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THE CENTRAL DISTRICT OF CALIFORNIA BANKRUPTCY 
COURT IN CRISIS: LEADERSHIP, CONTINUITY, AND 
INSTITUTIONAL ADAPTATION DURING COVID-19

Public health crises have a way of revealing how institutions really 
work. They don’t just test doctors and hospitals, they test whether sys-
tems of governance can make decisions quickly, coordinate across 
layers of authority, and maintain public trust while imposing limits 
that feel uncomfortable or disruptive. The influenza pandemic of 1918 
is still the classic American example. Its lesson isn’t primarily medical, 
because there was little medicine to offer. It is administrative. Cities 
that acted quickly, shut down large gatherings, and took responsibility 
for decisive actions saved lives. Cities that hesitated or tried to carry 
on as usual suffered devastating consequences.1
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	 1.	 The contrast between Philadelphia and St. Louis during the 1918 
influenza pandemic has become a canonical illustration of the consequences 
of delayed versus decisive public action. Philadelphia permitted a large 
public parade in late September 1918, drawing more than 200,000 specta-
tors, and experienced a rapid collapse of hospital capacity within days. 
St. Louis, by contrast, acted swiftly under the leadership of its health com-
missioner, Dr. Max Starkloff, closing schools, theaters, and public gatherings 
shortly after the first reported cases. Mortality rates in St. Louis were less 
than half those of Philadelphia, demonstrating that outcomes turned not 
on medical intervention, which was unavailable, but on governance, timing, 
and institutional leadership. John M. Barry, The Great Influenza: The Story of 
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COVID-19 forced the same basic reckoning a century later, includ-
ing for the federal courts.2 Courthouses are built around people coming 
together: filing counters assume physical access, especially to pro se 
parties; and courtrooms assume proximity between judges, lawyers, 
staff, witnesses, and litigants.3 When those very spaces became unsafe, 
courts were forced to confront a simple but uncomfortable question: 
how do you keep the justice system functioning when the building 
itself becomes a public health risk?4

For bankruptcy courts, that question carried particular urgency. 
Bankruptcy is not a system that can simply pause until conditions 
improve. The automatic stay, emergency relief, debtor-in-possession 
financing, and court supervision of restructurings exist to prevent eco-
nomic collapse from spreading. In times of widespread disruption, 
bankruptcy courts function as institutional shock absorbers, stabilizing 
relationships among debtors, creditors, employees, and communities 
at moments when instability threatens to cascade.5

Along with courts across the nation, the United States Bank-
ruptcy Court for the Central District of California found itself squarely 
at the center of that challenge. Serving one of the largest and most 
economically diverse populations in the nation, the court had to 
respond quickly to overlapping public-health orders, operational dis-
ruptions, and unprecedented economic stress, all while continuing to 
perform functions essential to financial stability. Based on discussions 
with Chief Judges and Clerks of Court around the country, the Central 
District’s response was notable not just in its speed, but also in an 
ability to adapt without waiting for the perfect guidance.6

the Deadliest Pandemic in History 370–71 (Viking 2004); see also Centers for 
Disease Control & Prevention, 1918 Pandemic (H1N1 Virus) (Mar. 20, 2020), 
https://www.cdc.gov/flu/pandemic-resources/1918-pandemic-h1n1.html.
	 2.	 Declaring a National Emergency Concerning the Novel Coronavirus Disease 
(COVID-19) Outbreak, 85 Fed. Reg. 15,337 (Mar. 13, 2020).
	 3.	 Julie M. Baldwin, John M. Eassey & Erika J. Brooke, Court Operations 
during the COVID-19 Pandemic, 45 Am. J. of Crim. Just. 743 (2020).
	 4.	 Michael Legg. The COVID-19 Pandemic, the Courts and Online Hearings: 
Maintaining Open Justice, Procedural Fairness and Impartiality. Federal Law Review, 
49(2), 161-184 (2021), available at https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/ 
10.1177/0067205X21993139 (last visited Jan. 26, 2026).
	 5.	 Anthony J. Casey, Bankruptcy and Bailouts, Subsidies and Stimulus: The 
Government Toolset for Responding to Market Distress, 2021 U. Chi. Legal F. 63 (2021).
	 6.	 The author wishes to thank Bankruptcy Judge Maureen Tighe, former 
Chief Judge of the Central District of California, and Kathleen Campbell, Clerk 
of the Central District of California, for engaging in extensive conversations 
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That capacity for adaptation did not emerge in a vacuum. It was 
shaped by the institutional culture of the Ninth Circuit itself. As the 
largest and most geographically expansive federal circuit,7 the Ninth 
Circuit has long operated under conditions of scale, diversity, and dis-
tance that requires a degree of decentralization and local initiative 
to maintain coherence across vastly different regions and economic 
environments.8 9 The Circuit has also fostered regular communication 
among the Chief Judges across the Circuit.

