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Chapter 1:  
Context, Purpose & Scope  

VIRGINIA’S EVICTION CRISIS 

The New York Times’ front-page article on April 7, 2018 (“In 83 Million Eviction Records, a 
Sweeping and Intimate New Look at Housing in America”), drew public attention to what legal 
aid lawyers and their clients have known for years – Virginia has a serious eviction crisis.  

Newly collected data from the Eviction Lab at Princeton University, the basis for the Times 
article, show that (for 2016) Virginia is home to 5 of the 10 large cities in the U.S. with the 
highest rates of eviction, and 3 of the top 5 mid-size cities. 

Top Eviction Rates: Large US Cities Top Eviction Rates: Mid-Size US Cities 

1. North Charleston SC: 16.5% 

2. Richmond VA: 11.44% 

3. Hampton VA: 10.49% 

4. Newport News VA: 10.23% 

5. Jackson MS: 8.75% 

6. Norfolk VA: 8.65% 

7. Greensboro NC: 8.41% 

8. Columbia SC: 8.22% 

9. Warren MI: 8.08% 

10. Chesapeake VA: 7.9% 

1. St. Andrews SC: 20.66% 

2. Petersburg VA: 17.56% 

3. Florence SC: 16.65% 

4. Hopewell VA: 15.69% 

5. Portsmouth VA: 15.07% 

 

Virginia’s eviction crisis is the product of mainly two factors: the lack of affordable housing 
(which is a nationwide problem) and laws that strongly favor landlords over tenants, compared 
to many other states. Below are some representative facts about both of these factors. 

1. Lack of Affordable Housing 

a. In Virginia, 4 in 10 low-income people—about half a million residents—are homeless 
or pay over half their income for rent. Most of those do not receive housing subsidies 
or public housing.1  

                                                        
1 https://www.cbpp.org/research/housing/federal-rental-assistance-fact-sheets#VA (per HUD standards, 
“low income” means households with cash income of 80% of the area median income) 
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b. According to the National Low Income Housing Coalition, in 2019 the average renter 
in Virginia earns $950 per month, but the average market-rate 1-bedroom apartment 
in Virginia costs $1,025 per month.2 

c. From 2001 to 2017, the median rent (including utilities) in Virginia rose by 20%, but 
median income for renter households rose less than 1/3 of that, by just 6%.3 

2. Laws That Arguably Favor Landlord 

Compared to many states, Virginia’s eviction laws offer fewer protections for tenants. 

a. Tenants must pay their rent in full and give written notice to get their housing 
repaired or maintained adequately. Unlike many states, the landlord’s failure to 
maintain a habitable dwelling is not a defense to eviction, even if the tenant had to 
pay for repairs and maintenance out of pocket.  

b. Tenants have only 5 days to pay a missed payment, can have a judgment in court 
against them 21 days later, and be evicted 11 days later—facing possible homelessness 
in less than six weeks. This is a quicker process than in many states. 

c. Tenants can pay in full to satisfy a judgment for possession based on unpaid rent but 
can still be evicted for up to six months without further court proceedings.   

OVERVIEW OF THE EVICTION PROCESS IN VIRGINIA 

1. Typical Steps & Timeline of an Eviction 

This is a typical timeline for a court action for eviction. Number of days can vary depending on 
court’s schedule, local custom, and landlord practices. 

Notice of Termination Written notice of reason for and date of lease termination, 
along with an explanation of what the tenant must do to 
avoid termination, if applicable. 

Commonly: 

 5-day notice to pay rent or leave (“pay or quit”) 

 21/30 notice to remedy or leave (for non-rent violations) 

 30-day unconditional termination 

 30-day or 60-day notice of non-renewal of the lease 

                                                        
2 https://reports.nlihc.org/oor/virginia 
3 https://www.cbpp.org/research/housing/federal-rental-assistance-fact-sheets#VA 
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Unlawful Detainer (U.D.) The document that initiates a lawsuit for eviction. 

 Filed by landlord in court after notice period expires. 

 Tenant served with summons for court date. 

Return Date and Trial  The first court date. 

 Date is appx. 3 weeks after U.D. filed. 

 Tenant may have the right of redemption: pay everything 
owed (incl. costs, attorney fees, etc.) by the return date.  

 Trial (if ordered) is usually a few weeks after return date. 

 NOTE: Making payment to the landlord after first court 
date will not necessarily stop the eviction. 

Judgment for Possession Judgment giving landlord the right to evict the tenant. 

 Issued in court on the return date (if tenant admits owing 
rent) or after trial. 

 Tenant has 10 days to file paperwork and a bond with the 
court to appeal the judgment. 

Writ of Eviction Instructions from the court clerk to the sheriff to schedule 
and carry out the eviction. 

 Done at the request of the landlord, about 10 days after 
judgment for possession is issued. 

 The landlord can have the court issue it at any time 
within 180 calendar days  after judgment, as long as the  
landlord gave proper notice (which they usually do).  

Sheriff’s Notice  
(with Writ of Eviction) 

Notice to the tenant of date/time of scheduled eviction. 

 Usually served to the tenant within a few days after the 
writ issued by court. 

 Tenant may have the extended right of redemption: pay 
everything owed (incl. costs, attorney fees, etc.) up to two 
business days before the scheduled eviction. 

Eviction by Sheriff Sheriff present, locks changed, tenants and possessions put 
out of the dwelling. 

