
The Impact of Virtual 
Hearings on Unmet Legal 
Needs, Geographic Bias, and 
Fair Assessment Practices



Panelist – Nora Devine, The Devine Law Group

• Nora has been a property tax attorney in private practice since 2005. She 
has developed a state-wide practice in all jurisdictions in Illinois and she 
represents all property classes. She is active in local bar associations, 
national property tax groups, and international assessment administration 
groups. She has served as past chair of the ISBA’s Section Council on 
State and Local Taxation and past chair of the Chicago Bar Association’s 
Real Estate Tax Committee. She has given presentations on several 
topics, including omitted assessments, (back taxes), the unlicensed 
practice of law, specific objections, the Illinois tax appeal process, 
commercial appraisals, big box assessments, limited scope representation 
in property tax, ethics, and diversity/inclusion in the property tax and 
appraisal professions. She presented many times for the IAAO Legal 
Seminar. 

• Nora is an instructor for the Illinois Property Assessment Institute (IPAI). She has been 
teaching classes since 2011 and developing courses since 2015. Nora earned a JD from 
Loyola University Chicago School of Law in 2005 and was admitted to the Illinois Bar the 



Panelist – Mark D. Armstrong, CIAO-M

• Real Estate Appraiser, 1985 - Present
• Certified Illinois Assessing Officer, 1994 - Present
• Kane County Supervisor of Assessments, 2006 - Present
• Continuing Education Instructor, 2014 - Present
• Past President, Illinois Chapter of IAAO
• President, County Assessment Officers Association
• Secretary/Treasurer, Illinois Association of County Officials



Resources

▪ The Justice Gap: Measuring the Unmet Civil Legal Neets of Low-Income Americans
▪ Legal Services Corporation
▪ American Bar Association

▪ Zoomed In to Justice: Remote Proceedings During a Pandemic, Judge’s Journal, Volume 60, 
Number 3, Summer 2021, at 10-17.

▪ Illinois Attorneys Hope Virtual Hearings Will Endure Post-Pandemic, Celeste Bott, LAW 360, 
March 12, 2021.

▪ Action Committee on Court Operations in Response to COVID-19: Virtual Hearings –
Benefits and Challenges, Canada

▪ Top State Judges To Tackle Public Interest 'Lawyer Deserts,’ by Jack Karp, Law360, 
November 27, 2023.

▪ Remote Hearings and Access to Justice During COVID-19 and Beyond. Conference of State 
Court Administrators

▪ Remote Hearings: Let’s Not Forget the Cost of What’s Lost. James V. Noonan, & Judge 
Patrick T. Stanton, 54 Loy. U. Chi. L. J. 1 (2023).



Unmet Legal Needs – United States of America

“If you were to fill Petco Park 
[the 42,445-seat baseball park 
in San Diego] to capacity with 
low-income people, there 
would be just two lawyers to 
serve them  
all.” – Goodwin Liu, Associate 
Justice, CA Supreme Court



Unmet Legal Needs – United States of America

▪ Total Population $331,900,000.  Percentage below 125% of the Federal Poverty Level ($34K for a family of 4) = 15%  



Unmet Legal Needs - Illinois



Unmet Legal Needs - Kentucky

▪ Total Population 4,290,022

▪ The total population below 125% of the Federal Poverty Level 23.3%
▪ 70% of low-income Americans have at least one unmet legal need but may not seek assistance

▪ 50% unemployment rate leads to . . . 
▪ Debt issues
▪ Bankruptcy
▪ Eviction
▪ Domestic Violence

▪ Available pro bono assistance: 
▪ Kentucky Legal Aid
▪ AppalRed Legal Aid
▪ Legal Aid of the Bluegrass
▪ Legal Aid Society
▪ Joint Hotline



Access to Justice – Best General Practices

1.Assess why it is so complicated (Forms too difficult? In-person hearings required?)

2.Prioritize areas of the system with large numbers 
of unrepresented litigants (Homeowners more likely to be unrepresented)

3.Locate the source(s) of the undue complexity 
4.Identify the most realistic and practical fix
5.Don’t forget the humans (Keep the ‘public’ and the ‘service’ in your ‘public service’ position!)

▪ - A Strategic Plan for Simplification of the Legal System, “Bobservations Blog,” Bob Glaves, Executive 
Director of the Chicago Bar Foundation.



Access to Justice – Best Practices for Property 
Tax

▪ Many property owners are well above the federal poverty 
level

▪Many property owners still experience geographic bias 
and/or economic bias when seeking a review of their 
assessed value.