That tradition has particular importance for bankruptcy courts. 
Bankruptcy practice demands speed, flexibility, and close familiarity 
with local economic realities. The Ninth Circuit’s tolerance for proce-
dural variation at the district and bankruptcy court levels has allowed 
courts like the Central District to develop administrative practices 
tailored to regional needs while remaining anchored to circuit-wide 
norms.10 In ordinary times, that decentralization can produce uneven-
ness. In a crisis, it can produce resilience.

and email communications with the author. Further, the author relied exten-
sively upon the fascinating details and timeline provided in the unpublished 
December 2025 court report, Resilience in Action: Court Initiatives During the COVID-19 
Pandemic. The report was prepared at the direction of Judge Tighe and Kathy 
Campbell for the court’s use and specifically for use in preparing this article, 
and the many Central District professionals involved in the creation of this 
report are acknowledged within the report. That report may be found at https://
perma.cc/FV88-YQLA. Throughout this article, factual events and actions 
described by the Central District Report will be referenced as “CBCA Report” 
	 7.	 United States Bankruptcy Court Central District of California, About the 
Court, https://www.cacb.uscourts.gov/about-court (“The Central District is part of 
the Ninth Circuit, which encompasses the federal courts of nine states: Alaska, 
Arizona, California, Hawaii, Idaho, Montana, Nevada, Oregon, and Washington. 
The Ninth Circuit also extends appellate services to the Territory of Guam and 
to the Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands. The Ninth Circuit is the  
largest of the twelve federal circuits in size, population, number of federal 
judges, and volume of litigation. It includes fifteen federal district courts, thirteen 
bankruptcy courts, and a court of appeals.”) (last visited Jan. 26, 2026).
	 8.	 UNITED STATES COURTS FOR THE NINTH CIRCUIT, What is the Ninth 
Circuit?, https://www.ca9.uscourts.gov/judicial-council/what-is-the-ninth-circuit/ 
(last visited Jan. 14, 2026).
	 9.	 Significant studies have emerged regarding the positive aspects of 
government decentralization in times of crisis. See, e.g., Pietrangelo de Biase & 
Sean Dougherty, FEDERALISM AND PUBLIC HEALTH DECENTRALISATION 
IN THE TIME OF COVID-19 (OECD, 2021).
	 10.	 The primary “procedural variance” for bankruptcy courts within the 
Ninth Circuit, as well as in other circuits, stems from the authority to establish 
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Formally, the Central District bankruptcy court operates as a unit 
of the United States District Court for the Central District of California, 
and it remains subject to district-wide administrative authority, facil-
ity constraints, and national Judicial Conference guidance. Emergency 
planning in the district courts naturally prioritizes criminal proceedings 
and jury trials, where constitutional concerns are most acute. Bank-
ruptcy courts, however, confront a different set of imperatives. Their 
dockets involve time-sensitive decisions that directly affect liquidity, 
employment, and the survival of operating businesses. Delays carry 
real economic consequences.11

That structural tension became impossible to ignore during the 
pandemic. The Central District entered the crisis acutely aware that 
waiting for traditional courthouse access to resume was not a viable 
option. The court was prepared to assert operational flexibility within 
institutional boundaries, drawing on long-standing Ninth Circuit norms 
that value practical problem-solving and trust in local leadership.12

Scale also mattered. Serving a population larger than that of 
many states, the Central District had already developed systems for 
managing high-volume dockets, including widespread electronic 
filing, telephonic appearances, and standardized procedures. Those 
tools were not designed for a public-health emergency, but they pro-
vided a foundation for rapid transformation when normal operations 
became impossible.

The Central District’s experience underscores a broader lesson 
about judicial administration. Crisis response is not driven solely by 
written emergency plans or centralized directives. It depends just as 
much on institutional culture, accumulated experience, and the degree 
of trust placed in judges and administrators closest to the problem. 
The Ninth Circuit’s comfort with decentralized problem-solving did not 
eliminate uncertainty, but it allowed courts to keep functioning when 
delay would have meant paralysis.

local rules, standing orders, and individual judicial policies that must be con-
sistent with, but not duplicative of, the Federal Rules of Bankruptcy Procedure 
and Acts of Congress. See Federal Rules of Bankruptcy Procedure, Rule 9029 
on adopting local rules and procedures.
	 11.	 James J. White, The Virtue of Speed in Bankruptcy Proceedings, 40 Law 
Quadrangle (formerly Law Quad Notes) - (1997), available at: https:// 
repository.law.umich.edu/lqnotes/vol40/iss3/10.
	 12.	 CBCA Report, supra note 6, at14 (For example, “leveraging 
technology … to meet the needs of litigants, attorneys, and the public while 
adhering to public health guidelines, even during the ‘Safer at Home’ orders 
and strict limitations on leaving the home.”).
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The Scope of the Challenge in Early 2020

The sheer size and complexity of the Central District shaped every-
thing about how it faced the pandemic. The court serves Los Angeles, 
Orange, Riverside, San Bernardino, San Luis Obispo, Santa Barbara, 
and Ventura Counties, a region that includes the largest metropolitan 
economy in the country. Within that footprint are global entertainment 
companies, logistics hubs, aerospace firms, real estate empires, agri-
cultural operations, manufacturers, and millions of small businesses 
and wage earners. Not surprisingly, the bankruptcy docket mirrors that 
diversity. On any given day, it ranges from complex Chapter 11 reor-
ganizations to high-volume consumer cases, many involving debtors 
without lawyers.13

By February 2020, court leadership suspected that COVID-19 
would hit the regional economy quickly, but not evenly. Some indus-
tries, particularly hospitality, retail, and entertainment, were already 
showing signs of serious distress even before official shutdowns 
began. Others, such as logistics and healthcare-related businesses, 
experienced volatility rather than immediate collapse. The court antic-
ipated that all of these pressures would converge in the bankruptcy 
system at once, potentially driving up both the number of filings and 
the urgency of the relief being sought.

