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A Message from Judge O’Leary:
Every week on the Housing Court’s criminal docket, I see property owners who are
surprised to discover that they still own properties that they believed they lost long ago to
foreclosure or bankruptcy. These “zombie mortgages” or “zombie titles” appear in broad
daylight and create nightmares that can plague property owners for years. They arise in several different ways.

HOUSING COURT JUDGE

RONALD J. H.

O’LEARY
KEYS TO IMPROVING YOUR NEIGHBORHOOD
HOUSING TELEPHONE NUMBERS

Housing Court Judge

Ronald J. H. O’Leary
216-664-4989

Housing Specialists........................... 216-664-4295 Evictions/Move-Outs......................... 216-664-4765
Please visit our website at: www.clevelandhousingcourt.org
or our facebook page at: facebook.com/clevelandhousingcourt
Cleveland Tenants’ Organization...............216-432-0609

Legal Aid Society.......................................216-687-1900

CITY OF CLEVELAND

Building & Housing
Commissioner’s Office...............................216-420-8416
Building Code Complaints ........................216-664-3095
Housing Code Complaints.........................216-664-2007
Environmental Health Commission...........216-664-2300
Health Code Complaints............................216-664-2324
Housing Court Prosecutor..........................216-664-3572
Cleveland City Council..............................216-664-2840
Mayor’s Action Center...............................216-664-2900
Arson..............................216-623-5454 or 216-664-6380
Board-Up....................................................216-664-2007
Building Rehab Review.............................216-664-4423
Community Policing..................................216-623-5080

Demolition.................................................216-664-4319
Electrical Chief Inspector..........................216-664-2207
Fair Housing Complaints...........................216-664-4663
Homeless Services.....................................216-436-2000
HVAC Chief Inspector...............................216-664-2284
Illegal Dumping..................................... 216-664-DUMP
Land Bank Lots..........................................216-664-4126
Permits, Contractor Registration................216-664-6424
Plumbing Chief Inspector..........................216-664-2284
Rental Registration.....................................216-664-2827
Weatherization...........................................216-574-1000
Zoning Administration...............................216-664-3827

One way is when a property owner falls behind in his mortgage payments, and the lender
notifies him that it is foreclosing on the property. The lender, or a servicing company it hired,
tells the owner that he must move. The owner complies, believing he has lost his home. The
lender files a foreclosure, but decides not to complete the foreclosure because of the low
property value. The mortgage remains on the property, and title remains in the name of the
unsuspecting property owner. This mortgage often is referred to as a “zombie” mortgage.

A second way is when a property owner files bankruptcy. She believes that she gives up
title to her property when she files bankruptcy. But filing the bankruptcy does not transfer
the title to the property. Sometimes, the trustee in bankruptcy “abandons” the property. This is often because of the low
property value. If that happens, the property owner keeps the “zombie title” to the property and all the maintenance
responsibilities that go with it.
The owners in both situations may find out months—or even years—later that they still own the properties. This is
often because the Cleveland Building Department issued the owner a violation notice for the deteriorated property.
There even may be criminal charges filed against the owner for failing to fix the abandoned property.
The Housing Court is reaching out to foreclosure and bankruptcy attorneys to ask them to review these legal processes carefully with their clients. Property owners can protect themselves from zombie mortgages and titles, too:
• Review the County records to see what property you own. In Cuyahoga County, the Fiscal Officer and County
Recorder’s websites have valuable public information;
• Stay informed about the status of your foreclosure or bankruptcy case. Review all notices you receive. Look at
the website of the Court in which you believe the foreclosure or bankruptcy may have been filed; and
• Talk with an attorney about your legal rights and responsibilities. For example, you are not required to leave
your home until a court orders you to do so.
The Housing Court conducts periodic Housing Clinics throughout the City where private attorneys volunteer their
time. They can give you information about your duties with respect to these properties. Or you may contact The Lawyer Referral Service of the Cleveland Metropolitan Bar Association, 216-696-3525. If you cannot afford an attorney,
you may qualify for free legal services from the Legal Aid Society of Cleveland, 216-687-1900.
Property owners also can speak with a Housing Specialist at the Housing Court from 8:30 a.m. to 4:00 p.m., Monday through Friday. Housing Specialists are not attorneys and cannot provide legal advice, but assist residents with
information about a wide range of housing issues, including zombie mortgages and titles. The Housing Specialists are
located on the 13th floor of the Justice Center, 1200 Ontario Street, Cleveland, Ohio.
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What Every Landlord
Should Know Seminar
Wednesday, November 15th - 3:00 p.m.-6:00 p.m.
Collinwood Recreation Center
16300 Lakeshore Blvd, Cleveland, OH 44110
There is no charge to attend this event
Sponsored by:
Cleveland Housing Court
Ronald J. H. O’Leary, Judge
216-664-4989
www.clevelandhousingcourt.org

Court Ordered Community
Service Making a Difference…
The photographs below demonstrate the positive impact the
Housing Court can have on a neighborhood when utilizing
Court Community Service (“CCS”) as a resource. Housing Specialists routinely review cases assigned to them, and
identify owners who need special assistance from CCS. When
appropriate, the Housing Specialists refer cases to CCS. These
referrals result in CCS sending work crews to clean up yards,
remove illegally dumped trash, paint over graffiti, and board up
houses—all situations that pose a threat to neighborhood safety.
The work crews supplied by CCS are defendants in Housing
Court cases, as well as from other Municipal Court cases, who
were sentenced to perform community service. By performing
this work, individuals sentenced to community service make
meaningful use of their time and demonstrate responsible behavior that makes a difference in our neighborhoods.

