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This report reviews the Housing Court Program and its objectives, as published in September
of 1997 from its commencement in January 1997 through to the conclusion of its first year in
operation. The program was implemented in every county except Richmond, as the volume in
Richmond County is inappropriate for most of the new changes. However, Richmond County has
benefitted from some aspects of this new program.

L MODERN CASE MANAGEMENT

Objectives: a) To avoid delays and unnecessary in-court time for litigants, b) to
eliminate hallway settlements, and, c¢) to provide an effective
alternative dispute resolution program through modern case
management.

The Elimination of Part 18, the General Intake Part

The general intake part, Part 18, was eliminated as of January 15, 1998 as the initial place for
assignment of cases, in order to expedite cases and to end the chaotic atmosphere which was the first
impression for litigants. The Initiative started with a new random computer assignment system,
developed by the Office of Court Administration, Division of Technology, which had, to that point,
never been tested. Initial problems with this computer assignment system were minimal. The first
few days, we experienced some mechanical and software problems and difficulties with system down
time. Court dates could not be given to respondents as they answered and clerks were forced to mail
court dates to the homes of respondents. Additionally, the program failed to properly count new
cases so that some Resolution Parts received more new cases than other Resolution Parts. Most of
the impact from the problem was felt in New York County, where some Judges had as many as 130
matters on the calendar on a given day and other Judges were assigned much less. The glitches with
the computer assignment system were cured by mid-April and the system continues to run smoothly.

A new statistical collection form was developed for the Resolution Parts to keep track of daily
activity. Each county faxes the form to the Administrative Judge on a daily basis. The form has been
instrumental in providing a variety of information and in particular determining whether cases are
distributed evenly. Furthermore, the statistics assisted in determining whether the computer random
assignment system was properly counting cases when it was first implemented.

Reduction of Delay and Waiting Time

Steps to reduce waiting time initially involved staggering the scheduling of new cases at 9:30
a.m. and 11:00 a.m. started January 15, 1998. Judges were directed to adjourn cases to 2:00 p.m.,
except for good cause. It was hoped that this system would stretch the work of the Resolution Parts
into the afternoons thereby putting an end to a part of the culture of the Housing Part that included
compressing most, if not all, of the Court’s work between the hours of 9:30 a.m. and 1:00 p.m.
Subsequently, we were forced to institute a 2:00 p.m. calendar for a limited number of new cases in
order to insure that the Resolution Parts stopped trying to conclude the business of the part before the
lunch break and to insure that sufficient time is devoted to each case. We requested the change in the
program in March and the change was on line by April 6, 1998.




Resolution Parts

With the appointment of five new Judges in June and a sixth in December, there are now 28
Resolution Parts city-wide. Additional Resolution Parts will be opened after the next ten judges are
appointed. Initial criticism of the Resolution Parts included complaints that the calendars were too
long, and that self-represented litigants were confused by the change in the system. The problems
encountered by each borough are discussed below. The numbers in all the Resolution Parts are now
markedly improved. In response to the concern about litigants learning the new system, a videotape
describing the process has been filmed and is ready for use. The video will be played throughout the
day in each Resolution Part. The actual filming was supervised by court employees. The Housing
Committee of the Association of the City Bar has prepared a new tenant manual which describes the
Housing Court and will be distributed in the clerk’s office as soon as it is edited and printed. A
landlord manual will be attempted in-house. Each Judge has been required to provide written part
rules that will be posted in the parts, placed on the website and made available to litigants by
September of 1999.

Forty Court Attorneys have been hired since the Initiative started to serve in either the
Resolution Parts, as Housing Court Counselors or replacements for departing Court Attorneys. Each
has received extensive training, including instruction on mediation. Most of the Court Attorneys, who
have been in our employ prior to the Initiative, have also received mediation training and the
remainder will be trained in 1999. Each future Court Attorney will also receive mediation training.
In addition, the Administrative Judge has met with most of the Court Attorneys to emphasize that they
are responsible for conferencing the cases in order to insure that all claims and defenses are addressed
. inastipulation and that they are not merely to determine if litigants understand a stipulation. Since
some st1pulat1ons are prepared by attorneys prior to a conference with a Court Attorney, it has been
emphasized that the stipulation is not to be used as a framework for the conference.

Hallway negotiation is occurring less with the new changes. Although the Initiative
envisioned that all negotlatlons will take place inside the Resolution Parts under the Court’s direct
supervision, and not in the hallways where settlements have been traditionally reached, hallway
negotiations continue and will be difficult to completely eradicate for several reasons. First, despite
additional resources and staffing there are still only three people (the Judge and the two Court
Attorneys) in each Resolution Part to oversee a settlement at any given time. While the three cases
are being “supervised,” numerous cases remaining on the Court’s calendar are left waiting to see
Court personnel. The courtrooms are too small to accommodate all the bodies, which leads to
hallway congestion. The hallways in Queens County have been touted as the least congested;
however, this is due to the fact that the new facility presently provides an additional courtroom for
each Resolution Part for conferencing purposes. In New York County, some congestion has been
relieved by the opening of a large conference room where the Court Attorneys can oversee
negotiations. There is no more space in any of the counties for additional conference rooms.
Unfortunately, in the Bronx and Queens Counties, smaller conference rooms have had to be locked
because practitioners have used them as their personal offices. In Queens County, these rooms can
now only be used with court permission. Attorneys are often difficult to locate and some litigants
prefer not to wait and will proceed without court personnel. Ingrained habits will undoubtedly change
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