 At least 72 hours after the writ is served. 

 Usually 5-7 days after the writ is served. 
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PURPOSE OF THE HELPLINE 

The purpose of the Eviction Legal Helpline is to help tenants who are facing eviction or lease 
termination to avoid unwanted displacement and preserve their access to housing. This is done 
by providing them with accurate legal information and specific advice about their legal rights 
and obligations. 

As it fulfills its purpose, the Helpline will also gather data that VPLC and select partner 
organizations can analyze to better understand Virginia’s eviction crisis and how it affects 
individuals and families. It will also be used to inform policy proposals for addressing the crisis. 

SCOPE OF HELPLINE SERVICES 

The Eviction Legal Helpline will serve tenants (1) who have received a notice threatening 
eviction or lease termination from their landlord, a court, or a sheriff’s office, or (2) whose 
landlord has just (within the past 24 hours or so) changed their locks or cut off utilities without 
going through the court process to evict them. 

The Helpline will offer the following services only: 

 basic legal information,  
 specific legal advice based on information provided by the caller, and  
 referrals to local legal aids or other legal or non-legal services. 

The services of the Helpline will be provided only by phone and, as appropriate, email, fax or 
text message.  

The Helpline and its volunteers will not provide legal representation in court, send letters, or 
make phone calls for the caller. (Some legal helplines around the country do offer ‘brief services’ 
including making a call to an adverse party or helping a caller complete forms for seeking relief.) 

WHAT DIFFERENCE DOES THE HELPLINE MAKE? 

As a telephone-based, advice-only service, the Eviction Legal Helpline is limited in the direct 
service it can provide. Also, many of the legal defenses to eviction listed in the Eviction Defense 
Outline are based only on violations of legal procedure, which General District Court judges may 
or may not find determinative. Even for cases that are referred from the Helpline to local legal 
aid offices, a successful defense in one Unlawful Detainer case, by itself, is unlikely to change 
what is simply a financially unsustainable situation for the tenant due to the lack of affordable 
housing. 

So, what difference will the Helpline’s service actually make in the lives of our neighbors facing 
eviction? 
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1. Some tenants will avoid displacement. 

In the pilot phase of the Helpline, approximately 20%-25% of the tenants who made it through 
the Helpline’s intake system were later referred to their local legal aid office for additional help 
and/or representation because they were identified as having potentially successful defenses to 
eviction and being income eligible for legal services. A number of those referrals and some 
tenants who could not be referred to legal aid but who received advice from the Helpline 
successfully avoided eviction and displacement. That is always our goal. 

2. It keeps landlords honest. 

Unfortunately, some landlords cut corners when evicting tenants, in ways large and small. Most 
of those tenants will not consult an attorney in the process, forfeiting their procedural and 
sometimes substantive rights. When Helpline staff assist tenants to learn and assert their rights, 
landlords will have greater incentive to follow the law with future tenants.   

3. Even a short delay in displacement can make a world of difference. 

Many low-income tenants facing eviction can dramatically improve their next living situation 
with just a few more weeks to plan and move. Tenants who didn’t  appreciate that their case had 
poor merits may not have used their time to focus on rehousing. A few extra weeks can help 
families find better housing situations than they otherwise could and can prevent the spiral of 
homelessness.  

4. Tenants may be able to avoid a judgment for possession on their record. 

One of the ways evictions harm the long-term prospects for renters is that landlords and tenant 
screening companies tend to penalize them for having Unlawful Detainers and judgments for 
possession against them in the past. In this way, evictions tend to push renters into less 
favorable housing options—poorer conditions, less safe, more expensive, exploitative 
management practices, etc. Even if the merits of a case cannot be changed, if a tenant can move 
out before a landlord files an Unlawful Detainer against them, they may be subject to a different 
type of court proceeding (a Warrant in Debt) that is less damaging to their record as a tenant. 
This may improve their future housing prospects. 
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Chapter 2:  
Professional & Ethical Issues 

ABA & LSC STANDARDS FOR TELEPHONE-BASED ADVICE LINES 

With the growth in the 1990’s of legal hotline programs throughout the country, in the early 
2000’s both the American Bar Association (ABA) and the Legal Services Corporation (LSC) 
issued guidance for legal hotlines/helplines like ours. The LSC guidelines largely reflect the ABA 
standards and are organized into five categories with the following high-level statements of 
principle. 

(A) CLIENT ACCESS: Applicants should have prompt access to a person who can 
initiate the intake process in a courteous and professional manner.  

(B) STAFFING: While staffing may vary as to professional background and 
employment status, all staff on the telephone intake and delivery system are well 
trained, experienced and closely supervised.  

(C) DECISION ON ASSISTANCE: Applicants for service should receive prompt 
determination as to the type of services that they will receive from the program.  

(D) INTAKE TECHNOLOGY: The program should use technology that will expedite 
the applicant’s journey from initial application to appropriate advice, brief service 
or referral.  

(E) QUALITY CONTROL: The quality control system ensures that the service 
provided to clients is accurate, informative, prompt, professional and conflict-
free.  

If you are interested in reading the complete standards and guidance documents, they are 
available online at the following URLs. 

