GIOVANNI CHIAPPONI
Judicial cooperation and coronavirus: the law must go on
Introduction
In order to combat the spread of the coronavirus (Covid-19), several countries have taken measures that have a
strong impact on the organization of their internal judicial systems1. The measures are not uniform and consistent
within the EU, but each Member State regulates autonomously the management of judicial workload and the
internal organization of its judiciaries during this period of crisis.
Focusing on civil justice only, let’s briefly analyze three paradigmatic examples: Italy, France and Germany.
In Italy, the Government’ s Law Decree No 18 of 17 March 20202, then passed by the Parliament as Law No 27 of
24 April 20203, regulates the matter providing for the mandatory postponement of civil hearings scheduled during
the period of emergency (09/03-11/05), except for those dealing with urgent cases. These should be held through
remote connections4 or by using written procedures. In addition, local courts shall adopt their own organizational
measures on the management of judicial workload. Namely, for the period between 11/05 and 31/075, the Heads
of the judicial offices shall adopt a series of measures6 to avoid close gatherings and contacts between people within
each office space. Further, time limits in civil proceedings have been suspended for the period 9/03 to 11/05.7
In France, the Ordonnance No 2020-304 of 25 March 20208 stated that all civil hearings not concerning urgent
issues should be cancelled or postponed. To limit the spread of the virus some exceptional measures may be taken
by courts dealing with urgent cases, such as: where a court cannot work, another court can be designated; a single
judge may deal with the case instead of a group of three; hearings should be held through remote connections or by
using written procedures; the number of people participating in a hearing may be limited; and any type of means of
communication can be used for the judge to inform/hear the parties. Moreover, the Ordonnance No 2020-306 of
25 March 20209 extended procedural time limits within civil proceedings expiring between 12/03 and the end of the
state of emergency period (expected to finish on 24/05) of 1 month (i.e., to 24/06). At the end of the
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aforementioned period, all time limits resume normally, but from that moment they can run for a maximum period
of 2 months (24/08).10
What strikes most in Germany, compared to the Italian and French situation, is that the specific legislation enacted
to alleviate the effects of Covid-19 did not address any issue related to the functioning of civil proceedings during
this period of crisis. It is for the respective courts and judges to decide what measures should be taken in each
individual case. The provisions of the German code of civil procedure (ZPO) regulate the extension of time limits,
stay of proceedings and the restitutio in integrum and will be applied by courts during the Covid-19 crisis.11
These measures have a general disrupting effect on the functioning of the judiciaries across the EU. The underlying
approach common to all EU Member States – not only Italy, France, and Germany – to the administration of civil
justice during this period includes the following measures12: hearings have been postponed except for some urgent
issues; remote oral hearings via video conferencing and written procedures have been strongly promoted; and time
limits for bringing a legal actions and taking other procedural steps within the proceedings have been suspended,
interrupted or extended.
Against this backdrop, one may wonder what are the consequences of this emergency situation for European civil
justice. Did national authorities implement any procedural measures concerning the application of the legal
instruments of judicial cooperation in civil matters?
It is clear that the Covid-19 crisis creates an exceptional situation which presents significant challenges for citizens
and authorities alike, and may create situations where respecting the obligations set out by Union law is temporarily
excessively difficult or altogether impossible.
First, there are implications for two instruments of judicial cooperation in civil matters, the Service Regulation 13 and
the Regulation on the taking of evidence14. Further, in the field of family law, child abduction and protection
proceedings are strongly influenced. Finally, the impact on EU time limits is particularly significant.
The cross-border service
Under the current circumstances of Covid-19, the service of documents has significantly slowed down in most of
the Member States. This may entail a disrupting effect in the functioning of the service Regulation. Namely, the
Service Regulation provides for a procedure for the cross-border service of documents in civil and commercial
matters via designated "transmitting agencies" and "receiving agencies" between EU countries. During this period
of crisis, Member States communicated important information about the provisional functioning of their authorities
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in the European Judicial Network (EJN) portal. The general trend is that service may be postponed if not urgent
and electronic service, where possible, should be prioritized.
