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T
he entire world suffered enormous hard-
ship as a result of the COVID-19 pandem-
ic. The Chapter 13 bankruptcy community 
did not escape. Courts and businesses were 
forced to close, some may never re-open. 

Trustees, attorneys, creditors and debtors needed to 
reconfigure day-to-day operations while sheltering in 
place. Many people lost employment, many became se-
riously ill and some died—all of which affected Chapter 
13 practice. But there was one positive change rooted 
in the necessity of the pandemic -- remote meetings 
of creditors. 

Western Pennsylvania encompasses 20,363 square 
miles according to Wikipedia. Wikipedia also volun-
teers that in the Eighteenth Century there were some 
who rallied for the formation of a fourteenth state to 
be called Westylvania. This district is largely rural, with 
Pittsburgh being the largest city. My office is located 
in Pittsburgh but we have meetings of creditors in 
Johnstown (67 miles from Pittsburgh) and in Erie (127 
miles from Pittsburgh).

In terms of money (not caseload) the Chapter 13 
program in the Western District of Pennsylvania is the 
second largest in the country. In terms of geography, 
(not population) my district is the largest in the Third 
Circuit. We are a completely “conduit” district -- all 
mortgages, car loans and car leases are paid through 
the chapter 13 plan, even if they are current at the time 
the case is filed. Debtors need to seek court approval 
for direct payments and it is rarely granted by any of 
the four judges. The judges in this district believe that 
requiring all on-going payments through the trustee 
creates the best chance for successful completion of 
plans, dramatically decreases motions for relief from 
the stay, allows for accurate record-keeping and mini-
mizes disputes. 

The fertilizer that makes the Chapter 13 program in 
W.D. Pa. thrive is that we move money in quickly and 
out quickly. Jump-starting the confirmation process 
includes both conducting meetings of creditors and a 
plan confirmation conference at the § 341 meeting. And 
we submit a proposed order in every case with one of 

four outcomes: the plan is confirmed on a final basis, 
the plan is confirmed on an interim basis, the matter is 
continued to a status conference to be conducted by a 
staff attorney from the trustee’s office or the matter is 
contested and requires judicial resolution. Contested 
matters are scheduled for the judge assigned to the 
case. Contested matters are rare. 

Until March of 2020, meetings of creditors and all 
subsequent status conferences in Pittsburgh cases were 
held in our own Pittsburgh § 341 space, with security 
purchased from the City of Pittsburgh Police Depart-
ment. Erie cases are in a separate division of the court 
and those meetings were held in the Erie federal court-
house. For Johnstown cases, meetings were conducted 
in a local hotel with no security available. Both Erie 
and Johnstown require overnight travel for an attorney 
from my office to conduct the meeting of creditors and 
any associated status conferences. 

The pandemic forced us to restructure meetings of 
creditors. We were not considered “essential” under 
guidelines issued by the State of Pennsylvania. Of much 
greater significance, the safety and health of my staff, 
my bar and the community required us to come up 
with a process for remote meetings. And we had no 
idea when, if ever, we would be able to safely conduct 
them in person. 

Although many trustees chose to conduct meetings 
telephonically, I have had too many difficult experiences 
participating in telephone hearings and conferences and 
I wanted to be able to see the debtors, creditors and 
counsel. We acquired six standard “Pro” annual ZOOM 
licenses at $149.90 each and one 500-participants 
license at $600 for a total annual cost of $1,604.35. 
I wanted the one larger license to enable large group 
meetings, multiple group meetings and, when necessary, 
to host interactive and national training programs and 
seminars (which we did). 

The total hard cost of conducting § 341s virtually 
was less than $2,000 a year. Compare that to the rental 
cost of just the Pittsburgh § 341 space for calendar 
2019, which was $56,670. During the same period, 
we also paid $1,800 for the Johnstown meeting room. 
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Protection services for the Pittsburgh meeting room 
were $23,103.14. And the cost to my office for attor-
neys traveling to Erie and Johnstown was $54, 839.14. 
The total “hard” cost of in-person § 341s in calendar 
2019 was $126,412.28. This does not include the costs 
borne by debtors, counsel and creditors in attending 
those meetings. 

All that is needed in order to participate in a virtual 
meeting is access to the Internet on a phone, PC, tablet 
or other device. 

I invited the bar to help us design and test the process. 
Before going virtual, I hosted multiple ZOOM meet-
ings with the bar from all over the district. I included 
my case administration and clerical staff so we could 
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integrate the great suggestions and ideas that many of 
the participants offered. The bar became our best allies. 
They no longer had to drive, pay to park and wait for 
a meeting. And because we tested it for a full month, 
we all became comfortable with the technology. We 
upgraded our computer cameras and some of us chose 
to wear headsets. I tracked down email addresses for 
all of the attorneys who have entered appearances in 
chapter 13 cases over the last several years and wrote 
to them, outlining the process and offering training. 

You can’t overstate the benefits to the bar of virtual 
meetings of creditors and status conferences. Attorneys 
quickly realized that while waiting online for hearings 
to begin they could work on other things without 
disturbing other hearings and without risking nonap-
pearance. Travel time – deadtime for attorneys – is 
gone. Most scheduling conflicts have disappeared. The 
office time available to meet with clients has multiplied. 

