
 
Jacksonville evictions displace many as renters, 
landlords face problems during pandemic 
 

As COVID-19 cases have surged across Northeast Florida, thousands of people 
have continued being evicted from local homes despite federal rules written to 
prevent that during the pandemic. 

Duval County judges issued 1,991 orders for police to evict tenants during the 
first seven months of this year, when landlords filed 4,716 lawsuits to take 
back rental homes, the Duval County clerk of courts office reported. 

 

https://www.jacksonville.com/story/news/coronavirus/2021/08/17/duval-county-leads-u-s-covid-19-hospitalizations-per-captia/8164948002/
https://www.jacksonville.com/story/news/coronavirus/2020/09/02/trump-imposes-eviction-moratorium-because-covid-19-pandemic/5691997002/


Eviction moratoriums put in place last year were meant to help curb the 
pandemic’s spread, and a new moratorium the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention issued this month aimed to do that in places with high 
transmission of the disease, like Florida. 

But a huge share of the people being evicted don’t know about those rules, and 
others aren’t protected in court because they haven’t completed paperwork 
that state law requires filing in a short five-day window. 

“The judge does not have discretion,” said Jim Kowalski, CEO of Jacksonville 
Area Legal Aid, who said he’s frustrated by how many people are missing the 
chance to stay in their homes. 

 

Kowalski said he’s worked “intake” sessions meeting people who need eviction 
help and talked with person after person who said they’d never heard about 
steps that could protect them. 

“We’re just missing this connection,” said Kowalski, whose organization runs a 
website, floridaevictionhelp.org, that shows people step-by-step how to 
write court filings to avoid being kicked out. 

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/communication/Signed-CDC-Eviction-Order.pdf
https://www.jaxlegalaid.org/
https://www.jaxlegalaid.org/
https://jala-docassemble.org/interview?i=docassemble.newevictionanswer%3Adata%2Fquestions%2Fnewevictionanswer.yml#page2


Not having that protection can leave people facing homelessness wondering 
where they’ll find shelter. 

ADVERTISING 

“I really don’t know. I’m trying to find me someplace [to live],” Linda Smith, 
64, said this month, a few days before police cleared out of the apartment she 
and her 9-year-old grandson shared on Franklin Street in Jacksonville’s old 
Eastside. 

Smith had paid only a fraction of her rent in June and none in July after she 
said bills from health problems soaked up too much of her Social Security 
income. 

She hadn’t asked for pandemic protection when she was sued. County Judge 
Eleni Derke signed a judgment against Smith 13 days after her landlord went 
to court. 

Renters facing eviction struggling for options 

Although a state moratorium effectively shut down evictions for several 
months last year, researchers at Princeton University’s Eviction Lab say that 
this month someone filed Jacksonville’s 10,000th eviction case since the 
pandemic’s start in March 2020. 
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Figuring out what protections renters can claim in those cases can be 
confusing. 

From January to July, formal requests for protection under the CDC 
moratorium were filed in 2,951 cases, court clerk’s spokesman Brian Corrigan 
said. 

Others also asked informally but were turned down, apparently because they 
hadn’t followed steps spelled out in state law that Kowalski said was written to 
move cases through court fast. 

https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/21046532-eviction-downtown-east-apts-v-linda-smith-roderick-l-baker-21-cc-7139-cc-j-judgment072821
https://evictionlab.org/eviction-tracking/jacksonville-fl/
https://cm.jacksonville.com/subscriberguide?reg_medium=REGINLINE&reg_source=onsite&reg_campaign=subscribe&gps-source=CPINLINE&itm_medium=onsite&itm_campaign=2020inlinebau&itm_source=digital&itm_content=registered-loggedin-subscribe


“I recently lost my job and I’ve been having a hard time taking care of my 3-
month-old daughter. During this COVID I have nowhere to go,” a tenant at the 
Riverbank Apartment Homes on the Westside’s Lane Avenue wrote to County 
Judge Gary Flower in March. 

“I’m struggling with so many things,” the new mother wrote, pleading in a 
handwritten letter for time to figure out how to shelter her child. 

“Right now there is no way I would be able to pay them anything due to me 
not having any money. I can barely afford clothes and diapers for my baby. … 
Please, I need this apartment for my baby,” she begged. “I really don’t want to 
be homeless with my daughter. COVID is really bad and I just can’t afford her 
to be sick.” 

Two days later, the landlord’s lawyer asked for a judgment against the woman 
because she hadn’t paid her rent money into a court registry, a holding place 
where rent is supposed to sit until cases are decided. 

State law says not paying into the registry creates an “absolute waiver of the 
tenant’s defenses other than payment,” attorney James Barron III reminded 
the judge, and means the landlord is entitled to “an immediate default without 
further notice or hearing.” 

