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DEBT FREE JUSTICE FOR KIDS  
Juvenile legal system costs, fees, and fines undermine public safety, harm youth and families, and create 
economic and racial disparities. The Debt Free Justice Campaign is a national collaboration of individuals, 
organizations, and communities to abolish these fees and fines.  
 

What are juvenile fees and fines?  
At every point in the system, a young person or their parents or guardians can face financial obligations 
such as administrative court costs, diversion program costs, behavioral health assessments fees, electronic 
ankle monitor costs, detention and probation supervision fees, and even the cost of their own public 
defender or prosecutor.1  
 

Why abolish fees and fines?  
FEES AND FINES HARM YOUTH AND FAMILIES  
Every state prioritizes positive interventions for youth in the juvenile legal system, but fees and fines 
undercut positive development. ChildrJS�ITSѣY�MF[J�RTSJ^�YT�Uay; placing an impossible financial burden on 
them to pay undermines youth development2 and pushes children deeper into the juvenile legal system.3 
Requiring parents to pay leads to family tension, interfering with the positive support children need.4  
 
FEES AND FINES UNDERMINE PUBLIC SAFETY 
Juvenile fees actually increase recidivism. One Pennsylvania study found that the higher the financial 
obligation, the more likely a youth was to reoffend.5 A Florida study reaffirmed this finding and revealed that 
the youth and families least likely able to pay were more likely to be assigned higher fees.6   
 
FEES AND FINES )43ѣ9�2&0*�+.8(&1�8*38*� 
Collection costs often outweigh the revenue for juvenile fees. Oregon, for example, spent $866,000 to 
collect $864,000 in support fees for youth in custody. Similarly, Santa Clara County spent $450,000 to 
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Likelihood of Recidivism in a Sample of Adolescent Offenders, 15 YOUTH VIOLENCE AND JUVENILE JUSTICE, 
325, 325-40 (2016). 
3 Jessica Feierman, et al., Juvenile Law Center, 'HEWRUV¶�3ULVRQ�)RU�.LGV"��7KH�+LJK�&RVW�RI�)LQHV�	�)HHV�LQ�WKH�
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collect less than $400,000 from families of youth.7 In Louisiana, only 6% of all juvenile justice fees ordered 
in 2018 were ever collected. Since these studies were conducted, these states all enacted fee repeals.  
 
FEES AND FINES EXACERBATE RACIAL DISPARITIES 
Black and Brown youth are more likely to be arrested, detained, and confined than white youth.8 As a result, 
Black and Brown youth and their families are more likely to face fines and fees, continuing a cycle of harm. 
Outstanding debt pushes young people deeper into the system for failure to pay. Eliminating fees and fines 
can create more fairness in our system. 
 

Alternatives work 
A GROWING NUMBER OF STATES AND LOCALITIES ARE ELIMINATING THESE FEES AND FINES   
Across the country, states have recognized that fees and fines harm children and families, undermine public 
safety��FSI�ITSѣY�MJQU�XYFYJ�FSI�QTHFQ�GZILJYX. In the past few years, fee and fine elimination bills ў 
overwhelmingly bipartisan ў have passed into law multiple states and localities.  
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https://www.jcjc.pa.gov/Research-
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