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Summary

Fines and fees imposed by the Florida justice system place an enormous financial burden on the
people who are charged and pay them—disproportionately Black and brown people and people
with low incomes. People who cannot pay risk a spiraling set of consequences—such as losing
their driver’s license—and ultimately owing even more money as their debt is sent to private
debt collectors.

In 2018, Florida’s state and local governments collected at least $7755 million in criminal and
traffic fines and fees as revenue. Although exact figures on the number of people who paid fines
and fees are unavailable, state data reveals that at least 242,000 people paid some amount of
fines and fees, with the typical cost topping $5,000 for a first- or second-degree felony and
$1,000 for a misdemeanor. These revenues account for less than 1 percent of state revenues and
less than 2 percent of revenues in nearly all counties. However, certain agencies, such as court
clerks, are highly reliant on fines and fees to fund their budgets.

Fines and fees are incredibly costly and harmful to the people who owe them. Hundreds of
thousands of Floridians have debt from fines and fees that they are unable to pay. And they
disproportionately burden people with low incomes, create long-lasting financial and civic
harm, and can increase the likelihood of unnecessary contact with police.

Introduction

In Florida, contact with the justice system is expensive. An arrest, a criminal conviction, even a
traffic ticket can result in fines and fees that total hundreds or thousands of dollars. For
example, people are charged a fine when they are convicted of an offense, but they also face a
range of court fees: fees to enter and stay in the jail, monitoring fees while awaiting trial, and
monthly fees for probation, among others. While fees and surcharges are intended to reimburse
government operations, fines are intended to serve as a punishment for an offense. However,
they both become revenue that is deposited into government bank accounts and used to fund
both justice agencies and general government operations. Black, brown, and low-income people
pay a greater share of their income in fines and fees than everyone else.! Failure to pay fines and
fees in Florida results in harmful consequences, such as the suspension of a driver’s license, or,
in the case of people who still owe fines and fees connected to a felony offense, the loss of voting
rights.2 And because police are responsible for issuing traffic tickets and other related fees, the
reliance on fines and fees creates unnecessary contact between police and communities of color.3
This research brief explores the use of fines and fees in Florida and seeks to answer two
questions: (1) What is the financial impact of fines and fees on Florida residents, and (2) how
much do state and local governments in the state collect in fines and fees? To answer these
questions, researchers from the Vera Institute of Justice (Vera) collected and analyzed budget
data from the state, county, and municipal governments of Florida for fiscal year 2018 (see
“Methods” at page 10 for more information). As state and local governments prepare budgets
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that are under increased stress from the COVID-19 crisis, it is more important than ever for
taxpayers to understand how their governments are profiting from the collection of fines and
fees.3

Vera’s Findings

How are Floridians harmed by fines and fees?

Floridians are charged a range of fines and fees at all stages of the justice system, such as

= Court fees: In addition to fines and restitution people may owe, there are many
flat fees that finance different government agencies. For example, there is a
mandatory $225 fee on all felony convictions and a $60 fee on all misdemeanor
and criminal traffic convictions, of which a portion is sent to the state’s General
Revenue Fund, which supports the state’s general operating expenses.4 An
additional $65 fee on all convictions is used to fund legal aid and court
innovations, a $3 fee funds juvenile court programs, and a $50 fee funds crime
prevention, among others. People who are unable to afford an attorney are
charged a $50 fee to apply for one. Additionally, people are assessed a minimum
of $50 in a misdemeanor or criminal traffic case and a minimum of $100 in a
felony case for their own prosecution.5

= Incarceration fees: People booked into a Florida jail in many counties are charged
a booking fee as well as a separate ”subsistence fee” of several dollars per day to
stay in the jail.® People in jails and prisons pay telephone fees and commissary
fees, as well as other kinds of fees, such as for work release programs.

= Probation and parole fees: When on probation or parole, people pay a fee, which
statute sets at no less than $40 per month, and they may also owe a number of
other fees related to their own supervision, such as for home confinement, drug
testing, or community service.”

In Florida, the harms of fines and fees fall most acutely on Black, brown, and low-income
families.® Research has made plain that racial disparities exist at all stages of Florida’s criminal
justice system in ways that make Black Floridians more likely to be charged fines and fees.9
Black Floridians make up 17 percent of the state’s population but comprise 35 percent of
arrests.’° Black Floridians are disproportionately arrested for marijuana possession and
disproportionately cited for bicycle offenses—charges with a high degree of police discretion.n
Low-income and Black households are most acutely impacted by driver’s license suspensions for
nonpayment of fines and fees.'2 For example, in Duval County, Florida, 2,000 tickets were
issued for jaywalking over a five-year period, imposing a $65 fine.'3 Nearly half of those people
had their driver’s licenses suspended for nonpayment, indicating that the $65 fine was beyond
their ability to pay. While Black residents make up less than one-third of the county’s
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population, they accounted for more than half of the people ticketed for jaywalking and more

than half of the people who lost their licenses. Another study found that Black drivers are
stopped and given seatbelt citations—
a fine of up to $60—at twice the rate

$1 7,805 of white drivers.4
Minimum wage annual income in 2020 Although the amount that people

pay over the course of their case
varies based on the nature of the
charge, their location, and the
discretion of local officials, justice
fines and fees can quickly grow to a
thousand dollars or more.