Unmet Legal Needs – Illinois – Property Tax 
Specific

• People Who Need Help:
• Homeowners
• Seniors
• Veterans
• Low-income taxpayers
• COVID-Hardship Commercial Users
• Victims of Natural Disaster 
• Property Owners Facing a Tax Sale Problem

• What Help is Available? 
• Homeowner Exemptions
• Disabled Veteran Exemptions
• Long Term Occupant Exemptions
• Deferred Property Tax Payments
• Vacancy Relief/Natural Disaster Relief
• Assessing Official outreaches

• Who can provide help:
• Local Township Assessors
• VA
• County Treasurers
• Law School Legal Clinics
• Practicing Bar – Pro Bono Assistance - ISBA Rural Practice Initiative



Access to Justice – Best General Practices –
Property Tax

▪ Taxpayer friendly:
▪ Allowing the taxpayer or their counsel to waive the hearing.
▪ Decide on the case based on the evidence if the taxpayer or counsel cannot 

attend the hearing.
▪ Allowing the taxpayer to call into the hearing. 
▪ Offering more than one option for the hearing date. 

▪ Not Taxpayer Friendly:
▪ Allowing the assessing official to force a hearing when the tax person doesn’t 

want one. 
▪ Requiring the taxpayer to appear in person at the hearing. 
▪ Dismissing the appeal if the taxpayer cannot attend the hearing
▪ Forcing a property owner to attend an in-person hearing hundreds of miles away 

from where the property is situated
▪ Scheduling the hearing without regard to taxpayer or counsel availability 



Access to Justice – Geographic Bias/Lawyer 
Deserts



Access to Justice – Virtual Hearings During 
COVID



Remote Hearings – Benefits – Upsides

• More litigants are represented by counsel.
• Litigants facing economic or geographic bias more likely to be 

able to access counsel.
• Hearings made possible for all those with mobility issues. 
• Deciders of Fact can decide from anywhere – no need for a 

hearing room or waiting room. 
• Safety – viruses, combative litigants
• All participants gain efficiency by eliminating travel time: 

• Taxpayers 
• Deciders of fact
• Assessing officials  
• Experts



Remote Hearings – Pitfalls – Downsides



Remote Hearings – Pitfalls – Tech Mishaps



Remote Hearings – Pitfalls – Keeping the 
Documents Straight



Remote Hearings – Pitfalls – Keeping the 
Documents Straight



Remote Hearings – Pitfalls – Keeping the Page 
Numbers Straight



Remote Hearings – Pitfalls – Keeping the Page 
Numbers Straight



Case Study:  Kane County, Illinois

• Population:  516,516 (2020 Census)

• Size:  519.4 square miles

• 199,767 total tax parcels in 2024

• 159,293 (79.7%) residential tax parcels in 2024



Case Study:  Kane County, Illinois

• Initial valuation by 16 Township Assessors

• Review and Equalization by 
County Supervisor of Assessments

• Assessment Complaints heard by
County Board of Review



(35 ILCS 200/9-5)
Sec. 9-5. Rules. Each county assessor, board of appeals, and 

board of review shall make and publish reasonable rules for the 
guidance of persons doing business with them and for the orderly 
dispatch of business.
(Source: P.A. 98-322, eff. 8-12-13.)

Board of Review Authority

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes




Case Study:  Kane County, Illinois

2007: Mostly in-person; teleconference permitted for weather 

2010: Mostly in-person with teleconference appearances
permitted for any purpose; written-evidence hearing option

2020: Teleconference hearings required (COVID) with written-
evidence hearing option

2021: Virtual (video/telephone) hearing required with written-
evidence hearing option



Case Study:  Kane County, Illinois

• More than 90% wanted virtual hearing requirement to be made 
permanent

• Administrative efficiency is gained by only offering the virtual 
hearing option

• Complainants, respondents, and intervenors prefer virtual 
hearings

• Virtual hearings result in fewer requests for continuances

• Board of Review gains flexibility to hold the virtual hearings 
anywhere without regard to weather or waiting-area capacity.



Case Study:  Kane County, Illinois

• More than 90% wanted teleconference/videoconference 
requirement to be made permanent

• Administrative efficiency is gained by only offering the remote 
hearing option

• Complainants, respondents, and intervenors prefer to handle 
hearings from their offices

• Fewer requests for continuances

• Board of Review gains flexibility to hold the hearings anywhere 
without regard to weather or waiting-area capacity.

