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Summary

Mississippi law authorizes county youth and chancery courts to charge administrative fees,
fines, and court costs to juveniles and their parents or guardians, with consequences including
incarceration and extended system involvement for failure to pay. Nationally, researchers have
found that juvenile fees and fines undermine the financial security and emotional wellbeing of
children and their families, disproportionately impact low-income families of color, prolong youth
involvement in the system, and increase recidivism.! Furthermore, courts collect juvenile fees and
fines at extremely low rates, making them unreliable and inadequate revenue sources.

Understanding the concurrent harm to youth and families and negligible revenue resulting from
juvenile fees and fines, many Mississippi counties have already ceased assessing them. Senate Bill
2544, sponsored by Senator Juan Barnett and Representative Cedric Burnett, would revise the
Mississippi Code to eliminate administrative fees, fines, and court costs in the juvenile justice
system.? This memo summarizes key research about the fiscal implications of Senate Bill 2544,
concluding that the shared fiscal benefits of administrative fee and fine repeal, outweigh the costs
of maintaining this nominal revenue source.

National Trends Concerning Juvenile Fees, Fines, and Court Costs

Ending juvenile fees and fines is not a partisan issue. Since 2015, 14 states—both majority
Republican and majority Democratic—have enacted laws to reduce or eliminate fees and/or fines in
juvenile courts, and 14 states are considering similar legislation in 2022.3 Conservative organizations
support repealing juvenile fees and fines, because they “operate in part as a regressive tax on
vulnerable communities” and “jurisdictions generate little to no net revenue from fees and fines,
which they collect at low rates with high costs.”*

Consistently, research shows that juvenile fees and fines are collected at strikingly low rates,
and that collection efforts cost nearly as much or more than is generated in revenue:

e Louisiana jurisdictions spent up to $1.15 for each dollar of fines and fees collected.”

e In Florida, the court clerk goal for collection of juvenile fees and fines is just 9%.°

e The Oregon Youth Authority spent $866,000 to collect $864,000 in juvenile fees.’

e Courts in the state of Colorado spent 75 cents for every dollar collected in juvenile fees.®

Because net revenue from juvenile fees and fines is low, jurisdictions do not suffer financial
hardships after these reforms. After eliminating fees in 2018, the Orleans Parish Juvenile Court in
Louisiana reported a negligible impact on the court’s bottom line, collecting just $1,954 (.05%) less
than in prior years.? After California discharged over $350 million in outstanding juvenile fees, no
county made program cuts or requested backfill funding to replace lost revenue.° Finally, the cost-



savings for families who are relieved of these regressive taxes have beneficial downstream
economic effects for the jurisdictions in which they reside, such as reduced reliance on public
assistance and increased spending power for goods and services.!!

Projected Fiscal Impact of SB 2544 in Mississippi

To assess the fiscal impact of SB 2544 in Mississippi, we reviewed publicly available data,
requested records from 43 county and chancery courts, and surveyed juvenile public defenders.
Data in Mississippi is difficult to collect due to limits on disclosing Youth Court records, but our
findings suggest that counties generate little or no revenue from juvenile fees and fines. Further,
counties cannot afford the financial and administrative burden of pursuing uncollectable debt.

System stakeholders report that youth courts in Mississippi are already moving away from the
practice of assessing juvenile fees and fines. One state official informed us that counties that assess
juvenile fees and fines are exceptions to the norm, and that fees are assessed on an “infrequent
basis.” Nonetheless, when juvenile fees and fines are assessed, they can devastate a family
financially while providing negligible revenue to the county. Data on assessments, collections, and
harm caused by juvenile fees and fines demonstrate that the costs associated with this practice
outweigh any potential benefit.

A. Low Assessment Rates

Mississippi courts assess juvenile fees and fines infrequently. Juvenile public defenders from ten
counties said their courts never assess fees or court costs to youth or their parents, and only one
county assesses fines.'? Five additional counties reported that their courts do not assess or collect
any juvenile fees, fines, and costs,.’® And statewide, only 5% of all juvenile dispositions in 2018
resulted in a fine, and two-thirds of Mississippi counties (55/82) assessed no fines at all.'# In fact,
83% of all fines assessed in 2018 were concentrated in just five counties.’

