
IN THE SUPREME COURT OF FLORIDA 

 

IN RE: AMENDMENTS TO FLORIDA    Case No. SC21-990 

RULES OF CIVIL PROCEDURE, FLORIDA 
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JUDICIAL ADMINISTRATION, FLORIDA  

RULES OF CRIMINAL PROCEDURE,  

FLORIDA RULES OF TRAFFIC COURT,  

FLORIDA SMALL CLAIMS RULES, AND 

FLORIDA RULES OF APPELLATE PROCEDURE 
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Florida Courts E-Filing Portal, which will serve a notice of electronic filing to all 
counsel of record.  

 
 /s/Monica Vigues-Pitan 
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307-B  E. 7th Avenue • Tallahassee, FL 32303 • tel 850.488.8287 • uwof.org

United Way of Florida 

September 29, 2021 

The Honorable Charles T. Canady 
Chief Justice, The Florida Supreme Court 
500 South Duval St. 
Tallahassee, Florida 32399 

RE: Proposed Rule Changes 
Case Number 21-990 

Dear Justice Canady: 

The United Way of Florida, on behalf of the 28 local United Way organizations representing all 67 
Florida counties writes to express concern about the potential impact of proposed rules involving 
technology and communication with the courts on low-income and Asset Limited Income Constrained 
Employed (ALICE) families. We applaud the Court for taking this opportunity to review processes and 
find better ways for those accessing the court to do so. The lessons learned during the pandemic have 
forced many of us to review long-established practices with a new lens. Based on our own community 
experience and study, the application of these rule changes, as written, would prevent many from 
accessing the court system in an equitable way and may be detrimental as applied to those with some, 
but limited access to technology.   We do not write this as lawyers, or those involved in the justice 
system - we write based on our longstanding concerns with how those without resources navigate a 
society that is largely built and run by those who have such resources as their disposal.  

The proposed rules, in part, require self-represented litigants in the court system to engage in e-service, 
unless they are in custody, or they do not have both internet and an email account. Service of the court 
document would be deemed at the time the email is sent, rather than received. In addition, the rules 
focused on appearing via video-conferencing or other communications tools seem to require an 
affirmative motion to opt out, which those who represent themselves may not understand the need or 
process for doing.  

Our ask is simple - there should be more study on the impact of these and similar proposals on those 
low-income and ALICE families, prevalent throughout Florida, who do not have consistent, if any, 
access to email or the internet.  

As you may know, the mission of Florida United Way organizations is to raise awareness, mobilize 
resources and find collaborative, targeted solutions for our State’s most vital concerns, specifically as 
they relate to the ALICE population and the struggles of these households to earn above the poverty 
level and meet the needs of even a limited budget. 

In 2021, the ALICE survey saw the need to add Technology into its review, noting that access to digital 
technology has become “an essential feature of our everyday lives.” Technology has become a more 
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integral part of employment, applying for services, childcare, schooling, and health care. The existing 
digital divide creates sharp disparities with use and access varying by age, rural location, and level of 
education.   

The ALICE report saw that “the gap in access to home broadband is much greater: Just over half of 
households with income below $30,000 (56 percent) have access, compared to 81 percent of those with 
income between $30,000 and $99,999 and 94 percent of those with income over $100,000. ALICE 
households have less access to broadband than those above the ALICE Threshold, as exemplified in the 
figures below for the state of Pennsylvania 2017.” (Pew Research Center, 2019).  

Diving deeper, the Report notes that “Smartphone-only users vary by demographic group and are more 
likely to be younger, lower-income, or Black or Hispanic adults (Pew Research Center, 2019). The 
consequences identified through the report include unreliable service, data storage, and small screen 
issues and the unforeseen cost of mobile apps. While there are some programs providing discounted 
phone and/or internet services, the ALICE population is often not eligible, the services are less reliable, 
and there are often future costs to maintain data, calls, or texting capacity. 

Ultimately, families often have to make choices between the cost of technology access and other 
necessities, like food, utilities, and other household supplies. They may rely on public internet which 
poses significant security risks and lacks privacy. These resources also lack availability when the public 
access point is closed or overcrowded. Also noted: “The percentage of library patrons who use the 
computers or internet connections is higher among certain groups, such as people aged 16-29 (45 
percent), Black people (42 percent), and people with annual incomes of $30,000 or less per year (35 
percent).” (Pew Research Center, Horrigan, J.B., (2016, September 9) 2. Library Usage and 
Engagement). 

While some families will benefit from both e-service of court documents and the ability to appear 
virtually, so many may be harmed because they do not know that they need to proactively opt out; they 
do not have consistent and reliable internet or email access; or they are required to make difficult 
choices, while going through a stressful court proceeding, between maintaining internet and other basic 
necessities. For these reasons, we ask the Court to consider the research in our report and adjust the text 
and application of the rules accordingly. The entire report can be found at 
https://www.unitedforalice.org/ 

Thank you for your consideration. 

Sincerely, 

Rick Owen, President & CEO 
United Way of Florida, Inc. 

https://www.unitedforalice.org/