 LSC, “Characteristics of a Telephone Intake, Advice & Referral System” (Feb. 2002) 
(https://www.lsc.gov/sites/default/files/Grants/pdfs/Progltr2002_4.doc) 

 ABA, “Standards for the Operation of a Telephone Hotline Providing Legal Advice and 
Information” (2001) 
(https://www.americanbar.org/content/dam/aba/administrative/delivery_legal_servic
es/hotlinestandards.authcheckdam.pdf)   

 
The Eviction Legal Helpline has been designed to comply with these standards and guidelines. 
As the Helpline grows and develops, we hope our volunteers will share suggestions and 
observations that will help us to improve our compliance with these standards and with best 
practices. 
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AVOIDING THE UNAUTHORIZED PRACTICE OF LAW 

“Any person who practices law without being authorized or licensed shall be guilty of a 
Class 1 misdemeanor.”   

Va. Code § 54.1-3904 

Non-attorney volunteers staffing the Helpline will interview callers to get information about 
their situations and may provide legal information of general applicability based on scripts 
included in this manual. It is imperative that non-attorney volunteers never give legal advice. 
The distinction is explained below.  

“[O]ne is deemed to be practicing law whenever…[o]ne undertakes for compensation, 
direct or indirect, to advise another…in any matter involving the application of legal 
principles to facts or purposes or desires.”   

Virginia Supreme Court Rules, Pt. 6, § I, Practice of Law in the Commonwealth 
of Virginia, Definition of the Practice of Law 

“[A] non-lawyer employee working under the direct supervision of a Virginia attorney 
may participate in gathering information from a client during an initial interview (a 
client intake), provided that this involves nothing more than the gathering of factual data 
and the non-lawyer renders no legal advice. In contrast, a nonlawyer employee may not 
determine the validity of the client’s legal claim as that determination appears to directly 
involve the application of legal principles to facts, purposes or desires, and is therefore 
considered the practice of law and must be performed only by a licensed attorney.  

“… While a non-lawyer employee is permitted to answer straight forward, factual 
questions regarding the fee agreement, such answers must not include any advice as to 
the legal ramifications of the contract provisions.” 

Virginia Unauthorized Practice of Law Opinion 73, approved by Virginia State 
Board Council on Jun. 18, 1998, approved by the Supreme Court of Virginia on 
Sept. 29, 1998. 

 
It is the duty of VPLC to make reasonable efforts to ensure that no Helpline staff is engaging in 
the unauthorized practice of law. If you ever have any questions about the difference between 
legal information and legal advice, about the appropriateness of answering callers’ questions 
about the law, or about callers’ expectations when talking with non-attorney Helpline staff, 
please reach out to your VPLC supervisor.  
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1. Virginia Rules of Professional Conduct (RPC) Rule 5.3: Responsibilities 
Regarding Non-Lawyer Assistants 

With respect to a nonlawyer employed or retained by or associated with a lawyer: 

a) a partner or a lawyer who individually or together with other lawyers possesses 
managerial authority in a law firm shall make reasonable efforts to ensure that 
the firm has in effect measures giving reasonable assurance that the person’s 
conduct is compatible with the professional obligations of the lawyer; 

b) a lawyer having direct supervisory authority over the nonlawyer shall make 
reasonable efforts to ensure that the person’s conduct is compatible with the 
professional obligations of the lawyer; and 

c) a lawyer shall be responsible for conduct of such a person that would be a 
violation of the Rules of Professional Conduct if engaged in by a lawyer if: 

1) the lawyer orders or, with the knowledge of the specific conduct, ratifies 
the conduct involved; or 

2) the lawyer is a partner or has managerial authority in the law firm in 
which the person is employed, or has direct supervisory authority over the 
person, and knows or should have known of the conduct at a time when 
its consequences can be avoided or mitigated but fails to take reasonable 
remedial action. 

2. Nonattorneys responding to requests for advice. 

In addition to the scripts contained in the Workflow Appendices at the end of this Manual, here 
are a few handy phrases for non-attorney volunteers to use to avoid giving legal advice: 

 I’m not an attorney so I cannot tell you how the law applies to your specific facts, but 
when the attorney calls you, they will be able to give you that advice. 

 In general, the law says that [simple legal principle], but I can’t tell you what that means 
for your specific case because I’m not an attorney. 

 That doesn’t sound right. I think the attorney who calls you will probably be very 
interested in that. 
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ATTORNEY CONFLICTS CHECKS AND RULE 6.5  

The Eviction Legal Helpline fits within the requirements of Rule 6.5 of Virginia’s Rules of 
Professional Conduct (RPC),4 meaning that attorneys volunteering with the Helpline may 
provide advice to callers without conducting a conflicts check unless the attorney knows that 
advising the specific caller would involve a conflict. 

1. RPC Rule 6.5: Nonprofit and Court-Annexed Limited Legal Services Programs 

a) A lawyer who, under the auspices of a program sponsored by a nonprofit 
organization or court, provides short-term limited legal services to a client without 
expectation by either the lawyer or the client that the lawyer will provide continuing 
representation in the matter: 

1) is subject to Rules 1.7 and 1.9(a) only if the lawyer knows that the 
representation of the client involves a conflict of interest; and 

2) is subject to Rule 1.10 only if the lawyer knows that another lawyer associated 
with the lawyer in a law firm is disqualified by Rule 1.7 or 1.9(a) with respect 
to the matter. 

b) Except as provided in paragraph (a)(2), Rule 1.10 is inapplicable to a representation 
governed by this Rule. 