= In a typical first- or second-degree
felony case, fines and fees amount to
$SSSSSSSS $5,200—which includes a $4,000 fine
$SS8S88S5S8S8SS and a number of different fees.s
$§$88888S8S8S $§888S8S$S = A first-degree misdemeanor traffic
charge could amount to $1,300,
29% 7% including a $1,000 fine and a number
of flat fees for crime prevention,

Proportion of annual Proportion of annual
pretax income for a typical pretax income for a typical County radio SyStemS, law
fel i :
elony charge misdemeanor charge enforcement educatlon, and court

facilities.6

These amounts can easily overwhelm the budgets of low-income earners. In 2020, a person
working full-time at the Florida minimum wage earned $17,805.7 With this household income,
paying for a typical felony case would use up 29 percent of a person’s annual pretax income; a
misdemeanor case, 7 percent. When low-wage workers are already far below the amount of
money they need for basic necessities, fines and fees make things worse. One-third of Florida
households are above the poverty line but still struggle to afford basic needs; the decision of
local and state officials to impose fines and fees on these households, while also exacting sharp
consequences for nonpayment, only compounds their financial challenges.!8

The state does not collect data on how many people are assessed or pay fines and fees, but
collections data makes estimation possible. In 2018, Florida counties collected $16 million from
a mandatory $65 fee on every felony, misdemeanor, and criminal traffic conviction, meaning
that this fee was paid more than 242,000 times.* This figure does not include people who were
charged fines and fees but couldn’t afford to pay, nor does it account for the thousands of people
each year who are charged fines and fees for municipal offenses. In addition, around half of
Florida counties reported collecting a total of $28 million from a $30 fee on traffic offenses used
to fund court facilities—the equivalent of charging that fee 924,000 times.2° A 2019 analysis
found that 206,000 people with a felony conviction continued to owe fines and fees after
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completing their sentence and that Black people Of the 16 million drivers in Florida,
were more likely to have court debt than white around two million cannot legally
people.2t While an exact number is challenging to drive because of unpaid court debt.
calculate, it is clear that hundreds of thousands of

Floridians paid fines and fees in 2018, and at least

tens of thousands of additional people had fines and

fees assessed against them, but were unable to pay.

Fines and fees cause other collateral

harms

With a driving population of 16 million, Florida

currently has around two million people who

cannot legally drive because of unpaid court debt.> g g
= =l =) o

These people are locked out of many job
opportunities that require a valid license. They
either suffer the consequences of no transportation
in a state with limited transit options or risk further
tickets or even arrest for those who continue to drive while their license is suspended.

Court debt also causes other harms. In 2019, the state passed a law that would require
people with felony convictions to demonstrate they had paid all fines and fees on their case
before the state would restore their voting rights. This law, which one judge called a “pay-to-vote
system” and activists have described as a modern-day poll tax, stripped voting rights from
hundreds of thousands of people with felony convictions who had gained the right to vote
through an amendment passed by Florida voters in 2018.23 In mid-2020 a federal appeals court
upheld the law. Given that more than 45 percent of people who have felony convictions owe
more than $1,000, this means that the legislature and court’s decisions ultimately withhold the
right to vote from thousands of people.24

@ = One million drivers

Debt is considered “"uncollectible” but continues to have harmful impact on
Floridians

A report from the Florida Court Clerks and Comptrollers acknowledges the high rates of poverty
among people who are charged fines and fees. In 2018, the court system collected fines and fees
from felony cases equal to 21 percent of the total fines and fees assessed on felony cases in that
year, and misdemeanor fines and fees equal to 69 percent of assessments on misdemeanor cases
(money collected in 2018 may have been assessed in a previous year).25 The court clerks
reported that the people associated with 78 percent of the debt in felony cases and 31 percent of
the debt in misdemeanor cases were either incarcerated, indigent, or both and were considered
to have a “minimal collection expectation.”2¢ While the clerks have acknowledged that payment
rates are low, particularly for felony cases, and that much of the debt will likely never be
collected, the debt still holds real-world consequences for the people who owe. After 9o days,
court clerks send any court debt to a private collection agency, which can add a surcharge of up
to 40 percent onto the original amount.27 In 2018, the courts sent $397 million in criminal court
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debt and traffic court debt to private collections.28 Even after being sent to collections, private
agencies collected the equivalent of only 10 percent of outstanding criminal debt and 31 percent
of civil traffic debt.29 Regardless of how burdensome it is to have debt and in spite of rigorous
collection efforts on the part of both the state and private collections agencies, a large share of
people simply do not have the money to pay.

