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Ferguson 

23% of the City’s revenue came from fines and fees

Fine for…
Jaywalking- $302
Disturbing the peace- $427
Allowing high grass or weeds to grow on your lawn- $531 

Aggressive Enforcement -
21,000 residents – 23,000 warrants



Definitions 

FINES:  Monetary sanction imposed as punishment for 
violating the law – either criminal or civil.

FEES: Costs, assessments, surcharges imposed to access 
services or fund the justice system or other government 
services.

. 



Red Light ticket 
Base Fine

$100
Penalty Assessment and Surcharge

$310*
Court Operations Assessment

$  40
Criminal Conviction Assessment $   

35
Emergency Medical Air Transportation Penalty $    4
Night Court Fee

$    1

California



New York Surcharges 

Felony: $300 surcharge + 
$25 victim assistance fee + 
$50 DNA databank fee = $375

Misdemeanor: $175 surcharge + 
$25 victim assistance fee + 
$50 DNA databank fee = $250

Violation: $95 surcharge + 
$25 victim assistance fee = $120



RACIAL DISPARITIES IN TRAFFIC STOPS 
“Racial disparities in traffic stops are large, ubiquitous across the nation, and 
troubling.”   - U.S. DOJ

Nationwide - Black drivers are 20% more likely to be pulled over than white 
drivers. 

Once stopped, Black drivers are 20% more likely and Latinx drivers 30% 
more likely to get a ticket instead of a warning, and they are more likely to 
receive multiple tickets.

Once stopped non-White drivers are more likely to be arrested.
Once arrested non-White drivers are more likely to be convicted.



It Costs More
-Traffic fines often double
- Interest accrues
-Collection costs imposed

Prolonged Justice Involvement

Civil Judgments

Private Probation
-Additional, often monthly, fees

Loss of Voting Rights

Consequences for Nonpayment

Drivers License Suspensions

Debtor’s Prisons
- Arrest warrants
- Incarceration



Millions of people around the country cannot legally drive, not because they are bad 
drivers, but because their licenses have been suspended or revoked due to unpaid debt. As 

of 2019, over 11 million licenses are suspended.

Driver’s License Suspension

(As yellow color gets 
darker, numbers 
increase)



Driver’s License Suspension: State Reform 

2017 - California

2018 - District of Columbia and Idaho

2019 - Mississippi, Montana, Texas

2020 - West Virginia, Maryland, Oregon, Hawaii, Virginia, 
New York

2021 - Illinois, Michigan, Arizona, Washington, Arkansas,  
Colorado, Utah, Minnesota, Nevada



Taking Extreme Measures to Pay
2018 Alabama Appleseed Survey (1,000+ responses):

- More than 8 in 10 gave up necessities like rent, 
food, medical bills, and child support

- About 45 percent of those surveyed had lost
their licenses because they were unable to pay 
their court debt. 

- 38% of respondents admitted to committing 
at least one crime to pay off their court debt.

- Nearly half said they had been jailed for failure 
to pay court debt.



Fines and Fees in Administrative Courts - Principles

● Excessive Fines Clause - Timbs v. Illinois
○ Fines must be proportionate to the offense and the 

individual’s economic circumstances
● Punishment for Nonpayment - Bearden v. Georgia

○ Person cannot be incarcerated for nonpayment of fines 
and fees without a court finding that nonpayment was 
willful - person had the ability to pay.



ABA Ten Guidelines on Court Fines and Fees



Ability to Pay - Making Fines Proportionate

“Most states provide no guidance at all
as to what facts may demonstrate 
ability or inability to pay.” 

- 2016 NCLC publication

Ability To Pay Assessments Should:

➔ Happen before fines and fees are imposed 

➔ Consider presumptions of indigence in which 
case all fees should be waived and the lowest fine
allowable by law assessed

➔ Calculate a person’s income and family size to 
determine reductions and waivers

➔ Substantially reduce fines and fees that 
disproportionately harm low income 
communities



Fines and Fees Reform is Not Partisan 



Reducing Fines/Criminalization

Eliminating Automated Enforcement
- Buffalo - replaced automated enforcement with speed 

bumps and improved road design

Marijuana Legalization

Decriminalize Offenses; End the use of warrants for non-
payment/non-appearance 

- Nevada - decriminalized traffic violations and ended use 
of warrants when individual can’t pay fines and fees

Eliminate Fines for homelessness, jaywalking, or other 
low level offenses disproportionately levied against 
people of color and poor communities Source: Robert Kirkham/News file photo



8+ states have eliminated some or all 
juvenile fees including 5 states in 2021

- New Mexico HB 183 - eliminated fines 
and admin fees from the juvenile 
justice system

- Nevada AB 439 - abolished wide variety of 
fees associated with juvenile courts 

- Colorado HB 21-1315 - eliminates a number 
of costs and fees charged to juveniles and their 
families; discharged outstanding juvenile fee 
debt

Juvenile Fee Elimination



Clearinghouse - finesandfeesjusticecenter.org
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