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The Office of Attorney General supports the goal of SB 154 to ensure fair opportunities
for tenants so they may be treated with respect and dignity. Senate Bill 154 is a response to the
rising rate of eviction cases and findings that many Marylanders relinquish their defenses
because they are not represented. In Baltimore, for example, landlords were represented in 96%
of cases, while tenants were represented in 1% of cases.! Senate Bill 154 creates a right to
counsel for tenants to level the field and allow tenants to successfully raise any defenses they
have.

For tenants, emotional and physical effects from eviction are exceedingly detrimental. In
a recent study, eviction or a mere threat of eviction, is “associated with numerous mental health
conditions including anxiety, depression, exposure to violence, mental health hospitalization, and
suicide.” Eviction is particularly “traumatizing to children and affects emotional and physical
well-being and development for years, if not for lifetimes.”® Also, the post-eviction effects are
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as detrimental as effects from eviction itself.* These detrimental health conditions lead to high
health care costs, which ultimately “make[s] future evictions more likely.”® Thus, to tenants,
eviction is not a simple legal process but a life-changing event that creates an inescapable cycle
into poverty.

Contrarily, many “landlords, particularly large corporate property owners, increasingly
use eviction filings not to displace tenants, but rather to collect rent.”® In Baltimore city, for
example, “[e]ighty-four percent of [] eviction actions are filed with only one month rent due.”’
Even worse, these actions are filed when tenants are only a few days late.® Many tenants are
unable to raise their defense against these unfair actions, not because tenants do not have a case,
but because they did not get an opportunity to be fairly represented.® This imbalance in the
landlord’s unfair usage of the eviction process and what tenants may experience supports the
need for a right to counsel for disadvantaged and abused tenants.

The detrimental effect of the pandemic further supports the need to provide a right to
counsel. It is critical to contain the COVID-19 pandemic and protect Marylanders. However,
evictions “force families into transiency, homelessness, and crowded resident[s] . . . that increase
new contact with others and make compliance with pandemic health guidelines difficult or
impossible.”'® And avoiding eviction can be “lifesaving.”*! Thus, to help our State contain the
pandemic and to protect the lives of Marylanders, a right to counsel in eviction cases is
absolutely necessary.

For the foregoing reasons, the Office of the Attorney General urges a favorable report of
Senate Bill 154.

cc: Senator Hettleman & Members of the Judicial Proceedings Committee
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