The court’s physical layout made the situation even more com-
plicated. Courthouses were spread across multiple counties, with 
each county issuing its own public-health orders on its own timeline. 
Some counties moved quickly to restrict public access, while others 
moved more slowly. The result was a patchwork of local rules and 
conditions that made a single, uniform courthouse policy difficult to 
maintain. At the same time, state and federal guidance was evolving 
rapidly, sometimes changing within days, leaving administrators to 
reconcile shifting directives with on-the-ground local realities.14

Unlike many civil courts, the Central District did not have the 
option of simply slowing down while waiting for clarity. Bankruptcy 
proceedings operate on statutory timelines designed to protect sub-
stantive rights. The automatic stay (11 U.S.C. §362(a)) takes effect 
immediately upon filing and requires active judicial oversight. Emer-
gency motions, requests for financing, and disputes over adequate 
protection cannot wait weeks or months. Debtors-in-possession need 

	 13.	 https://ecf.cacb.uscourts.gov/ecfstatsdash (case statistics, Central 
District Bankruptcy Court) (last visited Jan. 26, 2026).
	 14.	 CBCA Report, supra note 6, at 2-5 (California response), 5-10 (county 
responses), 10-13 (Administrative Office of the U.S. Courts).
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quick approval to keep paying employees and suppliers. Creditors, 
especially workers and small vendors, rely on court supervision to 
prevent disorderly collection efforts.

The court also faced a serious access-to-justice problem. A sig-
nificant share of the Central District’s consumer cases involves unrep-
resented debtors who depend on in-person clerk assistance, paper 
filings, and public counters. Closing courthouses overnight risked 
cutting those litigants off from the system entirely. Unlike represented 
parties, they could not easily shift to remote participation without 
institutional support and guidance.15

Early filing data confirmed these concerns. After a brief initial 
dip, as economic activity abruptly froze, filings rebounded quickly in 
the form of emergency motions and preemptive cases. Businesses 
sought protection in anticipation of collapsing revenue. Individuals 
who suddenly lost jobs turned to bankruptcy to stabilize housing and 
transportation. The court recognized that any prolonged interruption 
would not reduce harm, it would magnify it.

All of this reinforced a basic reality. During the pandemic, the 
bankruptcy court was not simply resolving disputes. It was helping 
maintain economic continuity and critical infrastructure. Continuing 
operations, even in a dramatically altered form, was not a discretion-
ary choice. It was central to the court’s statutory mission.

That understanding shaped the court’s approach from the very 
beginning. The pandemic was not treated as a reason to suspend oper-
ations, but as a constraint that demanded rapid adaptation. The ques-
tion was never whether the court would function, but how. That framing 
would guide decision-making in the crucial weeks that followed.16 

Leadership at the Onset of Crisis

At the center of the Central District’s early response was Chief 
Judge Maureen A. Tighe, who had taken on that role in 2019, less than 
a year before the pandemic began. Although her tenure as Chief Judge 
was still new, she brought decades of experience within the federal 
system. Before joining the bankruptcy bench in 2003, she served as a 
Deputy Chief in the U.S. Attorney’s Office Major Frauds Section and later 
as United States Trustee for seven judicial districts across California 
and the Pacific territories. Those positions required managing large, 

	 15.	 Interview with Bankruptcy Judge Maureen Tighe, former Chief Judge 
of the Central District of California, (Fall and Winter 2025).
	 16.	 Id.;. Interview with Kathleen Campbell, Clerk of the Central District 
of California (Fall 2025).
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geographically-dispersed systems under constant pressure, a back-
ground that proved invaluable in March 2020.17

As reports of viral spread intensified and public-health warnings 
escalated, Judge Tighe approached the situation not as an abstract 
emergency, but as a concrete management problem. Information was 
incomplete and conditions were changing daily, but her focus was 
clear. The court had to keep operating. It might not operate perfectly, 
but it could not stop.18

The timing of the crisis coincided with profound personal loss. In 
early March 2020, Judge Tighe was caring for her mother, whose health 
was rapidly declining. Her mother passed away on March 14, 2020, just 
as the emergency was accelerating and the scope of the pandemic was 
becoming unmistakable. Like many leaders during this period, Judge 
Tighe faced the collision of personal grief and institutional responsi-
bility. There was no meaningful pause. Decisions affecting hundreds of 
employees and thousands of litigants had to be made immediately.19

Judge Tighe understood what was at stake. If the bankruptcy court 
ceased functioning, the consequences would ripple outward. Busi-
nesses would be unable to obtain emergency relief. Employees would 
lose wages. Creditors would act independently. Backlogs created in the 
early days of the crisis could take years to unwind. As she told mem-
bers of the court’s leadership team, “It is up to us to keep the court 
going so that people’s lives can go forward.”20

Judge Tighe’s leadership style during this period emphasized 
decisiveness and trust. Rather than attempting to centralize every 
decision, she relied on senior administrators and encouraged frank 
assessments and rapid feedback. She accepted that some decisions 
would need to be revisited as circumstances evolved. In Judge Tighe’s 
view, waiting for perfect information posed a greater risk than making 
timely adjustments.21

Equally important was Judge Tighe’s understanding of the court’s 
relationship with the public. Maintaining confidence in the bank-
ruptcy system required clarity and consistency, even amid disruption. 
Sudden closures without explanation, or shifting procedures without 
communication, would undermine trust. Judge Tighe therefore empha-
sized clear, frequent communication as an essential part of crisis 

	 17.	 https://www.cacb.uscourts.gov/judges/honorable-maureen-tighe 
(last checked January 26, 2026).
	 18.	 Tighe interview, supra note 17.
	 19.	 Id.
	 20.	 Id.
	 21.	 Id.; Campbell Interview, supra note 18.
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management.22 Relationships and regular meetings with bar associa-
tion leaders proved invaluable in obtaining feedback about the needs 
of the attorneys and the public and how the court needed to address 
specific concerns.