Delays and practical burdens may follow in receiving and transmitting documents between Member States due to a
potential suspension of work of national courts and authorities. Some time limits (e.g. those laid down in Art. 6 15 or
Art. 716 of the service Regulation) may not be respected because of the exceptional circumstances at hand. The
respect of these deadlines is mandatory and their expiry may lead to irremediable breaches for authorities, courts
and citizens. Negative consequences would be particularly striking whether the documents to be transmitted across
the EU deal with urgent cases.
In this regard, is it appropriate to pay attention to the recent Commission’s proposal for the future Recast of the
Service Regulation17. To increase efficiency and speed in cross-border judicial proceedings, the proposal considers
of utmost importance the introduction of a new provision creating a new means of transmission and service of
judicial documents, the electronic service (Article 15a)18. Such an option would perfectly fit the current emergency
situation of Covid-19 with regard to cross-border-service across the EU. The possibility to effect service of
documents directly through electronic means would ensure a more effective and faster transmission of documents
to other Member States without any risk for the health of people involved. In light of the above, it is clear that time
has come for the introduction of electronic service in the EU. The impact of such a kind of provision on the
emergency situation of Covid-19 shows the key role that electronic service may play for the future development and
improvement of effective cross-border service within the EU.
The cross-border taking of evidence
Similar considerations may be made regarding the taking of evidence across the EU. As it occurred for the service
of documents, Member States communicated in the EJN portal how the Covid-19 virus affected the
implementation of the evidence Regulation (Regulation (EC) No 1206/2001). For instance, Germany
communicated that the question of whether or not to execute a request for the taking of evidence is subject to the
discretion of the judge and will be decided on a case-by-case basis, while France stated that the taking of evidence
requests should be performed by electronic means and their execution will be postponed to the end of the
emergency state.
The taking of evidence is crucial for cross-border judicial proceedings to continue. In times of Covid-19, as borders
are closed and travel is hampered, obtaining evidence in another Member State may result particularly burdensome.
Thus, the difficulty to make a request to obtain evidence and its delayed execution may entail negative
consequences for an efficient gathering of evidence in a cross - border setting.
To overcome these difficulties, Member States should make further use of communication technology, such as
videoconferences and teleconferences, as provided for in Art. 10 (4) and Art. 17 (4) of the evidence Regulation.
This approach allows overcoming the distance between the courts, the parties, their representatives and any
witnesses. The use of technology offers likely reductions in time, cost, inconvenience, environmental impact of
travelling to court, and most importantly increases the safety for the health of persons involved. Nevertheless,
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within the context of the European Union, despite the strong support for enlarged use of videoconferences and
teleconferences, their application remains inconsistent between the Member States.
The current situation clearly shows the true potential that the use of technology may have in the taking of evidence
abroad. Further implementing the use of technology and developing a uniform approach between the Member
States would certainly allow a more effective and proper cross-border taking of evidence within the EU.
Along these lines, in the field of evidence, a very recent development at the level of the Hague Conference on
Private International Law (HCCH) should be highlighted. Few days ago, the HCCH announced the publication of
the Guide to Good Practice on the Use of Video-Link under the 1970 Evidence Convention19. It provides for
guidance on the use of video-link technology in the cross-border taking of evidence under the Evidence
Convention. It encourages Contracting States and everyone involved in cross-border litigation to make use of
videoconference in the taking of evidence abroad.
This publication comes in very handy with the current crisis caused by Covid-19. These practices seek to enable
users of the Evidence Convention to make the best possible use of technology currently available. This situation
poses a new and challenging opportunity for the Contracting States: this seems to be the right moment to trust and
increase the use of technology in order to maximize the benefits of using video-link technology in the taking of
evidence abroad.
International child abduction and protection
Furthermore, another example of the issues connected with the effectiveness of judicial cooperation in civil matters
(family matters in this case) within the EU in times of Covid-19 relates to the international child abduction and
protection of children. This matter is regulated by the Regulation20 No 2001/2003 (‘Brussels II bis Regulation’) and
the 1980 Hague Convention on international child abduction21.
Travel restrictions, health risks, and life limitations have direct implications for countless families. As authorities or
courts activities are seriously disrupted or even standstill, many practical and legal issues can arise in such a sensitive
subject as child abduction.
Member States should therefore actively cooperate in promoting the best responses and solutions in order to
guarantee effective safeguards for children and families involved in proceedings in the context of the Brussels II bis
Regulation.
