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House Bill 112 would mitigate the long-term consequences of eviction by limiting the time eviction
case records are made available to prospective landlords. This bill requires the District Court to seal eviction
records after 30 days if a case does not result in a judgment in favor of the landlord, or after three years if
the landlord wins. Once sealed, a record may only be opened at the tenant’s request, or with a showing of
compelling need.

Poverty is not a crime. Eviction should not be treated like a crime. Nevertheless, today’s system
turns a single eviction into a long-term sentence. Yet unlike a criminal sentence, this burden does not wait
for a guilty verdict to be imposed; rather, it requires no more than a $15 filing fee and a formal complaint.
Today, the mere filing of an eviction case leaves a black mark on the tenant’s record that will follow them
for years into the future—regardless of whether the landlord won the case, or the tenant even went to court.
An eviction record can cripple a tenant’s financial prospects, limit their opportunity to seek stable housing,
and cement the cycles of inequality that contributed to their initial rent difficulties. By requiring courts to

seal eviction records, House Bill 112 would eliminate the worst inequities of this system.
Eviction Records Impair Future Mobility and Opportunity

Tenants who are evicted carry the judgment with them like a criminal history. Eviction cases remain
on a tenant’s public record for seven years, and are visible to landlords, rental agencies, and credit agencies.
This black mark can push a tenant out of their neighborhood and cripple their ability to financially recover—
they will be ineligible for favorable loans, unable to secure public housing benefits, and screened out of
most applications for quality housing.! They may also struggle to find a job, as many employers screen for
credit and do not hire candidates with debts in collection.? The culmination of these effects creates “a spiral
of financial instability,” as families desperate for a home are compelled to live in substandard conditions,

exposing them to additional economic hardships and health hazards.® As a result, families who are evicted
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frequently experience significantly higher rates of material hardship and depression for years afterward,* a
trend that is pronounced among children and young adults.®

These damaging consequences occur regardless of the outcome of the case. Eviction filings remain
on a tenant’s record even when the parties reach a pretrial settlement—and even when tenants win against
their landlords in court. This result is surprisingly common in Maryland, where a notoriously low filing fee
and an expedited summary ejectment process incentivize landlords to resort to eviction early and often.®
According to the recent Stout Report, of approximately 140,000 eviction cases filed in Baltimore each year,
only about 6,500, or 4% of total filings, result in the tenant’s eviction from their home.” Even accounting
for repeat filings, thousands of eviction cases that never reach judgment or even go to trial will burden

tenants for the better part of a decade.
House Bill 112 Would Protect Tenants Without Harming Landlords

The General Assembly should lift the burden eviction records place on low-income communities.
House Bill 112 is well-suited to achieve this objective. This bill would require the District Court to seal
eviction records after 30 days if a case does not result in a judgment in favor of the landlord, and after three
years if the landlord wins. This approach closely mirrors a bill pending in Washington, D.C., to address this
issue, and would have Maryland join California, Minnesota, Nevada, and Oregon, as the fifth state to pass
laws that seal eviction records.® Several cities around the country have already done the same.®

Requiring courts to seal eviction records would not prevent landlords from screening applicants.
Opponents will argue that landlords need eviction records to assess an applicant’s financial stability, but
this criticism overlooks the wealth of tools landlords may use to evaluate prospective tenants. For example,

landlords can run background checks, review credit reports, verify an applicant’s income and employment,
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ask pre-screening questions, and conduct interviews.!® Each of these options is a better predictor of an
applicant’s ability to pay than their eviction history—particularly when eviction records may be up to seven
years old, and may not even reflect a judgment in favor of the landlord. A continued reliance on eviction
records will only promote discrimination against low-income, minority tenants, and undermine an
applicant’s efforts to get back on their feet.

House Bill 112 offers the best approach to address this issue. All three of the record-sealing bills
pending before this committee will address the worst inequity of the current system by requiring the District
Court to seal or shield eviction records if the landlord does not win in court. However, only HB112 will
reduce the time that a judgment in favor of the landlord remains accessible to the public, and to prospective
landlords. This protection is critical today, when large swaths of the population are out of work and continue
to accumulate rental debt. Around 30 million Americans!! and 204,000 Maryland households will be at risk
of eviction when the COVID-19 moratoriums are lifted.?? Unless something is done to limit the long-term
consequences of eviction filings, the pandemic may have crippling economic effects on these families for

years to come.
Conclusion

“Eviction is not simply a condition of poverty. Rather, it’s a root cause, perpetuating a cycle that
can last for generations.”*® This bill is an important step towards breaking that cycle. Sealing eviction
records will not harm landlords, but doing so will save many Marylanders from years of financial hardship
by allowing them to seek new opportunities free from the burden of a prior eviction filing against them.

The Judiciary Committee should report favorably on this legislation.

This testimony is submitted on behalf of the Public Health Law Clinic at the University of Maryland Carey
School of Law and not by the School of Law, the University of Maryland, Baltimore, or the University of
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