The tone set during those early weeks proved lasting. By treating 
continuity as non-negotiable and adaptation as a professional obliga-
tion, Judge Tighe established a shared understanding that the court’s 
mission did not pause in the face of crisis. That understanding became 
the foundation for the administrative coordination, technological 
change, and institutional resilience that followed.

Early Planning and the Architecture of Coordination

As the public-health crisis accelerated in early March 2020, the 
Central District quickly moved from talking about contingencies to 
actually running the court under emergency conditions. Although 
ultimate responsibility rested with the Chief Judge, the practical work 
of keeping the system functioning fell to a small group of senior admin-
istrators whose experience and institutional memory proved critical. 
At the center of that effort were Clerk of Court Kathleen J. Campbell, 
Chief Deputy of Administration John Hermann, and Chief Deputy of 
Operations Benjamin Varela.23

By February 2020, Judge Tighe had already begun regular con-
versations with Campbell, Hermann, and Varela about what might be 
coming and how the court could respond. At that point, much remained 
uncertain. National guidance was thin, and it was unclear whether 
COVID-19 would require short-term adjustments or a wholesale 
rethinking of court operations. Still, leadership understood that wait-
ing for definitive answers would leave the court exposed if conditions 
worsened quickly.

They did worsen. As counties across Southern California began 
issuing emergency orders and limiting public access to government 
buildings, Campbell moved quickly to impose structure on what 
could easily have become chaos. Around March 16, 2020, she estab-
lished daily leadership conference calls that brought together roughly 
eighteen senior managers from across the court. These included 
leaders from operations, information technology, human resources, 
facilities, finance, courtroom services, and legal support.24

	 22.	 Id.
	 23.	 Id.
	 24.	 Id.; CBCA Report, supra note 6, at 14
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These calls became the court’s operational nerve center. Each 
meeting followed a clear and disciplined format. Participants reviewed 
new public-health directives and building access rules, then moved 
through department-by-department reports on staffing, technology 
capacity, and emerging problems. Decisions were made in real time, 
documented, and quickly circulated so that all locations and divisions 
stayed aligned.

Meeting daily was not about bureaucracy, it was about speed. 
Conditions were changing too fast for weekly updates or layered 
approvals. Policies adopted one day sometimes had to be adjusted 
the next. Rather than seeing this as a failure of planning, court lead-
ership accepted it as the reality of crisis management. The daily calls 
created a constant feedback loop that allowed the court to adapt with-
out losing coherence.

Campbell played a central role in making this work. She acted as 
the bridge between judicial leadership and operational staff, translat-
ing judicial priorities into practical procedures and, just as importantly, 
explaining operational limits back to the judges. That two-way flow 
of information helped prevent decisions that sounded good in theory 
but were unworkable in practice, or overly cautious in ways that would 
slow the court unnecessarily.

Hermann focused on the nuts and bolts. He assessed what it 
would take to move large portions of the workforce off-site, identi-
fied gaps in equipment and secure network access, and coordinated 
with outside entities such as the General Services Administration. The 
court had no standing telework infrastructure designed for this scale, 
so laptops, secure connections, and remote communication tools had 
to be rolled out quickly, often with little precedent to draw on. As Judge 
Tighe recalls, “We invented telework for the court. We had to.”25

Beyond logistics, the coordination structure served an important 
cultural purpose. Bringing senior managers together on a regular basis 
reinforced a sense that this was a shared problem requiring collective 
solutions. Traditional departmental silos faded. Issues that cut across 
divisions, such as remote courtroom operations or employee safety 
protocols, were addressed holistically instead of being handed off 
sequentially.

Looking back, an internal retrospective concluded that many of 
the Central District’s most important early decisions, including when to 
close courthouses, how broadly to expand telework, and how quickly 
to move to remote hearing platforms, flowed directly from this coor-
dinated leadership process. As conditions stabilized, the meetings 

	 25.	 Tighe Interview, supra note 17.
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became less frequent, but the collaborative framework remained in 
place throughout the pandemic.26

This architecture of coordination, built under intense pressure, 
reflected the court’s broader approach to crisis management. Rather 
than relying on rigid hierarchies or static emergency plans, leadership 
emphasized communication, flexibility, and trust in professional 
expertise. That approach would continue to shape the court’s response 
as new challenges emerged.

Navigating Layered Public-Health and Judicial Authority

From late January through mid-March 2020, the Central Dis-
trict found itself navigating a growing and often confusing stack of 
public-health and judicial directives. Authority flowed at the same time 
from federal, state, and local officials, each responding to fast-moving 
conditions on different timelines. For a court operating across mul-
tiple counties, making sense of these overlapping mandates quickly 
became one of the hardest administrative tasks.

