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Summary  

Fines and fees in the justice system are harmful to poor, Black, and brown New Yorkers. With 

every misdemeanor and felony conviction, and even every traffic ticket and municipal violation, 

people are charged hundreds of dollars or more. In 2018, New York state and local governments 

collected at least $1.21 billion in criminal and traffic fines and fees as revenue. People who are 

charged fines and fees but cannot afford to pay risk losing their driver’s licenses, spending time 

in jail, and being subject to a civil judgment. Yet for all of this harm, in the vast majority of New 

York’s hundreds of towns and villages, 62 counties, and 61 cities, revenue from fines and fees is 

typically 1 percent or less of the total budget.  

Introduction 

In courts across New York State, when someone is convicted of a felony, a misdemeanor, or even 

a traffic offense they are charged a set of mandatory surcharges, with no possibility to reduce the 

amount if they are poor.1 That person may also face costs within jail or prison—such as 

telephone fees—and a financial cost to be on probation, parole, or pretrial services. All told, 

someone caught in New York’s justice system can easily owe hundreds, or even thousands, of 

dollars to the justice system.  

While fees and surcharges are intended to compensate 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 justice agencies and general 

government operations. Fines and fees bring governments revenue as if they were a tax, but this 

method of funding government inflicts considerable harm on already impoverished 

communities. Black, brown, and poor communities in particular are more likely to be charged 

fines and fees.2 The consequences reach beyond financial hardship: people lose their driver’s 

licenses not for safety concerns, but simply because they cannot pay their fines and fees, and 

contact between communities of color and the police is increased because police are responsible 

for issuing traffic tickets and other fees.3 

This research brief explores the use of fines and fees in New York State and seeks to answer 

two questions: (1) What is the impact of fines and fees on New Yorkers, and (2) how much do 

counties, municipal governments, and 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, city, town, and village governments of New York State for fiscal year 

2018 (see “Methods” at page 9 for more information). As state and local governments prepare 

budgets 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 fines and fees 

collections.4 
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Vera’s Findings 

How are New Yorkers harmed by fines and fees? 

New Yorkers with a case in a court system are subject to high, flat fees as well as a number of 

fees that vary based on the criminal charge and how the case proceeds.5 These can include 

 

▪ Conviction surcharges: The state applies a mandatory surcharge of $95 for a 

municipal violation, $175 for a misdemeanor, and $300 for a felony, along with a 

$25 fee for crime victim assistance and a $50 DNA database fee on most 

misdemeanor and felony convictions.6 Before a fine or restitution payment to a 

victim is even applied, the cost of a municipal violation already totals $120, $250 

for a misdemeanor, and $375 for a felony.  

▪ Traffic fines: Fines for first-time traffic infractions can be as high as $150.7 

Certain offenses trigger a driver responsibility assessment, a fee of up to $250 

each year for three years.8 

▪ Bail: Courts keep a nonrefundable fee of up to 3 percent on any bail payment.9 

▪ Incarceration costs: People in jails and prisons pay a variety of fees. These 

include fees to make telephone calls; markups on commissary items they buy in 

the jail, such as food and hygiene items; and work release fees.  

▪ Supervision costs: The state can charge $30 per month to the people on 

probation or parole supervision.10 Counties also collect a fee from people on 

probation, as well as other charges like GPS monitoring, lab tests, and 

investigation fees. People who owe restitution—a payment to a crime victim—as 

part of their sentence must also pay a 5 or 10 percent surcharge to the county 

probation department.11 

  

These fees leave New Yorkers owing hundreds of dollars or more after their case is closed. The 

financial burden this places on people can be insurmountable—and this burden is not 

distributed equitably. As a result of racial disparities at every stage of the justice system in New 

York, Black and brown people are far more likely to be arrested for, and convicted of, an 

offense.12 And because fines and fees are charged as a result of an arrest and conviction, Black 

and brown people are more likely to be charged fines and fees. 