2. VPLC conflicts checks during intake. 

For the Eviction Legal Helpline, Rule 6.5 applies to the volunteer attorneys, but not to VPLC. So 
one of the most important initial tasks for the intake process is checking to make sure that the 
parties involved in a tenant’s case do not pose conflicts of interest for VPLC. Attorneys and their 
law firms are subject to strict rules against conflicts of interest and must take reasonable steps to 
avoid them. That means checking the names of people involved in a case before accepting the 
case and even before getting substantial information about it. 

In order to ensure that the Helpline does not create a conflict of interest for VPLC, the conflicts 
check process must be the first step of any intake. As explained in the Helpline Manual, Vol 2: 
Intake Procedures, it is only after following the initial conflicts screening procedures and 
clearing the VPLC conflicts check that intake may proceed to get additional information and 
complete the intake. 

                                                        
4 VSB Ethics Hotline response, 5/1/19. (Copy available from Phil Storey, phil@vplc.org.) 
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DUTY OF CONFIDENTIALITY  

All Helpline staff—volunteers as well as VPLC staff, nonattorneys as well as attorneys—must 
comply with the Virginia State Bar’s Rules of Professional Conduct (RPC).  

1. RPC Rule 1.6: Confidentiality of Information. 

a) A lawyer shall not reveal information protected by the attorney-client privilege under 
applicable law or other information gained in the professional relationship that the 
client has requested be held inviolate or the disclosure of which would be 
embarrassing or would be likely to be detrimental to the client unless the client 
consents after consultation, except for disclosures that are impliedly authorized in 
order to carry out the representation, and except as stated in paragraphs (b) and (c). 

b) A lawyer shall make reasonable efforts to prevent the inadvertent or unauthorized 
disclosure of, or unauthorized access to, information protected under this Rule. 

2. RPC Rule 1.18: Duties to Prospective Client. 

a) A person who discusses with a lawyer the possibility of forming a client-lawyer 
relationship with respect to a matter is a prospective client. 

b) Even when no client-lawyer relationship ensues, a lawyer who has had discussions 
with a prospective client shall not use or reveal information learned in the 
consultation, except as Rule 1.9 would permit with respect to information of a former 
client. 
. . . . 

3. When the duty of confidentiality applies. 

In the context of the Eviction Legal Helpline, an attorney-client relationship arises when 
Helpline staff begins discussing the caller/tenant’s problem with them. Even when the non-
attorney intake volunteers simply do an intake, although they are not practicing law or offering 
legal advice, the Helpline forms an attorney-client relationship with the caller/tenant. Thus, the 
information gathered from the caller must be kept completely confidential and private. Support 
staff and volunteers are bound by the same duty as attorneys just as they are in traditional law 
offices.   

Here is the ABA’s commentary on its Hotline Standard 1.5, which addresses confidentiality. 

“Confidentiality and the expectation of privacy are core values to the legal profession. 
The ability for lawyers and clients to communicate frankly and in full confidence is 
essential to the delivery of legal advice and representation. Therefore, the importance of 
confidentiality is not reduced simply because the relationship is exclusively handled 
through telephone conversations. Furthermore, the expectation of privacy cannot be 
limited to those who are accepted as clients but must extend to all callers who reveal 
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information pursuant to the processes of intake and screening.  Hotline services need to 
establish procedures to be followed by lawyers and other staff that ensure information is 
maintained confidentially. This should include avoiding unnecessary conversations 
inside and outside the hotline operations regarding client disclosed information and 
establishing procedures adequate to ensure confidentiality.” 

4. Measures to maintain confidentiality. 

a. Passwords: Both the shared email inbox (for intakes) and the HelplineCMS case 
management system (both described below) are password protected. Each volunteer 
will have a unique user account name and password for accessing HelplineCMS. All 
volunteers must take reasonable steps to safeguard the passwords. The shared email 
account password will be changed periodically and sent to active intake volunteers.  

b. Local Files: If volunteers find that they must download caller-specific files to their 
local computer while doing intake or providing advice, they should create a folder on 
their computer specifically for that purpose and ensure that they permanently delete 
any downloaded files at the end of each volunteer shift.  

c. Breaches: If at any time a volunteer has reason to believe that someone else has 
accessed their HelplineCMS account, the shared email inbox, or any caller-specific 
information without authorization, immediately report this to a VPLC supervisor. 

d. Conversations: Helpline staff will not discuss the identities or facts of individual 
calls/cases with anyone who is not Helpline staff, except in the most general terms. 
Even innocent and discrete mentions of case specifics can turn out to harm clients’ 
interests. Parties who may be adverse to a tenant—landlords, former spouses, 
abusive partners, creditors, and many others— can use even innocent facts against 
them. (A former spouse, for example, could use the very fact that a tenant is facing 
potential eviction to seek custody of their children.) And even if the description of a 
situation is anonymous and seems generalized, the right (or wrong) person 
overhearing it might be able to connect the dots and identify the tenant.  