At the federal level, the Secretary of Health and Human Services 
declared a public-health emergency on January 31, 2020.27 That dec-
laration triggered certain legal authorities, but offered little concrete 
guidance for day-to-day court operations. The Administrative Office of 
the United States Courts soon issued advisories on telework, court-
house access, and continuity planning, but those advisories were 
necessarily broad, reflecting the vastly different conditions facing 
courts across the country.28

State and local governments moved on separate tracks. 
California’s Governor declared a statewide emergency on March 4, 
2020,29 followed by executive orders that increasingly limited public 
gatherings and nonessential activities.30 Counties within the Central 
District issued their own health orders, sometimes stricter than the 

	 26.	 Id.; CBCA Report, supra note 6, at14 Campbell Interview, supra note 18.
	 27.	 https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/presidential-actions/ 
proclamation-declaring-national-emergency-concerning-novel-coronavirus- 
disease-covid-19-outbreak/, quoting from President Trump’s March 13, 2020 
Proclamation on Declaring a National Emergency Concerning the Novel Coronavirus 
Disease (COVID-19) Outbreak.
	 28.	 CBCA Report,supra note 6, at 10-13.
	 29.	 Proclamation of a State of Emergency at https://www.gov.ca.gov/
wp-content/uploads/2020/03/3.4.20-Coronavirus-SOE-Proclamation.pdf (last 
visited Dec. 28, 2025).
	 30.	 CBCA Report,.supra note 6, at 3-5.
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state’s and often different from one another.31 A courthouse in Los 
Angeles County could face tighter restrictions than one in Ventura or 
San Luis Obispo, even though all were part of the same federal district.

Layered on top of public-health mandates were judicial gov-
ernance structures. Courthouse facilities were subject to General 
Services Administration requirements that imposed building-specific 
safety rules.32 District court general orders addressed courthouse 
operations, often with understandable emphasis on criminal cases 
and jury trials. The Bankruptcy Court had different demands and had 
two divisions where there was no District Court. The inconsistencies 
among the various directives needed to be reconciled. The result was 
a situation where complying with one directive could put the court in 
tension with another.

Court leadership came to describe this as a problem of synthe-
sis rather than simple compliance. No single external directive could 
be adopted wholesale without considering how it interacted with 
bankruptcy-specific obligations. A county order restricting public 
access had to be reconciled with the court’s duty to accept filings and 
hear emergency motions. District court orders suspending proceed-
ings could not be applied mechanically to bankruptcy cases governed 
by strict statutory timelines.

The court addressed these conflicts through a combination of 
legal analysis and practical judgment. Daily leadership calls provided 
a forum for evaluating new directives as they emerged. Legal staff 
assessed the scope and applicability of each order, while operational 
teams considered what could realistically be implemented. The result-
ing policies were tailored to the court’s unique role, aligning with the 
intent of public-health guidance while preserving essential judicial 
functions.

Clear communication was essential. The court issued frequent 
public notices explaining what was changing, why it was changing, 
and how long changes were expected to last. That transparency helped 
reduce confusion among litigants and the bar as procedures evolved. 
Internally, staff were kept informed not just of what to do, but why 
decisions were being made, reinforcing confidence that responses 
were thoughtful rather than improvised.

This approach reflected a deeper understanding of institutional 
legitimacy during crisis. Trust depends not only on outcomes, but on 
visible, reasoned decision-making. By explaining how it reconciled 

	 31.	 Id. at 5-10.
	 32.	 Id. at 1 (access control, facility safety standards), 25 (cleaning 
protocols), 39 (health screenings).
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competing authorities, the Central District maintained credibility while 
operating under unprecedented constraints. The experience high-
lighted a broader lesson for judicial administration: when emergencies 
produce overlapping and sometimes conflicting guidance, the ability 
to synthesize and explain may matter more than strict adherence to 
any single rule.

Closing Courthouses Without Closing the Court

As public-health orders tightened in mid-March 2020, simply 
postponing and rescheduling matters was not an option. The prob-
lem was most acute for self-represented debtors and small creditors. 
A significant share of the Central District’s consumer docket involves 
individuals who file without lawyers and rely heavily on in-person help 
from the Clerk’s Office, paper forms, and public filing counters. Many 
lack reliable internet access, familiarity with electronic filing, or the 
resources to pivot quickly to remote processes. An abrupt courthouse 
shutdown threatened to exclude these litigants entirely, at the very 
moment when job loss, housing instability, and financial crisis were 
driving them to seek bankruptcy relief.

Court leadership quickly concluded that closing buildings could 
not mean closing access.33 Statutory deadlines did not disappear. 
The automatic stay still went into effect the moment a case was filed. 
Emergency motions still required judicial oversight. From the court’s 
perspective, maintaining an open pathway into the system was essen-
tial to preserving economic stability.34

The response was a series of fast, practical adaptations. Where 
public-health rules allowed, the court created limited document 
drop-off procedures, designed to minimize physical contact while 
preserving a way to file paper pleadings.35 Mail-in filing options were 
expanded, and internal processing timelines were adjusted to reflect 
staffing disruptions and delays beyond anyone’s control.