B. Low Collection Rates

Courts appear to collect juvenile fees and fines at low rates, making them an inadequate and
unreliable revenue source. Public defenders reported that county programs, offices, and juvenile
services do not rely on revenue from fees or fines.*® Even if each of Mississippi’s 407 juvenile fines
in 2018 were assessed at the $500 maximum amount and collected at rates observed elsewhere,
gross revenue would be minimal:

Collection Rate of Juvenile | Mississippi Collections at These Rates Mississippi Gross
Fee and Fines Revenue

Bexar County, Texas: 5%/ 20 out of 407 collected $10,000
Louisiana: 6%'8 24 out of 407 collected $12,000
Florida: 14%%° 57 out of 407 collected $28,500

At the highest rate of collection, the total statewide gross revenue would amount to less than
$30,000, or an average of $348 per county, before factoring in the cost of collections.

C. Increased Government Expenditures and the High Costs of Collections

Collection costs in Mississippi are difficult to ascertain, especially as “costs of jailing, time spent
by police and sheriffs on warrant enforcement or driver’s license suspensions, and probation and



parole resources devoted to fee and fine enforcement” often go unmeasured.?° Nonetheless,
nationwide research finds that the costs of collections often far exceed the revenue. As noted
above, until Louisiana repealed juvenile fees last year, local jurisdictions spent up to $1.15 to collect
each dollar of assessed juvenile fees, costs, and taxes.?! If Mississippi’s collections and costs
approximate Louisiana’s, then Mississippi would spend nearly $14,000 to collect just $12,000 in
revenue.

Finally, county representatives shared that responsibility for collections falls on court personnel
whose primary responsibilities are to operate the juvenile justice system, not to act as collection
agents for young people. Eliminating juvenile fees and fines would streamline these employees’
workload while having little or no impact on the county’s revenue stream.

In addition to the current costs for Mississippi counties, recent litigation trends expose counties
to significant additional costs should they continue collecting juvenile fees and fines. User-funded
court models have recently been found unconstitutional in the adult system,?? and jurisdictions
across the south have been subject to costly litigation on this issue.?

Projected Fiscal Impact on Mississippi Families

Despite low assessment and collection rates of juvenile fees and fines, the harm to Mississippi
families is substantial and reverberates beyond the household unit. While a court may know that it
is unlikely to collect the full, or any, payment, families feel the financial burden and collateral
consequences of the entire charge.

Mississippi public defenders have seen youth and their families liable for sums between $500
and $3,000 in juvenile fees, fines, and court costs (not including restitution).?* According to the
most recent Federal Reserve survey data “more than one-fourth of adults...were one $400 financial
setback away from being unable to [pay their bills].”?> With nearly one in five Mississippi families
living in poverty and a median rent price of $780 statewide, a family charged with a $500 fine or fee
could lose their housing and access to other necessities.?® Furthermore, juvenile fees and fines
deprive Mississippi parents of the resources they need to pay for their child’s food, housing,
education, and future.?” A survey of nearly 1,000 families in Alabama found that for those with
outstanding court debts, “more than 80% cut back on basic needs like rent, food, medical bills, car
payments and child support just to pay down their debt.”?8

In addition to financial burdens, youth that are charged fees and fines experience a higher
likelihood of recidivism and challenges in achieving stable employment, housing, and food
security.?’ Finally, an ongoing Wisconsin study determined that a $200 increase in fees on
misdemeanor defendants led to increased recidivism and a net cost to society of $2,241 per
misdemeanor. In other words, if the 407 juvenile fines charged to youth and their families in 2018
were $200 each, the net social cost to Mississippians would exceed $912,000 (407 x $2,241).3°

Conclusion: SB 2544 is Fiscal Common Sense for Mississippi

The costs of juvenile fees and fines — to the state, counties, taxpayers, and families — far
outweigh any net revenue they generate. Because of the cost and harm of this practice, many
Mississippi Youth Courts do not assess juvenile fees, fines, and court costs. SB 2544 will end this
practice uniformly across Mississippi to the benefit of youth, families, and taxpayers.
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