THIRD-PARTY OR ANONYMOUS CALLERS 

1. Third-party callers. 

Many of the calls that come into the Helpline are likely to be from third parties, rather than 
directly from the affected tenants. It could be a family member who does not live with the tenant 
(the child of an aging parent, for example), a service provider or advocate (such as a social 
worker or a worker from the tenant’s church), or a neighbor or other friend. Because of ethical 
obligations around client confidentiality, we have to be careful with third-party callers.  
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a. Tenant Authorization: If a third party calls on behalf of a tenant, we should get 
permission from the tenant to speak with the third party about their case. The tenant 
granting this permission must be an adult and have capacity to make such a decision. 
(More on this in the intake instructions, below.) The tenant can fax or email the 
Helpline their permission, naming the person they want to authorize us to speak with 
about their case, or the tenant can give their verbal permission to Helpline staff.  

b. Explaining Confidentiality: The caller must understand that the Helpline’s 
obligations of confidentiality extend to the tenant and not to the caller. This means 
that no communication between the caller and Helpline staff can be kept confidential 
from the tenant. If the tenant asks Helpline staff for any information about the call 
with the third-party, Helpline staff must disclose it to the tenant. This issue can arise, 
for example, if an adult child of an elderly tenant reveals that they have plans or 
priorities for their parent’s living situation that may be different from the tenant’s. If 
you have concerns that the third-party caller may not reliably relay Helpline 
information or advice to the tenant, please bring that to the attention of the VPLC 
supervisor both in the case record and directly by email, as appropriate. 

c. Record-Keeping: In every case, at intake we need to get the critical information 
about the tenant. Additionally, if there is a third-party caller, we need to record that 
fact along with the caller’s name and phone number, and whether or not the tenant 
has authorized the Helpline to talk with the third party about their case. (See intake 
instructions, below.) 

2. Anonymous callers or landlords. 

The Helpline cannot serve anonymous callers—not even by offering basic legal information. It is 
imperative that the Helpline not provide assistance to anyone in the position of a landlord. That 
could mean a private individual (‘mom’ or ‘pop’) who is leasing their home to tenants, but it 
could also mean a low-income tenant who rents a home or apartment, then sublets a room to 
another renter. If someone wants information or advice on how they can evict a tenant, the only 
thing the Helpline staff will do is refer them to Virginia Lawyer Referral Service at 1-800-
552-7977. 

THE DUTY OF COMPETENCE 

1. RPC Rule 1.1: Competence. 

A lawyer shall provide competent representation to a client. Competent representation requires 
the legal knowledge, skill, thoroughness and preparation reasonably necessary for the 
representation. 
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2. Helpline design and professional competence. 

As noted above, RPC Rule 5.3 requires VPLC supervising attorneys to “make reasonable efforts 
to ensure that the person’s conduct is compatible with the professional obligations of the 
lawyer.” This includes the duty of competence. 

VPLC has designed the Eviction Legal Helpline to ensure that volunteers are exercising 
professional competence in the following ways. 

 The scope of services the Helpline provides are very narrow, only addressing potential 
evictions. This reduces the opportunities for volunteers to be asked about issues not 
covered in the training and reference materials. 

 The training and reference materials provided to volunteers contain instructions for 
(1) setting clear expectations with callers by getting their explicit agreement to the scope 
of services offered, (2) explaining the intake and subsequent Helpline processes, 
(3) avoiding the unauthorized practice of law, and (4) maintaining client confidentiality.  

By following the instructions and policies in this Manual, and by consulting with VPLC 
supervisors regarding any questions or uncertainties, volunteers will be exercising competence 
in their Helpline roles. 
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Chapter 3:  
Helpline Tools 

OVERVIEW: THE LIFECYCLE OF A HELPLINE CALL 

 

 

The above diagram shows a high-level overview of the stages in a Helpline call and their 
estimated length of time. Detailed, step-by-step instructions are available in the Eviction Legal 
Helpline Volunteer Manual, Vol. 2: Intake Procedures. 

The ideal model for legal advice helplines puts a caller immediately in touch with helpline staff—
either a non-attorney intake staff or an attorney directly—and completes the intake process and 
provides advice from an attorney on a single call. Because of significant resource limitations, the 
Eviction Legal Helpline must rely on volunteers and VPLC staff responding to callers’ 
voicemails. As the Helpline matures we hope to find ways to better serve the needs of 
callers/tenants, including by reducing the number of contacts needed to provide the Helpline’s 
most valuable services. 
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HELPLINE CMS 

The Helpline will use a case management system (CMS) to manage and track our responses to 
callers/tenants, including basic information about the caller, a description of their case, legal 
advice provided to the caller by the volunteer attorney, and referrals made to other legal service 
providers. 

When contact is made with each new caller, unless it is clear that the caller’s situation is outside 
the scope of the Helpline (they are not facing eviction, but some other housing problem), 
Helpline staff (volunteer or VPLC) will create a new case record in the CMS and enter the caller’s 
information in the input fields according to the instructions for callbacks.  

1. Accessing HelplineCMS. 

a. URL: http://evictionhelpline.org/helplinecms/ 

b. Each user will be assigned a username and password 

i. My username:_____________________ 

ii. My password:_____________________ 

2. Finding case records. 

Almost all of the work volunteers will do in HelplineCMS will be done in the case records, found 
in the Cases tab.  

 

 

By default, the Cases tab opens with a list of Helpline cases that should be waiting for activity 
that corresponds with the user’s role – intake volunteer, volunteer attorney, or VPLC staff.  
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You can see other lists of Helpline cases by selecting a different view in the pulldown menu next 
to the Search field at the top left of the screen.  