At the same time, the court pushed forward on electronic access 
in ways that had not previously been urgent. The electronic proof-
of-claim system was expanded so that non-registered users could file 
claims without navigating the full CM/ECF registration process.36 The 
court updated and highlighted online guidance aimed specifically at 

	 33.	 Tighe Interview, supra note 17; Campbell Interview, supra note 18.
	 34.	 Id.
	 35.	 CBCA Report, supra note 6, at. 17.
	 36.	 https://www.cacb.uscourts.gov/epoc-electronic-proof-claim (last 
visited Jan. 26, 2026).
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self-represented debtors, offering step-by-step instructions tailored to 
pandemic conditions.37 Judge Tighe quips, “The world did not end.”38

Making these changes required intense coordination inside the 
Clerk’s Office. Many staff members themselves were transitioning to 
remote work, all while fielding a surge of calls and emails from anxious 
litigants trying to understand rapidly changing procedures. Leadership 
emphasized consistent messaging, understanding that conflicting 
instructions would only deepen confusion and erode trust.

Judicial officers adapted as well. Deadlines were adjusted where 
the rules allowed. Hearings were conducted remotely. Judges exercised 
discretion to account for pandemic-related barriers faced by parties, 
while remaining mindful of statutory limits. There was a shared recog-
nition that rigid adherence to pre-pandemic procedures could produce 
unfair results under extraordinary conditions.

Looking back, Judge Tighe later identified these access-focused 
decisions as among the most important made during the early weeks 
of the crisis. Keeping a visible, workable path into the court sent a 
clear message: the bankruptcy system was still open and responsive, 
even if it looked different. The experience reinforced a core principle, 
access to justice is not defined by a physical building, but by institu-
tional commitment.39

The process also brought long-standing inequities into sharper 
focus. The pandemic exposed disparities in digital access and legal 
representation that had always existed but were easier to overlook in 
normal times. Emergency solutions adopted under pressure would 
later inform broader discussions about permanent reforms to expand 
access well beyond the pandemic itself.

Remote Hearings, Trials, and Procedural Innovation

Once courthouses closed, the court had to confront a question 
that had lingered on the margins for years: could core bankruptcy adju-
dication really happen without everyone in the same room? Telephonic 
appearances were familiar for routine matters, but the idea of con-
ducting contested hearings, evidentiary proceedings, or trials remotely 
raised serious procedural and cultural concerns.

The Federal Rules of Bankruptcy Procedure largely assume 
in-person testimony, physical exhibits, and direct courtroom control. 
While the rules allow flexibility, they had never been tested against 

	 37.	 https://www.cacb.uscourts.gov/esr (last visited Jan. 26, 2026).
	 38.	 Tighe Interview, supra note 17.
	 39.	 Id.
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a wholesale move to remote adjudication. Judges and administrators 
had to decide how far they could adapt procedures without compro-
mising due process, the integrity of the record, or public confidence in 
the process.

In the earliest weeks, the court leaned heavily on telephonic 
hearings. Platforms like CourtCall were already familiar to the bar and 
required little technical sophistication. For many routine matters, 
phone hearings worked surprisingly well.40 Attendance rates were high, 
scheduling conflicts dropped, and parties avoided the time and expense 
of travel. Those early successes encouraged broader experimentation.

Video proceedings soon followed as secure, approved platforms 
became available. Judges began conducting hearings that allowed 
visual participation by counsel, parties, and witnesses.41 The transition 
was not seamless. Bandwidth problems, audio glitches, and unfamil-
iarity with the technology caused occasional disruptions. Over time, 
judges and staff developed practical protocols, including pre-hearing 
testing, backup phone access, and clear written instructions for 
participants.42

The most consequential step was the decision to conduct evi-
dentiary hearings and trials remotely, at least with party consent. This 
required careful thought about witness credibility, exhibit handling, 
and preserving a clean record for appeal. After internal consultation 
and discussion with colleagues around the Ninth Circuit, judges con-
cluded that remote trials were both permissible and necessary. Less 
than a month after the national emergency declaration, the Central 
District conducted its first fully remote trial.43

Judges were careful to emphasize that this was not a rejection of tra-
ditional safeguards, but an adaptation to extraordinary circumstances. 
Parties were given opportunities to object, stipulate to procedures, 
and propose accommodations. Courtroom decorum was maintained 
through explicit rules governing participation and conduct. Even 
through a screen, the presence of the judge reinforced the seriousness 
and authority of the proceedings.

As experience accumulated, remote adjudication revealed unex-
pected advantages. Video appearances reduced travel costs and 
allowed easier participation by out-of-district counsel and witnesses. 
Scheduling became more flexible, enabling faster attention to urgent 

	 40.	 CBCA Report, supra note 6, at 14-16.
	 41.	 Id. at 16, 31-32.
	 42.	 Interview with Hon. Scott C. Clarkson, Bankruptcy Judge, Central 
District of California ((Winter 2025-2026).
	 43.	 Id.
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matters. Some judges even observed that video testimony offered a 
clearer view of witnesses than traditional courtroom seating.44

Concerns remained, particularly about technological equity 
for self-represented litigants and those with limited internet access. 
Even so, the court’s ability to conduct hearings and trials remotely 
demonstrated that procedural innovation could preserve, and in some 
respects improve, the administration of justice.

What began as an emergency response quickly became a proving 
ground. The Central District’s early adoption of remote adjudication 
influenced broader judicial practice and laid the foundation for hybrid 
models that continue to shape bankruptcy proceedings today.

Chambers-Level Leadership and Early Technology Adoption

Although court-wide administrative decisions set the framework, 
the day-to-day success of remote adjudication depended heavily on 
what happened inside individual chambers. Judges varied in their prior 
use of technology, their comfort with remote proceedings, and their 
willingness to experiment under pressure. Within the Central District, 
some chambers naturally became early adopters whose practices 
informally guided others. Among those were the chambers of Judges 
Martin Barash and Scott C. Clarkson.