With regard to the Brussels II bis Regulation, several Member States communicated in the EJN portal some general
information on the temporal functioning of international child abduction and protection proceedings in their
systems to facilitate cooperation. As core rights of the parties underlie these proceedings, Member States aim at
ensuring, to the most possible extent, their regular functioning. For instance, Germany communicated that the
Federal Office of Justice, as the German Central Authority under the Brussels II bis Regulation, has reduced
physical presence to protect the health of its staff, but fully operates on reduced capacity. The French central
authority caseworkers telework and continue to deal with ongoing cases and new requests received by e-mail. For
urgent requests, caseworkers will be physically present in the office. Further, for cases reported as urgent some
French courts hold hearings, while other courts prefer postponing. In any case, enforcement of decisions is
postponed to the end of the health crisis, except for specific cases.
Against this background, a core issue which may potentially arise deals with the rule that denies the possibility to
refuse the return order of an abducted child according to art. 11 (4) of the Brussels II bis Regulation. This provision
19

See https://assets.hcch.net/docs/569cfb46-9bb2-45e0-b240-ec02645ac20d.pdf; for a brief comment on this guidance see M. Celis,

Useful reading in times of corona and just released: The Guide to Good Practice on the Use of Video-Link under the HCCH 1970 Evidence Convention, in
conflictoflaws.net, 17 April 2020.
20

Council Regulation (EC) No 2201/2003 of 27 November 2003 concerning jurisdiction and the recognition and enforcement of

judgments in matrimonial matters and the matters of parental responsibility, repealing Regulation (EC) No 1347/2000 [2003] OJ L 338/1.
21

Convention of 25 October 1980 on the Civil Aspects of International Child Abduction.

should be read in conjunction with Art. 13 (b) of the 1980 Hague Convention stating that the requested court may
justify the non-return of the abducted child if there is “a grave risk that his or her return would expose the child to
physical or psychological harm or otherwise place the child in an intolerable situation”. Upon the assessment of
such grave risk for the child, the court addressed under art. 11 (4) of the Brussels II bis Regulation may not refuse
to return a child on the basis of Art. 13 (b) of the Hague Convention “if it is established that adequate arrangements
have been made to secure the protection of the child after his or her return”.
Two interconnected questions on the interpretation of these provisions come to the fore. On the one hand, it is
questionable whether the dangers related to the spread of Covid-19 fall within the definition of “grave risk” of art.
13 (b) of the Hague Convention, thus precluding, as such, the return of a child in the State of his or her habitual
residence. On the other hand, it is unclear how the “adequate arrangements” described in Art. 11 (4) of the Brussels
II bis Regulation should be defined during the emergency of Covid-19.
A case by case analysis is demanded to the requested court. The risks for the child in case of return in the context
of the pandemic situation should be carefully assessed. The possibility that the court would recognize a potential
physical and psychological harm for the child on the basis of Art. 13 (b) is highly predictable. First, there could be a
physical danger of contamination with Covid-19. Second, the psychological integrity of the child could be at risk
due to the considerable degree of fear, worry, and concern that the virus produced in the population (the feeling of
anxiety and stress may also be higher whether he or she has to face a travel).
Despite the situation at hand, a judgment22, delivered on 31 March 2020 by the High Court of England and Wales
(Family Division) allowed the return of a child in his country of residence.23 The upcoming case law of courts will
show if there is a margin (as I wonder) for denying the return of a child assuming the existence of a “grave risk” for
him or her.
Further, it should be investigated the role of the terms “adequate arrangements” laid down in Art. 11 (4). A court
may not oppose the return of a child if adequate safeguards are provided to ensure the protection of the child after
his or her return. As we are facing an emergency situation varying from State to State, it is very difficult to
generalize the interpretation of these safeguards and establish uniform criteria. Again, the future case law of courts
across the EU will contribute to develop relevant hints.
Moreover, another important stage of child abduction proceedings connected with the issuing of non-return orders,
concerns the hearing of the child. According to Art. 11 (2) of the Brussels II bis Regulation the court addressed
when issuing a non-return order on the basis of Arts. 12 and 13 of the 1980 Hague Convention, shall guarantee to
the child the opportunity to be heard during the proceedings unless this appears inappropriate having regard to his
or her age or degree of maturity.