 Intake is the default view for intake volunteers. It shows cases that are not yet ready 
for a volunteer attorney to call back with advice. Either the basic intake interview hasn’t 
been completed yet, or the intake is complete but we are expecting additional documents 
from the client, which an intake volunteer will attach to the case record before an 
attorney reviews it. 

 Advice is the default view for volunteer attorneys and shows cases that have already 
been through intake and are ready for an advice callback. If the client said they would 
submit documents to the Helpline, then either they have submitted them and an intake 
volunteer has attached them to the case record, or the date the client said they would 
submit them by has passed and we should do the advice callback based on the 
information already in the case record. 

 The All Cases view includes every case ever opened in HelplineCMS. The purpose of 
viewing even closed cases is so that Helpline staff does not need to do multiple intakes 
for repeat callers. For example, a caller/tenant may call early in the eviction process and 
get advice from a Helpline attorney, then call back the next month with new questions at 
a different point in the eviction process. When first receiving new calls, intake 
volunteers will check the All Cases view to see if the caller/tenant already has a case 
file. 

 The Open Cases and Closed Cases views show only cases that have not been closed 
and have been closed, respectively. 

 The Urgent Cases view shows only cases that intake staff has marked in the case record 
as meeting the Helpline criteria for urgency. VPLC staff (and possibly some volunteer 
attorneys) may use this view to quickly find and open urgent cases for quick response. 

3. Opening and editing case records. 

To open an existing case from the list that appears on the Cases tab, simply click anywhere on 
the row where the case is listed. 

 To add data to an existing case record, after opening the record click on the Edit button 
in the top right corner of the case record. 

 Follow the step-by-step instructions for Intake callbacks and Advice callbacks (below), 
entering data in the appropriate fields of the case record.  

 After editing the case record, click the Submit button at the top right corner of the case 
screen.   
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THE SHARED HOTMAIL ACCOUNT 

The Eviction Legal Helpline’s phone system automatically 
sends all incoming voicemail messages (.wav audio files) to 
the shared Hotmail account as email attachments.   

The shared inbox is where Helpline requests and documents 
from callers/tenants will be routed and managed throughout 
the intake process.  

Account:  NoEvict@Hotmail.com  
Password:  [changes, get current one from VPLC staff] 

The shared inbox is organized into a series of subfolders. 
Helpline intake volunteers will access messages and 
documents from certain subfolders and, as callers/tenants go 
through the intake process, will move them to different 
subfolders.  

Here is a description of the subfolders and which messages each is meant to house. 

1 Urgent Intake — New voicemail from callers identifying as having one of the following: (a) 
eviction notice posted on home by sheriff; (b) lockout or exclusion by landlord within last 24 
hours without court process; (c) Unlawful Detainer court date within 72 hours 

2 Std. Intake — New voicemails from all other English-speaking callers 

3 Span. Intake— New voicemails from Spanish-speaking callers 

4 Case Record Created — An intake volunteer has gotten the information from the voicemail 
or email and created a case record in HelplineCMS 

5 Documents — Documents related to eviction cases that tenants will fax, email, or text to the 
Helpline (typically notices from landlords, courts, or sheriffs); intake volunteers will save the 
documents to OneDrive, attach a link to them in the Documents tab of the HelplineCMS case 
record, and organize the emails with attachments into subfolders with clients’ names  

6 Completed — Volunteer attorney has made contact with the caller and provided information 
and advice, and no follow up is required (usually this will be an assessment that the caller does 
not appear to have a viable defense); for VPLC to review & close 

Admin — VPLC will put messages and documents here after reviewing Completed cases 

Reject out of scope – Messages with no content (no voicemail left) or missed call notices 

 
Shared Inbox Subfolders: 

Inbox 
1  Urgent Intake 
2  Std. Intake 
3  Span. Intake 
4  Case Record Created 
5  Documents 

> Client Subfolders 
6  Completed 
Admin 
Reject out of scope 
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ONE DRIVE 

OneDrive is a cloud-based storage system connected to the Helpline’s shared Hotmail account. 
We use the OneDrive account to upload voicemail audio files and documents clients send to the 
Helpline. Once those files are saved to the OneDrive account, we connect them to the 
appropriate case record in HelplineCMS through a link that OneDrive generates. (See 
instructions in the Eviction Legal Helpline Volunteer Manual, Vol. 2: Intake Procedures.)  

We use OneDrive to transfer client files in order to avoid saving them to volunteers’ local hard 
drives. This is a critical method maintaining client privacy and confidentiality. If you ever run 
into difficulty using OneDrive to transfer files, please contact the VPLC Helpline supervisor for 
advice. 

EVICTION DEFENSES OUTLINE 

The Eviction Defenses Outline is a summary of the legal defenses a tenant might have to a 
landlord’s attempt to evict. It lists potential defenses to eviction with their statutory or case law 
authority. It is contained in Volume 3 of the Eviction Legal Helpline Volunteer Manual and is 
intended for the use of volunteer attorneys. 

The defenses are organized according to the point in the eviction process when each defense is 
most likely to be available or applicable. Attorneys assessing a case for a tenant should review 
defenses listed for the case’s procedural posture at the time of the consultation, but also review 
defenses that may have arisen earlier in the process. 
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Chapter 4: 
Helpline Policies 

PHONE STANDARDS FOR HELPLINE VOLUNTEERS 

1. A non-attorney volunteer is not authorized to give legal advice. The non-attorney 
volunteer can give general legal information if the issue is explicitly addressed in the 
reference scripts that VPLC has provided. (See ELH Volunteer Manual, Vol. 2: Intake 
Procedures.) 

