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Texas Judicial Council

• Policy-making body for the state judiciary.
• Created by statute in 1929.
• The Council studies methods to simplify judicial 

procedures, expedite court business, and better 
administer justice. 

• It examines the work accomplished by the courts and 
submits recommendations for improvement of the 
system to the Legislature, the Governor and the Supreme 
Court. 

• Composed of 16 ex-officio and six appointed members.
• Chaired by the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court with 

the Presiding Judge of the Court of Criminal Appeals as 
Vice-Chair.



Emergency Orders
• On March 13, Texas Supreme Court and Texas Court of 

Criminal Appeals used emergency powers under Section 
22.0035(b), Texas Government Code, to issue first COVID-
19 Emergency Order

• Order permitted all courts in all cases, without a 
participant’s consent, to modify or suspend 
deadlines, allow or require remote participation by 
anyone involved in a hearing or proceeding (except 
jurors), conduct proceedings away from the court’s 
usual location, and permitted courts to extend the 
statute of limitations

• 27 Emergency Orders issued during pandemic 

• 4 still in effect related to:
• Extending Statute of Limitations/Prohibiting Certain 

Trials
• Related to CDC Moratorium on Evictions
• Extending Payment of Bar Dues through October 31, 

2020
• Creating Texas Eviction Diversion Program



Judiciary’s Response 
to COVID-19
• March 12 – OCA recommends suspending to 4/1 –

pushed to 6/1
• March 13 – Emergency Order #1 Issued - Remote 

Hearings Authorized
• March 24 – Courts start using Zoom licenses
• May 4 – Guidance for In-Person Hearings issued
• May 8 – First fully virtual jury trial held
• May 27 – In Person Jury trials prohibited through 8/1 –

pushed to 10/1 unless permission by OCA
• June 18 – First In-Person jury trial
• August 28 – OCA report on jury trials issued
• Sept 18 – Emergency Order #26 Issued – Jury Trials 

Permitted on 10/1 for district/county courts with 
certain criteria and virtual trials only for 
justice/municipal courts

• Sept 25 – Emergency Order #27 creates the Texas 
Eviction Diversion Program



Zoom Stats

• Since March 2020 
• Registered Judicial Users: 1,921
• Court Participants: 1.9 Million
• Remote Hearings: 650,000
• Meeting Hours: 1.5 Million 
• YouTube Channels: 1,197



Texas Bar Survey Results
In a survey of more than 3000 Texas attorneys conducted in June 2020, 
attorneys reported positive feedback on remote hearings: 
• 94% had no issues communicating with their client during hearings 
• 93% had positive or neutral impression of remote hearings 
• 85% would recommend remote hearings to colleagues or clients 
• 44% feel remote hearings are worse than in-person hearings, but 73% 

say they are effective
• 43% open to conducting some portion of a jury trial remotely. Jury 

qualification, witness testimony, and voir dire were the top answers.





Ransomware Attack

• Attack on May 8, 2020 before working hours

• Netwalker Ransomware - impacted all devices connected 
to the network 

• 142 of 167 (85 percent) of all servers destroyed 

• 45% of workstation computers directly impacted

• Appellate Courts Case Management System disabled and 
related technology systems did not permit the courts to 
receive appellate records through existing systems 

• Attack did not impact cloud-based technology solutions -
Office365, eFiling or re:SearchTx

• 4 months to restore full functionality of the network, with 
much of the functionality returning in the first six weeks  

• Used the Opportunity to upgrade all systems and harden 
security



Jury Trials
• Pre COVID-19: Averaging 186 Jury Trials a Week

• SCOTX Emergency Order prohibited  in person jury trials 
until October 1

• Experimental trials allowed on a limited basis if approved 
by OCA and Regional Presiding Judges from June 1 –
October 1

• 97 requests to hold a jury trial were received
• 34 civil
• 63 criminal

• 45 cases were tried by a jury to verdict (2 were acquitted 
by the jury)

• 20 civil
• 25 criminal

• 2 cases resulted in mistrial due to COVID issue
• Both criminal

• 40 Grand Juries Empaneled





Jury Trial Guidance –
Plan Requirements

• Summons
• Locations
• Screening
• Face Coverings
• Social Distancing
• Alternates
• Courtroom 

arrangement

• Microphones
• Exhibits/evidence
• Vulnerable witnesses
• Food
• Cleaning



• In-person juries limited to 
district/county courts between 10/1-
12/1

• Motions/objections heard on record
• Virtual jury trials permitted
• Waiver/consent required in jailable 

criminal cases
• County plans required by LADJ
• Approval of trials by LADJ/RPJ
• Consult with local health dept before 

trial



What We’ve Learned

• Every hearing, every type of case
• Virtual jury trials can work
• Increased participation
• Judicial Efficiency
• Increased Access to Justice

• Pro Bono
• Interpreters
• Court Reporters

• Increased need for technical staff
• Time required to assist litigants 



Legal Challenges to Trials

• Right to speedy trial 
• Right to confrontation
• Public trial requirements
• Parties at risk for COVID
• Online testimony



Texas Eviction 
Diversion Program
• Created by SCOTX in the 27th

Emergency Order 9/25/20
• 19 Counties participating in pilot 

phase with funding provided by 
Governor’s Office through Texas 
Department of Housing and 
Community Affairs

• Aims to reduce evictions by 
enabling landlords and tenants to 
agree upon a resolution to non-
payment of rent issues

• 75,000 evictions likely coming 
• 17.3% of renting Texans (889,135) 

households are behind on rent (U.S. 
Census Bureau Data 9/2-9/14)

• 29 Referrals to program in first week



What’s Next?

• Texas Judicial Council Resolution
• Asked the legislature to remove any barriers to continuing remote online 

court proceedings outside of a disaster declaration

• More Virtual Jury Trials (Webb, Bexar, Dallas, Collin, Houston)
• Continue to Monitor the Pandemic



Questions and Resources
www.txcourts.gov

• Emergency Orders
• Zoom Guidance
• County Operating Plans
• Court YouTube Channels

Megan LaVoie
Megan.LaVoie@txcourts.gov
512.463.1627

http://www.txcourts.gov/
mailto:Megan.LaVoie@txcourts.gov
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