In the context of Covid-19, because of the potential risks for the health of the child, may some limitations to his or
her right to be heard be considered?
The right to be heard of the child plays a key role in child abduction proceedings: indeed, his or her view may firmly
influence the decision of the judge and reduce the risk of being manipulated by the parents. The right of the child
to express his or her opinion represents one of the fundamental procedural guarantees within the proceedings. Its
importance has also been stressed in the new text of the Brussels II bis Recast24, which increased and reinforced the
guarantees surrounding the latter right (see Art. 26 read in conjunction with Recital 39). In light of the above, it can
arguably be affirmed that it is not admissible, even in a situation of emergency, to deny to the child the right to be
heard. Where available, online tools to conduct the hearing should be used and promoted. However, a lack of
operational tools not ensuring the procedural guarantees within the proceedings may eventually justify the physical
presence of the child before the court despite the crisis of Covid-19.
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Time limits of EU Civil procedure
To conclude, other relevant implications for judicial cooperation in civil matters may derive from the suspension of
procedural time limits in most of EU Member States. Due to the emergency of Covid-19, national legislators
introduced temporal measures suspending domestic time limits. In this respect, the European legislator did not
provide for any particular rule on the suspension of time limits laid down in EU instruments of civil procedure. On
the other hand, national legislators are not competent to suspend time limits laid down in EU law.
Thus, one may wonder whether the time limits provided for in European civil procedural instruments are still
running or they are suspended too.
It should be noted that the expiry of some time limits provided by EU instruments might entail negative procedural
consequences, which may undermine in an irreversible way the rights of the parties in the proceedings.
Some examples have been reported in the EJN portal. For instance, Art.15 (5) of the Brussels II bis Regulation sets
a 6 weeks time limit for another court to accept jurisdiction, resulting otherwise in the court first seized to continue
to exercise jurisdiction; Article 6 of the Service Regulation sets a one week time limit for the recipient to refuse the
service of a document; Article 19 (2) of the Maintenance Regulation25 establishes a 45 days time limit to apply for a
review of a maintenance decision, and so on.
These examples show that the non-respect of time limits due to the complete or partial suspension of the work of
courts may lead to irreversible consequences in the proceedings such as determining the jurisdiction of a court,
accepting a document or not appealing a decision. This is profoundly unfair. Thus, depending on the specific
circumstances at hand, it may be justified for domestic courts, aiming at preserving the procedural guarantees of the
parties, not to count the duration of the crisis in the assessment of EU procedural time limits.
But how and on which legal basis may the courts addressed affirm that the suspension of time limits applies also to
deadlines provided by EU law?
Useful indications may come from an instrument of judicial cooperation in criminal matters, the Framework
Decision on the European arrest warrant and the surrender procedures between Member States26. According to Art.
23 paragraph 3 and 4 of the latter instrument, time limits for surrender of the person in the execution of an arrest
warrant may be suspended due to force majeure (paragraph 3) or serious humanitarian reasons (4). In such a way,
the EU legislator explicitly provided exceptional reasons for national courts executing an arrest warrant to suspend
time limits and postpone surrender of a person.
In light of this, a question arises: why are not time limits provided for in instruments of judicial cooperation in civil
matters protected in the same way than those laid down for surrender of a person in the execution of an arrest
warrant?
Even if not directly legally affecting deadlines provided by EU instrument of civil procedure, the example coming
from the Framework Decision 2002/584/JHA may represent an important point of reference for national courts in
order to address the problem of the suspension of EU time limits in civil judicial proceedings. In this regard, may
an interpretation based on analogia legis be the right solution? It should be carefully assessed whether this solution is
legally sound, however national judges may take the opportunity to refer a preliminary ruling to the Court of justice
on the interpretation of EU time limits
The issues mentioned above describe only a few problematic situations which may affect judicial cooperation in
civil matters during these emergency times. The list referred to is not exhaustive, but aims at reflecting the most
representative issues disrupting the functioning of judiciaries across the EU.
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Even in a period of crisis, where there are many risks at stake for the health of the population, it is important to
ensure a proper administration of justice. Hence, the objective is to guarantee an effective and efficient functioning
of the judicial systems of Member States not only at a national level, but also, at the EU level: the law must go on.