2. All Helpline volunteers must always respect the client’s dignity and intelligence. 

3. It is not the role of any volunteer to determine if a client is “worthy” or “deserves” to be 
evicted to or avoid eviction.  

4. Volunteers should not give money, gifts, or services (except as part of Helpline 
procedures) to a Helpline caller/tenant or their family. 

5. Volunteers should never accept gifts of money, goods, or services from a Helpline 
caller/tenant or their family. 

6. Volunteers should not get personally involved in trying to obtain non-legal services for 
the tenant. Refer tenants to Virginia 2-1-1 for non-legal needs. 

7. Volunteers must always keep in mind their obligation to maintain confidentiality. If you 
are ever in doubt as to what to tell someone, check with VPLC before you release any 
information. 

8. Volunteers must maintain professionalism. Non-attorney volunteers should follow up on 
intake interview attempts (up to three attempts) and leave voicemails as scripted in the 
step-by-step instructions in the ELH Volunteer Manual, Vol. 2: Intake Procedures. 
Volunteer attorneys should likewise follow up on advice attempts (up to three attempts) 
and leave voicemails as scripted in the step-by-step instructions in the ELH Volunteer 
Manual, Vol. 3: Advice Callbacks and Eviction Defenses. 

TIMELINESS OF RESPONSE 

The goal of the Helpline is to reply to tenant calls in a timely manner. This means calling the 
tenant back for an intake interview within one business day for Urgent Intake and within two 
business days for Standard Intake.  

Non-attorney intake volunteers will need to check for new tenant calls, especially Urgent calls, 
but they should also be aware of cases that have been opened in HelplineCMS but have not 
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made it through the intake process. These cases will likely need more attempts at intake 
interviews. From the HelplineCMS Cases list, check the date that calls first came in to the 
Helpline and what kind of follow-up has been attempted to date. With all our callers, we want to 
strike a balance between addressing brand-new cases in a timely way and following up with 
cases that need additional intake callback attempts. 

If you have questions at the start of your shift as to how to prioritize your intake work, please 
contact your supervisor at EHLSupervisor@gmail.com. They can steer you to the greatest needs. 

LANGUAGE ACCESS FOR CALLERS WITH LIMITED ENGLISH PROFICIENCY 

Calls in Spanish will be routed to the Spanish Intake folder in the shared Hotmail inbox. These 
calls will be returned by a Spanish-speaking volunteer. If an individual who does not speak 
English or Spanish contacts the Helpline, you should forward the email to the supervisor at 
EHLSupervisor@gmail.com. Put “Language Assistance” in the subject line. VPLC will schedule 
an interpreter through our phone interpretation service. The supervisor will then perform the 
intake interview with the tenant through the interpreter, usually within one business day.  

CALLERS WITH HEARING, SPEECH, AND VISION IMPAIRMENTS 

For callers who are Deaf, Hard of Hearing, DeafBlind, and those who have difficulty speaking, 
VPLC uses Virginia Relay. This free service connects text telephones (TTY) and other adaptive 
devices with standard telephones by calling 7-1-1. Usually, the tenant will initiate the call 
through the relay interpretation service, who will then call the Helpline to leave a message. If 
you get a message from a relay service, please forward the email to your supervisor at 
EHLSupervisor@gmail.com. They will return the tenant’s call via the relay service as soon as 
possible. 

Callers with vision impairments can talk on the phone but may not be able to read or describe 
documents. Sometimes a family member or friend is available to help. Get the tenant’s 
permission for the third party to receive details about their case. Include the name of the family 
member or friend who is assisting in the case notes. 

GRIEVANCE PROCEDURES FOR UNSATISFIED CALLERS 

If a caller/tenant is unsatisfied with the service they receive from the Helpline—within the 
proper scope of the Helpline—and either the non-attorney volunteer or the volunteer attorney 
cannot resolve an issue with them, the volunteer should email the Helpline supervising attorney 
at EHLsupervisor@gmail.com. Explain to the caller/tenant that you are requesting the Helpline 
supervisor to respond to their concern and that someone should be in touch with them within 
one or two business days.  



Eviction Legal Helpline Volunteer Manual, Vol. 1: Background and Policies (v. 1.0 8/19/19) 

– 25 – 

In your email to the supervisor, explain the caller/tenant’s concern along with their name and 
phone number.  Make sure that the case notes in the HelplineCMS case record are as complete 
as possible. A Helpline managing attorney will try to address the grievance with the caller 
promptly. 

REPORTING VOLUNTEER CONCERNS AND SUGGESTIONS 

The Eviction Legal Helpline is a new model for delivering legal services to tenants facing 
eviction. We are unaware of any other legal helplines attempting to serve a high volume of 
clients mostly with volunteer staffing. As such, we are pioneering this together and we need your 
input and feedback.  

 Did we leave out any important steps in the intake or advice processes?  
 A suggestion about helpful information to record during the intake process?  
 Do you have a correction to our legal defense outline?  
 Are there instructions or scripts that create unnecessary confusion?  