Finding Remedies and Repairs with Rent Deposit Process
The most common complaint that Judge O’Leary and the Housing Court Staff hear from tenants is that their landlords have ignored requests to make necessary repairs.
Many tenants make the mistake of withholding their rent when a landlord fails to preform required duties. But withholding the rent can
open the door to an eviction for nonpayment! Ohio law provides tenants a process to follow that allows for rent to be deposited with the
Clerk of Court. This process protects the interest of both parties and prompts a mediation hearing.
A landlord must keep the property in fit and habitable condition and comply with City codes. The landlord also must maintain the fixtures
and appliances (if supplied by the landlord) in good working order. If the landlord doesn’t meet these obligations, or any obligation imposed by the written lease, the tenant may start the process to pay their rent into court.
The process requires that a tenant give their landlord notice in writing specifying the repairs needed. Then, if the landlord doesn’t make
the repairs within a reasonable time (generally not more than 30 days), and the tenant is current with their rent, they may deposit their rent
with the court.
There is no filing fee to start a rent deposit, but the Clerk is required by law to deduct 1% from the rent deposited as a service fee. The mediation hearing is usually set for fourteen days after the first deposit. There are Housing Specialists available on the 13th floor of the Justice
Center, to answer questions about the rent deposit process.

PROBLEM SOLVING COURT PROVIDES SUPERVISED PRETRIAL TOOL
On average the Cleveland Housing Court will schedule between 150 and 200 criminal cases for hearing each week. The defendants in
these cases have been charged by the City with failing to comply with the City’s Building, Housing, Health, Zoning, or other Codes.
This free seminar will provide landlords with information and techniques to help them create positive landlord-tenant relationships, and
succeed in evictions, should they become necessary. Landlords also
will receive information about the assistance and resources available
through the Cleveland Housing Court.

Many of the defendants in these cases are not always represented by an attorney, and many are making their first court appearance. Some
of the cases may involve complex legal issues; still others involve complicated fact situations. A court-supervised pretrial hearing is one of
the procedural tools Judge O’Leary uses to manage and ensure the fair and efficient resolution of these cases.

BEFORE CLEAN UP

Register by November 10, 2017
Register on the Web:

clevelandhousingcourt.org/en-US/registration.aspx
or

If a defendant pleads not guilty, the Court may schedule a court-supervised pretrial conference, prior to the trial date. The pretrial conference is an informal meeting between the Court, the prosecutor and the defendant. It has two purposes: first, to see whether the case can be
resolved without a trial; second, if not, to make sure the defendant understands what will happen at trial. At the pretrial, the defendant can
ask questions about the law and show the City prosecutor photographs, deeds, contracts, and other information about the property. Pretrial
hearings often are the first chance for the City and the defendant to have a meaningful discussion about their case. The court has found that
a pretrial can bring about a better understanding of the circumstances and promote resolution.

Register by Phone with:

HOUSING COURT LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE

Diana Twymon, Judicial Assistant -216-664-6927
at the Cleveland Housing Court

• Welcome to Housing Court, How can we help you?

Upcoming Housing Clinics
Fatima Family Center

6600 Lexington Avenue, Cleveland, OH 44103
September 27, 2017 - 6:00 to 8:00 p.m.

• ¡Bienvenido al Tribunal de vivienda! ¿Cómo le
DURING CLEAN UP

Housing Court Judge

St. Patrick’s Catholic Church

216-664-4989
Justice Center - Courtroom 13B
1200 Ontario Street
Cleveland, OH 44113

4427 Rocky River Drive, Cleveland, OH 44135
October 2, 2017 - 6 to 8 p.m.

Mary Queen of Peace

4423 Pearl Road, Cleveland, OH 44109
October 18, 2017 - 6 to 8 p.m.

For additional clinics and
updates visit the court website at
www.clevelandhousingcourt.org
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Housing Specialists .................. 216-664-4295
Evictions/Move-Outs ................ 216-664-4765
AFTER CLEAN UP

Please visit our facebook page at:

facebook.com/clevelandhousingcourt

podemos ayudar?

•

نرحب بكم في محكمه اإلسكان! كيف أستطيع مساعدتك؟
These are familiar greetings to the residents of Cleveland
who visit the Housing Clinic on the 13th floor of the
Justice Center in search of information. Judge O’Leary
is committed to serving all Clevelanders, and has staff
members that are capable of communicating in Spanish,
Arabic, Hungarian, and Mandarin.
The Cleveland Municipal Court also has an Interpreters
Unit available on the third floor of the Justice Center.
Additionally, if you are a criminal defendant in Housing
Court and require an interpreter, you can contact Judge
O’Leary’s Personal Bailiff at 664-4988.