How much do governments profit?

Vera estimates that, in 2018, the total amount of money collected through criminal and traffic
fines and fees that funded state, county, and municipal governments was at least $755 million.
Assuming that 242,000 people paid some amount of fines and fees in 2018 (see above), this is
equivalent to an average of $3,100 per person.

Florida’s fine-collecting agencies
Each of Florida’s 67 counties has a county court that hears misdemeanor and traffic
offenses. The state’s 20 circuit courts handle felony and juvenile cases.*® Some
fines and fees collected on misdemeanor, traffic, and felony cases go to the county
government, while the rest is sent to the state’s General Revenue Fund and various
state trust funds.3! Each county in the state operates a jail that can charge fees on
people held in the facility. Counties run misdemeanor probation programs, and the
Florida Department of Corrections (FDOC) runs felony probation and parole
supervision, all of which can collect monthly supervision fees.3? Florida’s 411
incorporated municipalities collect revenue from fines on city code violations, traffic,
parking, and red light camera fines, and they receive some revenue that is passed
down through the county courts.

Table 1

Type of government Total revenue, fiscal year 2018

$298 million in court fines and fees;

Counties L -
unt at least $15 million in incarceration fees

$256 million in court fines and fees; $56 million

State collected by the FDOC from incarcerated people

Municipalities $132 million

TOTAL $755 million

Note: Discrepancies between values and the total amount are due to rounding.
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Fines and fees make up only
a small share of total county
budgets—only 0.9% in the
median county.

L—— 0.4%

With a total state budget of

$85 billion in 2018, fines and fees
from the justice system made up
only a small share, O.4 percent,
of total state resources.

L—«— 0.3%

In the median city and town,
fines and fees made up only 0.3
percent of the municipal budget.

County fine and fee
revenue
Vera found that Florida
counties collected $313
million in criminal justice
fines and fee revenue. This
includes $298 million in
conviction fines and flat fees
earmarked for juvenile
justice, local law enforcement
education, crime prevention,
law libraries, court facilities,
and court technology. It also
includes $15 million in fees
collected from people in jails
in the 31 counties that make
this data available, including
admissions or “uniform” fees,
daily “subsistence” fees,
telephone fees, commissary,
and work release fees, among
others. This is the equivalent
of each person in the state’s
jails paying $480 in fees per
year.

Counties benefit from a

modest $14 in fine and fee revenue per resident in the typical county, although in three
counties—Bradford, Glades, and Monroe—collections exceed $30 per resident. Fines and fees
also make up only a small share of total county budgets; in the median county, fine and fee

revenue is only 0.9 percent.

While fine and fee revenue at the county level is modest compared to overall county budgets,
individual county criminal justice agencies can be very reliant on these revenues. In Leon

County, for example, fines and fees fund nearly one-third of the county probation services. They
also fully fund a drug intervention program and court innovation programs. They support more
than half of funding for the teen court, a juvenile diversion program.33 Significantly, fines and
fees are the sole source of funding for Florida’s circuit and county court clerks—elected officials
with a number of record-keeping and financial management responsibilities for the court and
the county government.34

Reliance on fines and fees comes with challenges. A report on court clerks’ operations found
that “[t]he established revenue sources for Clerks of Court have been unreliable from year to
year—and even within just one fiscal year—making it difficult for Clerks of Court to plan for
necessary improvements or unexpected events.”3s This was especially true in early 2020 during
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the first few months of the COVID-19 crisis. Collections of “Article V” fines and fees—which
include criminal and traffic fines and fees, as well as civil court fees on things like foreclosure—
were only 88 percent of pre-pandemic projections in April 2020, 57 percent in May, and 55
percent in June.3¢

State fine and fee revenue

Vera identified at least $311 million in fine and fee revenue for Florida’s state government.
Some revenue collected through Florida’s county and circuit courts is distributed to the state
General Revenue Fund and a variety of state trust funds. In 2018, $256 million in criminal and
traffic fines and fees was collected and sent to the state General Revenue Fund, as well as dozens
of state trust funds. Vera identified nearly 30 trust funds that receive revenues from fines and
fees. Some of the trust funds support criminal justice operations in the state, such as the courts
and the state’s attorney, while others are wholly unrelated to the justice system. For example, a
$5 surcharge on every seatbelt violation funds a special trust fund for epilepsy treatment and
programs. This method of using fee revenue to pay for public health needs is predicated on a
consistent number of traffic stops and police-community interactions in order to maintain
funding.

