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The Justified Anger Court Observers is a group of community volunteers who observe Dane County Circuit
Court hearings to deepen their understanding of racial disparities in local economic and legal systems.

The Court Observers have watched nearly every eviction court hearing — over 11,000 — since April of 2023.
Below is a summary of findings from their 2025 observations. Except where the visualizations include a

monthly breakdown going back to April of 2023, the date range reflected is one year, from 1/1/2025 through
12/31/2025.

2025 Key Themes

® The end of federal Covid relief funding reduced the number of hearings by almost
50% in the second half of the year.

e Over 47% of the hearings were for Black tenants, while Black people make up under
7% of the population of Dane County.

® The percentage of tenants who have legal representation in court dropped

significantly since 2023. Representation peaked in October of 2023 at 40% and
reached its lowest point in November of 2025 when only 6% of tenant had attorneys.
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Court Observers collected data from 4,181 eviction court hearings in 2025. The court process for
eviction filings begins with an Initial Appearance, which is overseen by a Court Commissioner. The
vast majority of eviction cases are resolved in front of Court Commissioners; those that are not
proceed to Trial or Motion hearings in front of a Circuit Court Judge.
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A major change in 2025 was the completion of federal Covid relief funding distribution, which had
helped tenants pay overdue rent. Prior to that point, eviction hearings were regularly postponed
while funding applications were processed. With the end of assistance, the total number of
hearings drastically decreased. By year's end, most hearings resulted in stipulations—agreements
for tenants to make outstanding payments or vacate by a specified date. Many stipulations result in
the loss of housing outside of the court process.



Significant Racial Disparities Observed in Eviction Court

The Justified Anger Court Observers do not have access to self-reported data on tenants in eviction
court. We record the race of tenants as it is perceived by the individual observer. This is based on a
theory that to the extent that bias or discrimination toward tenants occurs during courtroom
proceedings, it is based on the perception of race of those participating in the process: judges,
commissioners, attorneys, landlords, and other court personnel.

Because bias is understood to exist within all of us, volunteers record tenants’ races as they
perceive them. We recognize this could include some variation in interpretation of race from one
observer to another but believe this likely mirrors the variation that would naturally occur among
court personnel and adds a data point not previously included in the wider collection of data across
the community. When an observer is unable to make a “best guess”, the race is recorded as
“Unknown”.
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In Dane County, Black individuals are significantly over-represented in eviction proceedings as
compared to the population, and Hispanic/Latinx individuals are somewhat over-represented.
While Black people make up only about 6.1% of the population, 47.6% of the observed hearings
and 23% of the evictions involved Black tenants.
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This is significant not only because of the question of how housing stability is impacted by race, but
also because a larger portion of the Black community overall faces eviction proceedings, leading to
greater resource strain among families and communities. The percentage of white residents in
Dane county who had a case in eviction court was approximately 0.25% while the percentage of
Black residents was 5.5%.

Anecdotally, court observers have also learned that some non-white ethnic and racial populations
are less likely to report to court due to concerns about immigration status. This would suggest that
the number of some of the non-white populations above experience higher rates of eviction than is
captured in our data.




Legal Representation in Court for Tenants has Decreased

In Wisconsin, tenants facing eviction do not have a guaranteed right to an attorney and the majority
of people facing eviction do not have legal representation at their court hearings.
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Note: The graphs above specifically reflect the number of tenants represented by an attorney in
court. Some tenants work with an attorney prior to the court process to establish agreements with
the landlords and those numbers are not reflected here.



Looking Ahead: What We’re Watching For in 2026

Experiencing Eviction Court from Inside Jail

In 2025, the Court Observers noted multiple hearings where a tenant was in custody at the Dane
County Jail at the time of their hearing and experienced significant difficulties participating in the
hearings. There were technical and physical challenges related to utilizing Zoom for the hearing
while shackled. In two instances, it appeared that tenants might have cognitive limitations that
could prevent them from meaningful participation in their own hearings without assistance or
representation. Observers engaged Dane County Sherriff Kalvin Barrett on this issue and he agreed
that more work needs to done to:

e Develop specific procedures for residents with known competency issues.

e Ensure technology assistance is readily available for virtual court appearances.

e Improve communication between court staff and jail personnel about residents' specific
needs.

The observers have updated their procedures to specifically watch whether those steps appear to
be taken.

Hearing Types, Outcomes, and Representation Patterns

2026 will be the first full year since 2020 in which no funding assistance from the Covid-19
pandemic will be available. Observers will be monitoring how this changes the number of hearings,
outcomes, and representation patterns for tenants in eviction court. The later half of 2025 showed
that the majority of hearings end in a stipulated agreement between the tenant and the landlord to
avoid eviction. Observers may pursue deeper inquiries about what happens after the court process
is concluded. Many stipulated agreements require that back-rent be paid to avoid eviction.
Observers are interested in learning more about what happens when those stipulations cannot be
met.
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