The impact of fines and fees can be devastating for people who live in poverty. Even minor 

traffic offenses come with a high cost. The typical cost for driving with a suspended license in 

New York is up to $633, while a window tint violation can cost $340 in fines, fees, and 

surcharges.13 The mandatory surcharge cannot be reduced by a judge, even in cases of financial 

hardship. Someone working full time at the minimum wage outside of New York City and its 

surrounding counties earns $24,544 a year; a $1,000 bill for criminal justice fines and fees 

would eat up half of a month’s pretax income.14 In a study of 37 residents of New York State who 

experienced fines and fees, 40 percent owed more than $1,000.15 More than half of this group 

had a monthly income of $1,000 or less. An unexpected charge of hundreds of dollars drains the 
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already meager budgets of working families in the state. This is especially true in the current 

economic and health crisis. In mid-2020, more than one-third of adults in New York State had 

difficulty covering household expenses—one of the highest rates in the country—and one-fifth of 

renters reported deferring on or being unable to pay the most recent month’s rent.16  

The state continues to collect revenue from these surcharges and fees even while someone is 

incarcerated. If a person owes these charges upon entering prison, the state collects up to 50 

percent of what they receive in their commissary account, including any money sent by friends 

or family to help them purchase food or basic hygiene supplies in the prison. The state also 

collects 40 percent of what a person earns at a prison job—which typically has a wage of less 

than $0.40 per hour—until the costs are paid off.17 By taking a share of someone’s already 

minuscule prison wages, the state collects very little money, at a cost of making life in prison 

more degrading.18   

An analysis of records from a sample of New York jails found that families with a loved one 

in jail pay an average of $152 per month in phone call, commissary, and other fees.19 For people 

earning the minimum wage, these costs drain away 7 percent of their monthly budget, harming 

their own economic stability and reducing resources that can help their family member 

successfully reenter the community after release.  

Fines and fees cause other collateral harms  
When the state imposes fines and fees with no consideration for a person’s ability to pay them, it 

creates a two-tiered justice system. Someone who is wealthy and gets a traffic ticket simply pays 

the money and moves on. A person living in poverty risks a spiraling set of economic and justice 

consequences. They may lose their driver’s license, be sent to jail, or receive a civil judgment 

that limits their 

ability to get a job 

and take out a loan. 

All three 

consequences 

further limit a 

person’s ability to 

rebuild financial 

security.  

In 2016, the 

state suspended the 

driver’s licenses of 

680,000 people 

simply for unpaid 

traffic tickets.20 A 

New Yorker’s 

driver’s license may 

be suspended as 

soon as 30 days 



Vera Institute of Justice  5 

after a missed payment.21 In order to have it reinstated they must pay back all debt in addition to 

a suspension termination fee. Because of the difficulty many people face in paying off these 

costs, almost half of the suspensions from 2016 were still in effect a year later. The lack of a valid 

driver’s license keeps people from accessing certain jobs and limits their ability to legally take 

care of their basic needs, especially in areas with poor public transportation.  

New York law allows courts to jail someone for willfully failing to pay fines and fees for a 

period of up to one-third of the maximum sentence for a misdemeanor and up to 15 days for a 

petty offense.22 A survey of public defenders revealed that some have witnessed justice courts 

issue an arrest warrant on people without a consideration of their ability to pay the costs, with 

some of the arrests resulting in jail time.23 In New York City, 11,000 arrest warrants were issued 

in 2017 for nonpayment, with 161 people spending time in jail.24 Finally, people may have 

criminal justice debts converted to a civil judgment, which can harm a person’s ability to get a 

mortgage or other loan.25 In New York City alone, in 2017, the courts issued 103,000 civil 

judgments for failure to pay court-related debt.26 The impact of the debt and collateral harms 

resulting from fines and fees is that people who owe them, who are often people with very low 

incomes to start with, are left even more financially unstable.   

How much do governments collect? 
Vera identified at least $1.21 billion in fine and fee revenue in fiscal year 2018 that benefited the 

budgets of the state government, cities, counties, towns, and villages.  