Well before the pandemic, Judge Clarkson regularly permitted 
telephonic appearances for non-evidentiary matters and occasion-
ally conducted fully remote hearings when circumstances required. 
As a fortunate coincidence, six months prior to the pandemic, Judge 
Clarkson had instituted a national law clerk and intern lecture series 
about basic bankruptcy law that utilized the Zoom conference system. 
Both the court technical personnel and chambers personnel, as well as 
the judge himself, became experts in the use of this emerging technol-
ogy. That experience proved invaluable in March 2020, when the court 
shifted almost overnight to remote operations. While some chambers 
faced a steep learning curve, Judge Clarkson’s procedures required 
only modest adjustment.45

His longtime law clerk, Eve Marsella, recalled that in the earliest 
phase of the shutdown, chambers relied primarily on CourtCall. Tentative 
rulings included dial-in information, and parties were instructed to 
appear by phone. At that moment, CourtCall temporarily suspended 
its usual fees, which eased access concerns and helped maintain broad 
participation during a period of uncertainty.

	 44.	 Tighe Interview, supra note 17; Campbell Interview,supra note 18.
	 45.	 Clarkson Interview, supra note 44.
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Marsella noted that Judge Clarkson “was ahead of the curve,” 
explaining that chambers had already developed internal protocols for 
managing remote participation. As a result, “we did not struggle with 
the process as did some of the chambers.” When secure video plat-
forms later became available, the courtroom transitioned smoothly to 
hybrid hearings that allowed appearances by phone, video, or, when 
permitted, in person.46

This experience reinforced a broader institutional insight. Tech-
nology adoption during crisis was not driven solely by administrative 
directive. It also depended on judicial culture and individual leader-
ship. Judges who were comfortable exercising discretion over court-
room procedures and who trusted their staff to manage new tools 
adapted more quickly and with less disruption.

The influence of early-adopting chambers extended beyond their 
own calendars. Judges shared techniques informally, accelerating 
learning across the court. Approaches to handling exhibits remotely, 
maintaining decorum in video hearings, and managing technical fail-
ures evolved through collaboration rather than top-down instruction. 
This peer-driven spread of innovation complemented the court’s cen-
tralized coordination efforts.

Over time, chambers-level experimentation helped normalize 
remote practice. What initially felt provisional became routine. Even 
as courthouses gradually reopened, judges reported greater confi-
dence in hybrid hearings and increased willingness to allow remote 
participation when appropriate.

Judge Clarkson’s chambers illustrate how pre-pandemic experi-
mentation, combined with decisive early adoption, helped the Central 
District maintain continuity during the most disruptive phase of the 
crisis. The lessons drawn from that experience would shape not only 
pandemic response, but the court’s long-term thinking about how 
technology can support fairness, efficiency, and judicial control.

Infrastructure, Culture, Reopening, and Institutional Lessons

As remote adjudication became routine and chambers-level exper-
imentation spread across the court, it became clear that the Central 
District was no longer operating in emergency mode alone. What had 
begun as crisis response was evolving into something more durable. 
The later phases of the pandemic revealed that the court’s adaptations 
were not merely temporary accommodations, but indicators of deeper 
institutional change.

	 46.	 Interview with Eve Marsella, Law Clerk to Judge Clarkson (Fall 2025).
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Technology as Emergency Infrastructure

One of the most consequential realizations to emerge from this 
period was that technology could no longer be understood as a sup-
porting tool that made court operations more efficient. It had become 
essential infrastructure.

In the earliest weeks of the shutdown, the Central District had no 
luxury of phased rollouts or long procurement cycles. Administrators 
were forced to assemble a functioning telework and adjudication envi-
ronment almost immediately, using whatever resources were available. 
Laptops were deployed on an emergency basis. Secure remote access 
and virtual private networks were expanded rapidly. Standardized com-
munication platforms were adopted at scale. 

The focus was not on creating an ideal system. It was on keep-
ing the court operational. And yet, in the process, something funda-
mental shifted. Systems that had once been framed as conveniences 
suddenly revealed themselves as indispensable. Without secure 
remote access, chambers could not function. Without stable hearing 
platforms, adjudication would have stalled. Without electronic filing 
and digital communication, access to the court would have collapsed 
entirely.

The experience forced a recalibration of institutional assump-
tions. Technology was no longer an adjunct to the courthouse. It 
became the courthouse. Just as physical buildings require mainte-
nance and investment, so too did digital infrastructure. The Central 
District’s ability to continue functioning demonstrated that resilience 
in modern judicial administration depends as much on technological 
capacity as on bricks and mortar. That insight would shape planning, 
budgeting, and expectations long after the immediate crisis passed.

Workforce Morale and Institutional Culture

Technology alone, however, did not keep the court running. 
People did.

Extended telework, public-health anxiety, caregiving responsibili-
ties, and personal loss placed extraordinary strain on court employees 
across all divisions. Clerk’s Office staff fielded anxious calls from con-
fused litigants. Information technology teams worked continuously to 
stabilize systems under unprecedented demand. Judges and chambers 
staff balanced professional obligations with disrupted personal lives.

