
M E M O R A N D U M 

To: All Charlotte County Personnel and Stakeholders.  

Cc. Chief Judge McHugh 

From: Judge Donald Mason 

Re: COVID-19 Temporary Procedures in Criminal Proceedings 

Date: Saturday, March 14, 2020 

 

As many of you may know, yesterday (Friday) afternoon, Judge McHugh called together all 20th 

Judicial Circuit administrative judges to discuss plans to address the COVID-19 virus situation. A number 

of options were discussed and Judge Joseph Foster (Collier) was tasked with providing Judge McHugh with 

a suggested comprehensive response that could be applied circuit wide. When we took leave, the 

situation was still fluid. Judge McHugh was to attend a telephone conference with Chief Justice Canady 

on Monday and it was assumed that the operation of our courts were going to be affected further.  

As I’m sure you also know, Judge Canaday enacted Administrative Order No. AOSC20-13 later 

Friday afternoon. By this order, a number of dramatic procedural changes have been made. As those 

changes relate to the day to day operation of the Courts, the following are most relevant: 

 All jury selection proceedings, and criminal and civil jury trials are suspended during the period 

beginning Monday, March 16, 2020, through Friday, March 27, 2020.  

o However, a proceeding that has been commenced may proceed to completion if the 

presiding judge, with approval of the chief judge, determines that completion of the 

proceeding without delay is required by the interests of justice. 

 All time periods involving the speedy trial procedure, in criminal and juvenile court proceedings, 

are suspended from the close of business on Friday, March 13, 2020, until the close of business 

on Monday, March 30, 2020. The suspension of time limits under the speedy trial procedure 

restores additional days equal to the number stated herein. 

 All rules of procedure, court orders, and opinions applicable to court proceedings that limit or 

prohibit the use of communication equipment for the conducting of proceedings by remote 

electronic means are suspended from the close of business on Friday, March 13, 2020, until the 

close of business on Friday, March 27, 2020, or as provided by subsequent order.  

 During the duration of this order, the chief judge of each judicial circuit is authorized to establish 

temporary procedures for the use, to the maximum extent feasible, of communication equipment 



for the conducting of proceedings by remote electronic means, as are necessary in their respective 

circuits due to the public health emergency. 

In response to the current and developing situation with COVID-19, Governor DeSantis’ emergency 

declaration and Justice Canady’s recent Administrative Order, we are affirmatively taking steps to assist 

everyone by being able to keep some “social distance”. While it is recognized that we must continue to 

keep our respective dockets moving forward, it is necessary to implement the following temporary 

procedures in an effort to limit the number of people needing to be present in the courthouse.   

1) Closed Courtrooms - Courtroom attendance shall be limited to attorneys, parties, and 

necessary witnesses. No family members, community supporters or other persons are to be 

admitted. Courtrooms are closed to the public beginning Monday, March 16, 2020, through 

Friday, March 27, 2020.  

2) Arraignments – for cases in which a written plea of not guilty and a waiver of arraignment has 

been filed, the defendants shall not be brought to the courtroom.  Defense counsel shall be 

encouraged to get their notice of appearance in the file in advance of the scheduled 

arraignment to facilitate the reduction of bodies in the courtroom.  These cases shall merely 

be assigned to an ERC or CMC docket as is appropriate. 

a. In custody defendants: Will not be transported to the Justice Center. Video appearance 

will be made. As for unrepresented litigants requiring the services of the Public Defender, 

appointments will be made pursuant to existing qualification criteria.  

3) Criminal CMC’s, Pretrial, VOP Soundings, and ERC’s – the court shall not require out of custody 

defendants to be present for these proceedings, unless defense counsel, the state, or the 

court has previously specifically identified a reason for them to be physically present.  Defense 

counsel may waive their client’s appearances by previously filed written waiver or by oral 

pronouncement at the time of appearance unless there is a need for the Defendant to be 

physically present.  

4) Criminal CMC’s, Pretrials, VOP Soundings, ERC’s and Calendar Call – the court shall make an 

attempt to group cases in these dockets by defense counsel (Mentis can group dockets by 

attorney – Contact Michael White if unsure how to do that) and shall create specific time slots 

for specific defense counsel to be present, with their clients or not per above, to try and 

reduce the number of people in the courtroom at any given time. I would also encourage to 

allowance of telephonic appearance by counsel as well.   



5) Civil:  As noted above, civil trials are suspended during the period beginning Monday, March 

16, 2020, through Friday, March 27, 2020.  Hearing on all civil motions should be postponed 

and rescheduled for a later date. Judges are encouraged to use telephonic or video technology 

for all necessary hearings, if possible.  

a. Hearings, case management conferences: If in person attendance is necessary, follow the 

same procedures outlined for criminal hearings. Again, judges are encouraged to allow 

telephonic appearance through Court Call for any court appearances during this time.  

6) Motions to Continue – the court shall consider unopposed or agreed upon motions to 

continue court events in chambers.  

7) Failure to Appear - Judges are encouraged to issue summonses in lieu of bench warrants or 

notices of failure to appear. 

8) Specialty Courts – I will be suspending the required attendance of MHC participants for the 

next two weeks. I will be in direct communication with treatment providers’ vis-à-vis 

participant compliance with treatment protocols.  

9) Social Distancing – the parties and court staff shall encourage everyone appearing in court to 

sit with an appropriate distance between them to encourage everyone’s health and safety. 

 

I will be meeting with Sheriff’s office personnel on Monday to facilitate the video appearance of in-

custody criminal defendants for CMC’s, Pretrial conferences and Trial Calls.  More on this will follow.  

These procedures shall take effect immediately and shall be effective through Friday, March 27, 2020 

unless amended or extended by court order. 

 

Donald H. Mason 
Judge Donald H. Mason, Administrative Judge 
Charlotte County Circuit Court  
350 E. Marion Ave. 
Punta Gorda, FL 33950 
941-637-2186 
dmason@ca.cjis20.org 
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