But are the taxpayers still 
being treated fairly by 

virtual hearings?



Case Study:  Kane County, Illinois

Year 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023
Class 0040
Parcels 150,972 152,126 153,037 154,007 154,825 155,823 156,768 157,920
Coefficient of
Dispersion 15.21% 15.26% 14.17% 13.66% 11.78% 12.21% 11.82% 11.78%
Price-Related
Differential 0.99 0.99 0.98 0.99 0.99 1.01 1.01 1.00
% Filing 
Complaints 1.67% 1.07% 0.49% 1.05% 0.58% 0.40% 0.25% 0.42%



Case Study:  Kane County, Illinois

Year 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023
Class 0040
Parcels 150,972 152,126 153,037 154,007 154,825 155,823 156,768 157,920
Coefficient of
Dispersion 15.21% 15.26% 14.17% 13.66% 11.78% 12.21% 11.82% 11.78%
Price-Related
Differential 0.99 0.99 0.98 0.99 0.99 1.01 1.01 1.00
% Filing 
Complaints 1.67% 1.07% 0.49% 1.05% 0.58% 0.40% 0.25% 0.42%

In-Person Hearing
or Written Evidence

Virtual Hearing
or Written Evidence



Case Study:  Kane County, Illinois

Year 2016-19 2020-23
Class 0040 Parcels 152,536 156,334
Coefficient of Dispersion 14.58% 11.90%
Price-Related Differential 0.99 1.00

% Filing Complaints 1.07% 0.41%
Class 0040 Complaints 1,625 644

% Reduced 44% 48%
Median Reduction -7% -6%



Case Study:  Kane County, Illinois

Year 2016-19 2020-23
Class 0040 Parcels 152,536 156,334
Coefficient of Dispersion 14.58% 11.90%
Price-Related Differential 0.99 1.00

% Filing Complaints 1.07% 0.41%
Attorney Complaints 1,128 443

% Reduced 36% 46%
Median Reduction -7% -6%



Case Study:  Kane County, Illinois

Year 2016-19 2020-23
Class 0040 Parcels 152,536 156,334
Coefficient of Dispersion 14.58% 11.90%
Price-Related Differential 0.99 1.00

% Filing Complaints 1.07% 0.41%
Pro Se Complaints 497 201

% Reduced 56% 53%
Median Reduction -7% -7%



Case Study:  Kane County, Illinois

Year 2016-19 2020-23
Class 0040 Parcels 152,536 156,334
Coefficient of Dispersion 14.58% 11.90%
Price-Related Differential 0.99 1.00

% Filing Complaints 1.07% 0.41%
Attorney Virtual Hearings 562 185

% Reduced 51% 57%
Median Reduction -7% -6%



Case Study:  Kane County, Illinois

Year 2016-19 2020-23
Class 0040 Parcels 152,536 156,334
Coefficient of Dispersion 14.58% 11.90%
Price-Related Differential 0.99 1.00

% Filing Complaints 1.07% 0.41%
Pro Se Virtual Hearings 157 87

% Reduced 76% 63%
Median Reduction -7% -7%



Case Study:  Kane County, Illinois

Year 2016-19 2020-23
Class 0040 Parcels 152,536 156,334
Coefficient of Dispersion 14.58% 11.90%
Price-Related Differential 0.99 1.00

% Filing Complaints 1.07% 0.41%
Attorney Written Evidence 400 258

% Reduced 27% 38%
Median Reduction -9% -7%



Case Study:  Kane County, Illinois

Year 2016-19 2020-23
Class 0040 Parcels 152,536 156,334
Coefficient of Dispersion 14.58% 11.90%
Price-Related Differential 0.99 1.00

% Filing Complaints 1.07% 0.41%
Pro Se Written Evidence 246 114

% Reduced 45% 45%
Median Reduction -5% -6%



Case Study:  Kane County, Illinois

• Attorneys with virtual hearings obtained a reduction for their 
clients 57% of the time, up from 51% for in-person hearings; 
however, the median reduction was slightly lower.

• Pro Se taxpayers with virtual hearings obtained a reduction 63% of 
the time, down from 76% for in-person hearings; however, the 
median reduction was slightly higher.

• Taxpayers are still being treated fairly in virtual hearings.



Illinois – Cook County



Illinois – Cook County



Illinois



War Stories

▪Experiences with virtual hearings 



Questions?
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