As these or other issues come up, please share any comments, corrections, or suggestions with 
the supervisor at EHLSupervisor@gmail.com. We are grateful for your efforts to help us build a 
high quality service. 
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Appendix A: 
Helpline Cheat Sheet 

1-833-NoEvict (1-833-663-8428) (TTY: 711) 

On-call support for volunteers (Phil Storey) 
Cell 1: 415-388-0396 

Cell 2: 804-916-9794 

Email: phil@vplc.org 

Helpline volunteer signup calendars 
Non-atty: http://bit.ly/helplinevolunteersignup  

Attorneys: http://bit.ly/helplineprobonosignup  

Shared email account (for intake) 
Account: NoEvict@Hotmail.com 

Current password:   

HelplineCMS (case management system) 

https://evictionhelpline.org/helplinecms/ 

Your user name:   

Your password:   

Submitting notices/documents to the Helpline 

 833-744-8315 (fax) 
 NoEvict@Hotmail.com (subject “notice” or “document”) 
 Last resort: text message with pictures of the documents to 804-916-9794 

Common referrals  

 Non-legal services: 2-1-1 Virginia (dial 2-1-1, or online at www.211Virginia.org) 
 Legal services for low-income tenants: Legal Aid statewide number, 866-534-5243 
 Virginia Lawyer Referral Service, 800-552-7977 ($35 for 30-minute consult) 

Court records for eviction cases: https://eapps.courts.state.va.us/gdcourts/  

Basic steps of eviction process and timeline 
1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 

Notice of 
Termination 

Unlawful 
Detainer 

Return Date 
and Trial  

Judgment for 
Possession 

Writ of 
Eviction 

Sheriff’s 
Notice (Writ) 

Eviction by 
Sheriff 

Commonly: 
 5-day (rent) 
 21/30 
 30-day 

Filed in court 
after notice 
period expires 

Tenant served 
with 
summons for 
court date 

First court 
date (return) 
appx. 3 weeks 
after UD filed 

Right to 
redeem: pay 
by the return 
date (limited) 

If trial, usually 
a few weeks 
after return 

At return date 
(if tenant 
admits owing 
rent) or after 
trial 

Appx. 10 days 
after 
judgment 

Can issue at 
any time in 12 
months after 
judgment (if 
notice of 
reservation 
was given) 

Usually served 
within a few 
days after writ 
issues 

Tenant may 
be able to pay 
all owed 2 
business days 
before 
eviction 
(limited) 

At least 72 
hours after 
writ is served 

Usually 5-7 
days after writ 
is served 

Right to 
redeem: pay 2 
business days 
before the 
eviction date* 
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Appendix B: 
Sample Documents 

1. Notices from landlords. 
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2. Summons for Unlawful Detainer. 

 

July 
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3. Writ of Eviction/Possession. 
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4. Sheriff’s eviction notice. 
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5. General District Court Online Case Information System record. 
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Appendix C: 
Dealing with Difficult Callers 

GUIDELINES FOR HANDLING DEMANDING CALLERS 

The following is adapted from Bay Area Legal Aid, Legal Advice Line: Overview of a Legal 
Advice Line, Rev. 2011.  

1. Caller who is abusive. 

No one has to tolerate being yelled at or called names. However, because such behavior usually 
stems from a caller/tenant’s frustration, it may be possible to reduce their level of hostility by 
assuring them that you are listening and that the situation merits attention. If that doesn’t work, 
the Helpline volunteer should politely and firmly ask the caller/tenant to lower their voice and 
use appropriate language so that you can deal with their problem. If that does not work, you can 
ask if they would prefer a Helpline volunteer call back later when the caller/tenant might be 
calmer. If they do not want that, you can tell them that we will close their case and they can call 
the Helpline back and leave another message if they change their mind.  

Please document the difficulties with the caller in their case record in HelplineCMS so that if 
they do call back, Helpline volunteers can pull up that record and can more appropriately 
determine how to best approach and assist that client.    

2. Caller who wants too much time. 

How much time is too much time to spend on any given caller/tenant is subjective but there are 
clients who just want to chat even after an intake volunteer has elicited all of the information 
necessary to prepare a complete case record for an attorney to review, or after an attorney has 
given the appropriate legal advice. Some callers/tenants have many non-legal needs they wish to 
discuss or want help with. We always want to treat callers/tenants with respect and concern, but 
as explained in the policies above, the services of the Helpline must stay focused on the legal 
issue.  

3. Caller who does not have a legal problem. 

Some clients call because they want money or other non-legal services and have confused the 
Eviction Legal Helpline with a social service agency. Explain that you cannot provide the 
requested service. Direct them to 2-1-1 Virginia for referral to non-legal service providers. The 
service is available by dialing 211 or visiting www.211Virginia.org. 

4. Caller who has a legal problem but refuses to recognize it. 

You may know from what the caller/tenant has said that they are about to be evicted, but all they 
will talk about is the mess the plumber made. If you can’t get the client to focus on the legally 
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relevant and immediate issue, ask if there is anyone else in the household you can speak to. If 
not, there may not be much to do except suggest they call the Helpline when papers arrive from 
the court or the sheriff.   

5. Caller who refuses solutions. 

Occasionally you may encounter a tenant who rejects all legal advice from the Helpline 
volunteer attorney. You may have to simply repeat the advice and say goodbye. Sometimes the 
imminent loss of an audience will trigger some reconsideration of your suggestions. If not, 
politely end the call and close the case.   