The landlord filed an affidavit saying the pleading mother hadn’t given the 
apartment complex a CDC “declaration,” a pre-printed form tenants use to 
check off reasons they qualify for protection. That declaration, filed correctly 
and on time, can exempt tenants from some normal requirements in eviction 
cases. 

Flower answered that the landlord needed to fill out more paperwork to 
complete the case, but by June the judge approved the eviction and police 
handed over the apartment to the landlord. 

Federal help:89% of federal rental assistance remains unspent as potential 
evictions crisis looms 

The landlord's side:Eviction moratorium complicates rental business 

Evictions are back:Here are 6 steps landlords should try before evicting a 
tenant 

https://ballotpedia.org/Gary_P._Flower
https://www.jamesbarronlaw.com/
https://www.jacksonville.com/story/news/politics/2021/08/25/89-federal-rental-assistance-unspent-evictions-crisis-looms/5584441001/
https://www.jacksonville.com/story/news/politics/2021/08/25/89-federal-rental-assistance-unspent-evictions-crisis-looms/5584441001/
https://www.jacksonville.com/videos/news/nation/2021/08/19/eviction-moratorium-complicates-rental-business/8193173002/
https://www.jacksonville.com/story/money/personalfinance/real-estate/2021/08/10/6-steps-landlords-can-take-before-resorting-to-eviction/117986388/
https://www.jacksonville.com/story/money/personalfinance/real-estate/2021/08/10/6-steps-landlords-can-take-before-resorting-to-eviction/117986388/


 

Evictions can be hard for landlords, too. 

“It was really sad,” said Mark Richardson, a Central Florida investor who went 
to court in June to evict a woman he said owed him almost $7,000 from a 
house in the Southside’s Sandalwood area. 

“I’ve been doing this for 30 years. It was the first time I’ve ever had to take 
legal recourse,” said Richardson, who rents properties in seven counties. 

Evictions are “always a measure of last resort,” said Amanda White, 
government affairs director for the Florida Apartment Association. 

But simply banning evictions is "flawed policy," White said by email, because 
tenants end up hopelessly in debt while landlords are cut off from money they 
need to stay in business. She said quickly distributing rent aid — which 
has gone largely unused in much of Florida — is "the only viable solution that 
protects both renters and housing providers." 

White said landlords have done a lot to work out rent deferrals and payment 
plans during the pandemic, and a survey by the association and its Northeast 
Florida affiliate found 7 percent of apartments had tenants with a payment 
plan in place to make up back rent. By comparison, she said, less than 1 

https://www.faahq.org/
https://www.jacksonville.com/story/news/state/2021/07/14/eviction-prevention-effort-approved-trump-slow-ramp-up-fl/7950434002/


percent of units in the survey had an eviction on file, adding that evictions are 
happening less frequently this year. 

Eviction Lab has reported a downturn in evictions too, saying the number of 
cases filed in Duval County has been anywhere from 5 percent to 52 percent 
below normal each month this year. 

The 234 cases it recorded in the first half of August were 39 percent below 
average, said the research hub reported. 

Before the pandemic, Eviction Lab had ranked Jacksonville 34th in its eviction 
rate out of the country’s 100 largest cities. Based on data from 2016, 
it estimated 5.34 percent of rental homes in the city were the subject of 
eviction lawsuits over the course of a year. 

 

Regardless of how the rates change, evictions are part of the rental industry. 

In one week this month, Camelot Property Owner LLC, which owns the 
sprawling Riverbank complex, filed 11 lawsuits against tenants the company 
said owed a combined $34,812. This year at least 33 tenants have faced 
eviction lawsuits at the complex, court records show, with some reaching 
agreements that settled the rent disputes. 

Two tenants won orders from judges freezing their evictions because they had 
filed responses that met the court system’s requirements for protection during 
the pandemic. 

https://evictionlab.org/rankings/#/evictions?r=United%20States&a=0&d=evictionRate&lang=en
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/21046304-eviction-camelot-property-owner-llc-v-ania-jefferson-2021-cc-5468-order-staying-eviciton061421
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/21046305-eviction-camelot-property-owner-llc-v-ania-jefferson-2021-cc-5468-cdc-declaration061121


How did they know what to say? 

“She told me,” said Ania Jefferson, who said she phoned a pandemic helpline 
where a woman fielding calls walked her through how to answer. 
 
  

 

https://www.usatoday.com/pages/interactives/sponsor-story/Brighthouse-Financial/Kids-left-the-house-Its-bucket-list-time/
https://www.usatoday.com/pages/interactives/sponsor-story/Brighthouse-Financial/Kids-left-the-house-Its-bucket-list-time/
https://www.usatoday.com/pages/interactives/sponsor-story/Brighthouse-Financial/Kids-left-the-house-Its-bucket-list-time/
https://www.usatoday.com/pages/interactives/sponsor-story/Brighthouse-Financial/Kids-left-the-house-Its-bucket-list-time/
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