 

New York’s Justice Systems 

New York has a highly decentralized court system with 61 cities (excluding New York City) and 

more than 1,300 towns and villages operating courts to handle misdemeanor, municipal, and 

traffic cases.27 County courts handle felony cases. Town and village courts (collectively called 

justice courts) are operated and funded by their local jurisdiction, while city and county courts 

are part of a unified court system and financed by the state.28 In New York City, the criminal 

court and the supreme court (a trial-level court) of each borough handle misdemeanor and 

felony criminal cases, respectively.29  

Entity  Revenue amount  

Towns and villages   $129 million  

Cities   $80 million 

Counties   $200 million 

State   
 $111 million from towns and villages; $28 million from city 

courts 

NYC courts   $665 million 

Total   $1.21 billion  
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Towns and villages 

Town and village courts collected $249 million in fines and fees in 2018, sending $111 million to 

the state government and $8 million to the counties and keeping $129 million locally for their 

own town and village governments.30 The justice courts collect fines and fees on misdemeanor, 

traffic, and municipal offenses as well as the mandatory surcharge.31 A series of statutes 

determines in which cases fines and fees must be transferred to the state government and the 

county government.32 The revenue from fine and fee collections is used by town and village 

governments to fund the courts as well as other municipal services such as police, sanitation, 

and infrastructure.33  

The median town and village court collected $9 in court revenue per resident and court 

revenue made up only 1 percent of the total budget in the median town and village.34 However, 

in 25 towns and villages, of the more than 1,200 for which there is data, collections per capita 

exceeded $100.35 More than half of these places are quite small, with populations below 2,500 

people; the few larger towns and villages are all in either Nassau, Suffolk, or Westchester 

Counties—counties surrounding New York City. Similarly, in 22 towns and villages, fine and fee 

revenue exceeded 10 percent of the budget.36 Again, nearly all are small places, confirming 

nationwide research that has found that small jurisdictions are more likely to be highly reliant 

on fines and fees.37 

Incentives to raise revenue  

A justice court administration manual states that justice courts “are not to be viewed as revenue-

generating entities for their municipalities” and should not make case decisions based on 

potential revenue.38 Yet a report from the Special Commission on the Future of the New York 

State Courts found that this system of self-financing creates “significant risk that justices will 

feel pressure from municipal officials to facilitate inappropriate plea bargaining, particularly in 

connection with violations of New York’s Vehicle and Traffic Law.”39 Although judges cannot 

typically change the amount of costs imposed on a certain charge, they do have the ability to 

encourage a plea to a lesser charge. In 2009, half of speed violation charges—of which revenue is 

sent primarily to the state—were pled down, mostly to a charge of failing to obey a traffic signal 

or a parking violation, for which revenue is kept locally for the town and village.40 The Office of 

the State Comptroller reports that town and village courts collected $23 million from these pled-

down cases. Local journalism has caught this practice in action in Long Island, notorious for 

high fees on traffic and vehicle infractions.41 This sense that the courts are using fines and fees to 

fund their budgets was expressed in a series of interviews with New Yorkers facing fines and 

fees.42  

Cities  

Of the 60 cities for which Vera collected data, fines and fees brought in $80 million in revenue 

in fiscal year 2018.43 In the median city, collections were $13 per capita and made up 0.7 percent 

of the budget. City fine and fee revenue is heavily dominated by parking fee revenue, which 
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made up more than $50 million of the total. Two 

cities—White Plains and Yonkers, both in 

Westchester County—collected more than 3 

percent of their total budgets in fines and fees. 

County fine and fee revenue  

Vera identified at least $200 million in fine and 

fee revenue in the budgets of New York counties 

in 2018. This revenue includes bail fees; fines and 

fees from felony cases; telephone, commissary, 

and other fees from the people in county jails; 

monthly fees from people on probation 

supervision; and other supervision fees. In the 

typical county, fines and fees are only $4 per 

capita and make up 0.2 percent of the county 

budget. Nassau County is an exception, with fine 

and fee revenue making up 3 percent of the budget.  

New York City 

Vera identified $665 million in fine and fee revenue in New York City in 2018. The vast majority 

of this revenue came from parking tickets, red light cameras, and other traffic offenses.  