Court leadership recognized early that morale and trust were not 
secondary concerns. They were operational necessities. Communica-
tion became a central leadership function. Regular updates explained 
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not only what decisions had been made, but why. Acknowledging 
uncertainty proved as important as projecting confidence.47

Flexibility also mattered. Supervisors were encouraged to rec-
ognize that employees faced very different circumstances at home. 
Expectations were adjusted without abandoning standards. Produc-
tivity was measured realistically rather than mechanically. These 
choices reinforced a sense that the institution valued its workforce 
as human beings, not merely as functions within an organizational 
chart.

The pandemic underscored a fundamental truth about courts as 
institutions. Formal authority and procedural rules matter, but conti-
nuity ultimately depends on professionalism, trust, and institutional 
culture. The Central District’s ability to sustain operations over many 
months of disruption reflected not only administrative competence, 
but a workforce committed to public service under conditions few had 
ever imagined.

Gradual Reopening and Enduring Change

As public-health conditions stabilized, the Central District began 
a cautious and incremental reopening process in late 2020 and into 
2021. Intake areas reopened with safety protocols. Interim safety steps 
included: encouraging or requiring remote hearings (e.g., ZoomGov 
video and CourtCall teleconferences); negotiating reductions in Court-
Call fees; adapting technology and training to allow digital capture 
of the court record by remote court staff; setting up virtual self-help 
desks; providing physical drop boxes for submission of documents 
(minimizing unnecessary contact); eliminating the duty to provide 
courtesy copies of filings; setting up centralized mail pickup; improv-
ing website content to reduce the need to contact court staff; installing 
temperature screening kiosks to identify COVID-19 symptoms; placing 
social distancing markers on the walls, seats, and the floor (to keep 
individuals at least six feet apart); arranging for enhanced cleaning 
of key courtroom surfaces; and setting up and refilling hand sanitizer 
stations.48

In addition to face coverings, Campbell’s team made a recommen-
dation to install Plexiglas shields and place disposable covers on the 
microphones at the lectern and counsel tables. Judge Tighe laughed 
when she recalled this detail as, “There was no budget for microphone 
covers or any other safety gear, but we implemented safety measures 

	 47.	 Id.;Campbell Interview, supra note 18.
	 48.	 CBCA Report,supra note 6, at 14-15, 17, 19.
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anyway through the creative scrounging of Kathy Campbell and John 
Hermann.”49

But physical access returned gradually rather than all at once. 
Importantly, reopening did not signal a return to pre-pandemic norms. 
Remote hearings remained a central feature of practice. Hybrid pro-
ceedings, combining in-person and remote participation, became 
increasingly common. Judges exercised discretion in deciding when 
physical presence was necessary and when remote participation better 
served efficiency, access, and fairness.

Many measures originally adopted under emergency conditions 
proved durable. Expanded electronic access, flexible scheduling, and 
routine use of remote appearances continued even as health risks 
receded. What began as necessity evolved into normalization.

Experience explained this persistence. Judges, lawyers (includ-
ing this author), and litigants had seen that many matters could be 
handled effectively without travel, congestion, or delay. For some 
participants, particularly those located far from courthouses or with 
limited resources, remote access improved participation rather than 
diminishing it. The reopening phase therefore marked not a reversal, 
but a transition. The court emerged with a broader set of tools and a 
more flexible understanding of how adjudication could occur without 
sacrificing judicial control or procedural integrity.

Lessons for the Ninth Circuit and Beyond

Taken together, the Central District’s experience during the pan-
demic offers lessons that extend well beyond a single court or moment 
in time.

First, it demonstrates the value of decentralized leadership within 
a coherent institutional framework. Circuit-wide norms and national 
guidance provided boundaries, but local judgment enabled timely 
action. The ability to respond effectively depended on trust in judges 
and administrators closest to the problem.

Second, it underscores the importance of coordination without 
rigidity. Daily communication, cross-functional collaboration, and 
willingness to revise decisions allowed the court to respond to rapidly 
changing conditions without paralysis. Crisis governance proved to be 
an ongoing process, not a single decision.

Third, the pandemic reframed assumptions about access to 
justice. Physical buildings remain important, but they are not synon-
ymous with access. Institutional commitment, procedural flexibility, 

	 49.	 Tighe Interview, supra note 17;Campbell Interview, supra note 18.
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and technological capacity can preserve access even when traditional 
pathways are disrupted. Judge Tighe is especially proud of the Central 
District of California bankruptcy court’s commitment to equity, trans-
parency, and innovation, including initiatives to support vulnerable 
populations and foster long-term organizational resilience during the 
COVID-19 crisis. At the same time, the crisis exposed persistent ineq-
uities in digital access that require continued attention.50

Finally, the experience made visible the stabilizing role bankruptcy 
courts play during systemic disruption. When economic relationships 
are under strain, bankruptcy courts provide structure, predictability, and 
coordination. During the pandemic, that role became unmistakable.

The pandemic did not merely test the Central District’s capacity 
to function under pressure. It reshaped how the court understood its 
mission, its tools, and its relationship to the public it serves. In that 
sense, the court emerged not only operationally intact but institution-
ally transformed.

While Judge Tighe is no longer the chief bankruptcy judge, she is 
confident about the future of the court. As her team summarized:

“The Court’s focus on emergency preparedness during the 
pandemic has significantly improved its ability to respond 
to future crises. By refining its [Court’s Continuity of 
Operations] Plan, fostering interagency collaboration, and 
conducting regular drills, the Court has established a robust 
framework for operational resilience.”51

	 50.	 TIghe Interview, supra note 17.
	 51.	 CBCA Report, supra note 6, at 45.


