom

As Wilbur sat silently on his apartment floor listening to the court proceedings, his emotional support dogs began to
approach him one by one. The one lying on this lap from the beginning rested his head on Wilbur’s chest. The smallest
curled up in a ball at his side. The other two lay on the corner of Wilbur’s bed closest to him, eyes steadfastly trained on
Wilbur.

Even as Wilbur sat still and expressionless, he said his dogs could sense his mounting anxiety at the thought of losing
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Wilbur spoke up in defense of his dogs. He explained he offered a signed letter from his psychiatrist stating the necessity
of his emotional support animals when he moved in. The landlord argued the letter is not sufficient because it does not
explain the purpose of four emotional support animals, saying Wilbur needed to provide a letter detailing each dog’s
purpose.

Wilbur has been trying to obtain this letter for months, but he said it is not that simple. He can no longer see this
psychiatrist because he cannot drive. Both Wilbur and his pro-bono lawyer attempted to contact the psychiatrist to no

avail.

Wilbur cannot ask another psychiatrist to provide the documentation because there are a limited number of
psychiatrists in Bloomington who accept Medicaid or Medicare, and he cannot afford a psychiatrist who does not accept
either program. Even if he finds a psychiatrist that does accept either, they are likely extremely busy.

In the end, mediation did exactly what it was supposed to do — it bought Wilbur time.

Time is a rarity in the eviction process, something that became evident as Wilbur’s mediation was repeatedly
interrupted by demands that all of the parties reach an agreement and return to the main courtroom immediately.

Wilbur must provide his landlord with a new letter proving the necessity of his emotional support animals by the end of
December. If he fails to do so, his landlord agreed to allow him to voluntarily move out by Jan. 23 to avoid an eviction

ruling on his record.

When Wilbur left the main courtroom and entered the final breakout room where Radewan was waiting, they already
knew each other. Wilbur reached out to Radewan months before the hearing for help. As Radewan went through her

usual list of nonprofit organizations she refers tenants to, she realized Wilbur already contacted them all.

All that is left for Wilbur to do is keep calling his psychiatrist, hoping one day she picks up and agrees to renew his
emotional service animal documentation.

“What do I do next? I keep calling and I hope,” Wilbur said. “I don’t know what there is left for me to do.”
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