State fine and fee revenue 

Vera identified at least $139 million in revenue from city, town, and village courts that benefits 

the state budget.44 In 2018 the state received $111 million in surcharges and fees from town and 

village courts, and $28 million from city courts. Much of this revenue is sent directly to the state 

general fund. A smaller share of funds are sent to the Criminal Justice Improvement Account, 

intended to support crime victims, the Indigent Legal Services Fund, and the Commercial 

Vehicle Safety Program Fund, among others.45 Revenue in these funds can also be moved into 

the general fund, to be used for general state operating expenses.46  

A lack of transparency 

While this brief answers some basic questions about the scale of fines and fees revenue in New 

York’s governments, there is much that remains unclear. For example, the state does not make 

publicly available any data on how many dollars in fines and fees are assessed—that is, imposed 

by a judge. In other states—Florida, for example—data on the amount of fines and fees that are 

actually paid can be compared to the amounts that are assessed to understand how much debt 

remains unpaid.47 A large share of unpaid debt may mean that many people are dealing with the 

collateral consequences of unpaid debt, such as a suspended driver’s license. Comparing the two 

data points also allows for an understanding of how efficient or inefficient fines and fees are as a 

revenue source, compared to other types of revenue. It is also unclear how much revenue is 

collected from fees compared to fines in New York. While court clerks are instructed to report 

data on fines, fees, and mandatory surcharges separately, that level of detail is not made publicly 

available by the State Comptroller. While fines ostensibly serve as punishment for an offense 
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and fees are intended as compensation for a government service, merging the two together in 

datasets only further highlights that both are treated as governmental revenue.  

Conclusion 

Fines and fees are particularly harmful to poor people, forcing them to choose between paying 

their fines and fees at the expenses of other basic necessities, or not paying and risking further 

fees, license suspension, arrest, and even jail time. Although town and village court officials are 

instructed not to consider their courts as a source of revenue, it is an unavoidable fact that towns 

and villages use the revenue their courts raise to fund court operations and other municipal 

services. At the governmental level, these revenues typically make up 1 percent or less of the 

jurisdiction’s budget. But to an agency, they may be a critical source of funding. And to people 

who owe, the cost can be devastating. These funding structures create a clear conflict of interest, 

where governments and agencies have a financial incentive to arrest, charge, and convict more 

people to bring in more money to their budgets. Research has demonstrated that the impact of 

these decisions falls most harshly on poor, Black, and brown residents.48  

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 

There is no single data source that compiles revenue from fines and fees for all 

governments in the state. In order to develop a comprehensive portrait of fines and 

fees that benefit government budgets, this brief relied on several data sources.  

Towns and villages: The Office of the New York State Comptroller produces an 

annual report detailing the revenue collected by 1,210 town and village courts, the 

amount of that revenue that is distributed to the state and county governments, 

and the amount that is retained locally. This source reports that in 2018, towns and 

villages kept $129 million of the revenue they collected and distributed $111 million 

to the state. The Office of the New York State Comptroller’s Financial Data for Local 

Governments provides data on local government expenditures and population.  

Cities: New York has 61 cities, excluding New York City. Vera reviewed budget data 

from the 60 cities for which budgets were available.49 Vera pulled data for all 

revenues from fines, fees, surcharges, tickets, and forfeits. The data relates to 

actual collections for fiscal year 2018 whenever possible; in a few instances, Vera 

used budgeted data for 2019 or 2020. Collectively, these cities reported $80 million 

in fine and fee revenue. Vera also sent a Freedom of Information Law request to 

the Office of the State Comptroller for a dataset of city court collections, similar to 

the town and village data from the Comptroller. This data showed that all city 

courts in the state sent $28 million to the state government in 2018. The Office of 

the New York State Comptroller’s Financial Data for Local Governments provides 

data on city government expenditures and population. 

Counties: Vera reviewed the budget documents of all 62 counties in the state. 

Similar to the city data analysis, Vera collected data from each revenue line related 

to criminal justice fines, fees, surcharges, tickets, and forfeits. The Office of the 

New York State Comptroller’s Financial Data for Local Governments provides data 

on county government expenditures and population. 

State: The state collected $111 million from fines, fees, and surcharges in town and 

village courts and $28 million from city courts.  

Governments sometimes contract with private companies to provide basic services 

in the justice system, such as phone and commissary within the jails. This report 

does not include data on revenue received by private companies.  
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incomes of those who were not incarcerated; see Bernadette Rabuy and Daniel Kopf, 

Prisons of Poverty: Uncovering the Pre-Incarceration Incomes of the Imprisoned 
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