The FDOC, which operates community supervision for people convicted of felony offenses,
deposited $56 million to the state’s General Revenue Fund in 2018 from probation supervision
fees and commissary costs.3” With a total state budget of $85 billion in 2018, fines and fees from
the justice system made up only a small share, 0.4 percent, of total state resources.38

Municipal fine and fee revenue

Municipal governments collect fines and fees for violations of local ordinances, traffic and
parking fines, and red light camera fines. They also receive some revenue passed down from
county court and traffic court. Local governments collected at least $132 million in fines and fees
in 2018. In the median city and town, fines and fees made up only 0.3 percent of the municipal
budget, and $6 per capita.

Conclusion

Fines and fees are one of the most harmful ways Florida generates revenue. The people who are
charged fines and fees are mostly living in poverty and, when they cannot pay, get stuck in a
vicious cycle of court debt and spiraling justice consequences. The use of driver’s license
suspensions to punish people who cannot afford to pay their fines and fees only further impedes
their ability to achieve financial stability. Fines and fees may be a large revenue source for some
government agencies; however, as a whole they account for less than 1 percent of state revenues
and less than 2 percent of county revenues in almost all counties. Reliance on fines and fees is
also an unreliable practice. Not only have court revenues declined in the wake of the coronavirus
pandemic, but, by the state’s own admission, much of the outstanding court debt is ultimately
not collectible.
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Principles for change

In order to undo the harms of fines and fees, many governments around the country are
reconsidering their use of these revenues. Vera suggests several principles for reform as more
governments take on the necessary work to undo the harms of these practices:

= People who already struggle to afford their basic needs should not be made
financially worse off from a case in the criminal justice system. Governments
should eliminate all criminal legal fees and proactively ensure that all people with
incomes below a threshold, such as the local living wage, are not financially
harmed by fines. These changes should be made retroactive to apply to people
currently struggling to afford criminal justice debt.

= No one should face the loss of a driver’s license or other infringements on their
civic life because of fines and fees.

= Until the state eliminates these harmful fines and fees, money collected from
them should be used in ways that serve the people most negatively impacted by
the criminal justice system. At minimum, this money should be returned to the
General Fund, instead of to the budgets of the entities responsible for collecting
the funds.

= Governments should provide clear and transparent data on the amounts of fines
and fees assessed and collected and aggregated data on the demographics of the
people who are charged fines and fees.
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Methods
This brief relied on a range of data sources to calculate the total county and state
collections from fines and fees.

State revenue: The Florida Fiscal Portal provides data on revenue sent to state trust
funds. In 2018, courts sent $231 million from criminal and traffic fine and fee
revenue to state trust funds. Data from the state Department of Revenue shows
that the court clerks send $25 million in criminal and traffic fines and fees to the
state General Fund. Because not all state trust funds report data from fines and
fees consistently, this is a conservative estimate.

County revenue: The state Office of Economic and Demographic Research (EDR)
provides revenue data by county, disaggregated by several hundred types of
revenue. Vera summed all court-related revenues from the circuit criminal, county
criminal, civil traffic, and juvenile courts, in addition to judgments, fines, and
forfeits from criminal cases.*® For the data on jail fees, Vera reviewed county
budget documents from each of Florida’s 67 counties to identify revenue received
from people within Florida’s jails. In each county, the data source is the most recent
available budget, fiscal year 2020 in most cases. Data consists of the most recent
fiscal year of actual receipts, typically 2018. Where actual spending data is not
available, Vera relied on budgeted spending figures. Because only 31 counties
provide data on jail-related fees in their budgets, and because not all counties
report this data consistently, this is a conservative estimate. EDR provides data on
county population and total county expenditures.

Town, city, and village revenue: EDR provides revenue data for Florida
municipalities, disaggregated by several hundred types of revenue. Vera summed
all revenue from local ordinance violations, judgment and fine revenue received by
the municipality, and a limited amount of other fine revenue for the 316
municipalities that report revenue from these sources. EDR provides data on
municipal population and total municipal expenditures.

Some jurisdictions contract with private companies that provide services, such as
probation supervision or telephone services within the jail, and profit from the
people who are required to use them.*! In these cases, people pay fees to private
companies. The numbers in this brief reflect only the revenue that governments
receive from fines and fees, not the total amount that people pay or the amount
received by companies.
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