Recording is simple. ZOOM voice records (audio 
only) each meeting of creditors. The ZOOM audio 
file (MP4 format) for each hearing goes to my clerical 
staff who attach the audio file to each case. I am able 
to produce a recording on disc or flash drive upon 
request in a matter of seconds. Identifying the debtors 
is also simple. Debtor’s counsel obtains both a govern-
ment issued photo identification and original social 
security proof. Counsel attests on the record that the 
identification matches the information on the Meeting 
of Creditors Notice. 

The enormous advantages for debtors of virtual meet-
ings are obvious. Debtors do not have to miss entire 
days of work, hire childcare or arrange transportation 
to remote meeting sites. Unfavorable weather condi-
tions which are common in Western Pennsylvania, are 
no longer a factor for traveling staff, debtors, counsel 
or creditors. 

Attorney Abby Steidl, whose firm is our largest filer 
offers: “The virtual 341 meetings and conciliation 
conferences have been a wonderful improvement for 
our working lives. They have eliminated almost all of 
the downtime of waiting for a meeting to be called 
and eliminated the need for most travel and parking 
expenses, while also fostering an environment of com-
munication and resolution between the parties. “

Attorney Dan Foster, who files cases in the outly-
ing parts of the district adds: “I practice in many rural 
counties-I have found ZOOM meetings to make much 
more sense for all parties involved. Many of my clients 
are 1-2+ hours away from the meeting location in Erie 
or Pittsburgh. Factor in the round trip, wait time in the 
building and general confusion finding the location- I 
have found that ZOOM has eliminated significant 
time waste and travel expense for my already strug-

gling clients…Losing an entire day’s wage was never 
appealing for my clients who could barely ‘keep the 
lights on’ for their family.”

The § 341(a) Meeting Notice directs recipients to my 
website, ch13pitt.com. The schedule for all meetings of 
creditors and status conferences is on the website. We 
have four virtual “tables” -- A, B, C and D -- just as we 
did physically in Pittsburgh before the pandemic. Each 
table is permanently assigned to the attorney from my 
office conducting the meeting or status conference (I 
am table B). Creditors who wish to appear alert us on 
the website and my calendaring clerk alerts the case 
administrator assigned to the table for that date. Credi-
tors are able to appear from wherever they are located 
which gives real meaning to the term “meeting of credi-
tors.” Attendance of creditors at meetings of creditors 
has substantially increased since we went virtual.

As Attorney David Raphael, a seasoned creditor’s 
counsel for a local bank said: “ Because of the ubiq-
uity of smartphones I have greater confidence that 
the debtors will appear at the initially scheduled 341 
meetings, which equates to faster interim confirmation 
of plans and the flow of payments to my client.”

Attorney Keri Ebeck, who represents national 
secured creditors, volunteered: “…it seems that there 
is a lower continuance rate and we are able to confirm 
plans faster and that helps the trustee get monies to 
creditors quicker.” 

Because we don’t have to travel, my case adminis-
trators are able to sit in on meetings of creditors and 
status conferences, which affords us the opportunity to 
resolve plan confirmation questions in real time rather 
than packing up files and notes and traveling back and 
forth. We have become paperless over the last year and 
a half, with all the attendant benefits for the cost of 
running my office. If there is actually the need for an 
in-person meeting, we can continue the virtual meeting 
and conduct an in-person in the office. In most cases, 
the need for a continuance involves gathering and 
transmitting documents, not testimony, and continu-
ances evaporate because additional documentation is 
easily resolved remotely. 

Our records show that from May 22, 2020 through 
August 9, 2021 we conducted 1396 meetings of credi-
tors on ZOOM, covering the entire district. No one 
was forced to travel, park, or endure long waits. We 
were able to recommend confirmation at virtually all 
of those meetings, at least to enable us to begin paying 
secured and priority creditors so that money moves 
faster. There are very few continuances. Additionally, 
debtors, in many cases, were able to appear from their 
workplace. I conducted several meetings with essential 
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medical staff appearing from hospital parking lots. One 
crane operator appeared at his meeting of creditors 
on his phone from the cab of his crane overlooking 
a worksite.

There is little doubt that any possible benefit of re-
quiring an in-person meeting is completely outweighed 
by the increased safety, reduced costs, added efficiency 
and accessibility and civility offered by remote meet-
ings of creditors. 

Judge Thomas Agresti declared: “In my view, most 
of the Court procedures we’ve implemented to keep 
our ‘doors open’ during the pandemic can’t end soon 
enough. But one positive and hopefully enduring 
resource owing its origin to COVID 19 is the use 
of ZOOM hearings for § 341 creditor meetings—
and in this district, conciliation conferences. Use 
of the ZOOM platform has brought this aspect of 
the preliminary processing of chapter 13 cases into 

the 21st century. Because for so many reasons it is 
such an innovative improvement to pre-pandemic 
practice, it would appear to be an easy decision for 
the United States Trustee to authorize its continued 
use post pandemic. 

“Use of the ZOOM platform has totally eliminated the 
ever-real security concerns associated with convening 
these matters, significantly eliminating the administra-
tive costs related to them, and made the proceedings 
more meaningful to the participants over the conven-
tional use of telephonic hearings by essentially creat-
ing an “in person “environment more conducive to 
resolving disputes and issues early on in the chapter 
13 process. I speak for all my colleagues in the WDPA 
in full endorsing the continued use of the ZOOM 
platform for § 314 Hearings in our District and even 
extending its use to similar matters in the chapter 7 
and 11 contexts. “ •
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