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Testimony in Support of Elimination of Juvenile Fines and Fees in Michigan
September 2023

Chair Chang, Vice Chair Shrink, and members of the Committee on Civil Rights, Judiciary and Public
Safety, thank you for holding this hearing and for the opportunity to provide this letter of testimony
supporting the elimination of many fines and fees related to juvenile courts through bills SB 428-431.
These bills do not change the policies for restitution (meant to hold the youth accountable for their
behavior), but instead focus on fines and fees for the use of the juvenile court system. In fact, passing
these bills may help victims by freeing up funds that would have otherwise gone to fines and fees be
instead applied to restitution payments.

CEO Action for Racial Equity is a Fellowship of over 100 signatory organizations_from across America,
many of whom have a significant presence in Michigan. Our signatories, range from manufacturers to
accountants, retailers and other suppliers, mobilize business leaders with diverse experiences to help
advance public policy in four key areas — healthcare, education, economic empowerment and public
safety.

Under current Michigan law, counties charge fines and fees to youth and their families at every stage of
the juvenile court process, including costs for court-appointed attorneys, diversion, DNA tests, probation
services, and other administrative costs related to running juvenile courts. Fines and fees in juvenile
courts can quickly add up to thousands of dollars for a single family, many of whom are already struggling
to make ends meet and have no way to pay.' As youth transition into adulthood, these financial burdens
can make it difficult to reach their full potential. The lingering court debt impacts their educational
opportunities, credit scores, mental well-being, and increases their likelihood of recidivism.2 These young
people are part of Michigan's future workforce and economy, and we need to eliminate barriers that
prevent them from full economic participation.

Moreover, it is important we help dispel certain myths about juvenile court fines and fees and provide
evidence of the following realities:

1. Juvenile court fines and fees are not an efficient source of revenue because they often have
low collection rates and high collection costs.

2. Juvenile court fines and fees create unintended consequences for families years later due
to a significant and often long-term financial burden for underserved communities and
working-class families.

3. Juvenile fines and fees not only burden children and families, they also negatively impact
businesses and the Michigan economy.

For all these reasons, we encourage you to advance SBs 428-431 to give Michigan’s justice-involved
youth the opportunity to rehabilitate and thrive and provide the following evidence of the realities:

1. Juvenile Court fines and fees are not an efficient source of revenue. They often have low
collection rates and high collection costs.

Research from around the country and an in-depth study of Macomb County consistently found that
juvenile fines and fees are not an efficient source of revenue. The Report found:

- Collection rates of juvenile fines and fees were consistently low. Over a five-year period, from
2015 - 2019, the average collection rate was 7.2%.3

. The net revenue was very low dfter factoring in costs to collect. For example, in 2019, the
Reimbursement Division collected a total of $876,981 but after reconciliation and subtracting the
cost to collect, Macomb County retained only $140,920.

« The revenue is projected to decrease over time for two reasons:
o Revenue from fees associated with detention are expected to decline as diversion
programs continue to reduce the number of children in juvenile detention.
o Macomb County recently instituted caps on assessments that would limit revenue
potential.
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The findings in Macomb County are not anomalous as they are consistent with various research
conducted on court fines and fees around the country. The cost of collection is often even higher than
the estimates presented in research because of the additional costs of imposing, collecting, and
enforcing court fines and fees are spread across multiple agencies and levels of government.* For
example, the costs related to time spent by police, sheriffs, probation, and parole resources on fine and
fee enforcement are typically not included in the estimates. Without this total calculation, it can be
incredibly difficult for policymakers to evaluate these systems as true sources of revenue.

2. Juvenile fines and fees create unintended consequences for families years later due to
a significant and often long-term financial burden for poor and working-class families.

The juvenile justice system intends to rehabilitate children. However, the lingering impact of unpaid fees
impacts youths' educational opportunities, credit scores, mental well-being, and increases their
likelihood of recidivism?®. These fines and fees can also make parents less likely to seek any support for
behavioral issues due to the fear of additional costs.

As a result, juvenile fines and fees often lead to a cascading series of consequences that strain the entire
family for years beyond the intended punishment, including:

¢ Limiting future employment opportunities — In the High Cost of Justice Report, we learn of a young
woman who was focused on paying off her probation fees which increased each month they were
outstanding. Her part-time job made it difficult to do what was needed to keep up in school®, putting
her behind her classmates and less able to earn living wages as a skilled worker in the future.

e Strapping families with debt that will take years to pay off — The Michigan Center for Youth Justice
interviewed 21 families who reported an average of $87,165 in court debt, and most reported they
would not be able to pay off this debt in their lifetime.” For a person earning Michigan’'s minimum
wage of $10.108, it would take more than 8,600 hours to pay off the debt. This type of debt impacts
the entire family as the amount is the responsibility of the young person’s parents or guardian until
they turn18.

e Perpetuating poverty for many families working hard to better their lives - like the young man
whose father recently secured employment as the sole breadwinner for the family. Instead of his new
income raising up the family, they were faced with the burden of paying hundreds of thousands of
dollars in juvenile fines and fees because the young man had been in facilities off and on for nearly
four years.®

Many more Michiganders face the risk of these additional consequences than one may think. Thirty nine
percent (39%) of Michigan households earn less than the basic cost of living®, which means they would
struggle to pay a juvenile fine or fee of any amount, and data supports that most often the families
bearing juvenile fines and fees are low-income. Where family income has been tracked for youths
involved in the justice system, nearly 60% were either on public assistance or their annual income
was less than $20,000 and an additional 20% earn an annual income of less than $30,000."

3. Juvenile fines and fees not only burden children and families, they also negatively
impact businesses and the whole Michigan economy.

Youth are the future of Michigan's workforce and economy. As a result, the unintended long-term
consequences of juvenile fines and fees on children and their families also harm businesses and the
whole Michigan economy.

As Michigan companies seek to build a more diverse and sustainable workforce, juvenile fine and fee
assessments will likely inhibit countless youth from future opportunities. As noted above, juvenile
fines and fees negatively impact educational opportunities, credit scores, mental well-being, and
increase a young person’s likelihood of recidivism. As a result, many juveniles entangled in the justice
system may have limited ability to participate as a member of the adult workforce.

Further, as described above, juvenile fines and fees exacerbate poverty and can add unmanageable long-
term debt to those who are not considered poor by the state's income poverty guidelines. As mentioned
earlier, court debt can impact a youth's education, future earning potential, and their family’s ability to


https://youthlaw.org/resources/high-cost-justice-snapshot-juvenile-court-fines-and-fees-michigan
https://finesandfeesjusticecenter.org/articles/minors-facing-major-debt-the-immense-burden-of-court-fees-on-macomb-county-youth-and-families/
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contribute to the economy, it would logically follow that juvenile fines and fees negatively impact the
Michigan economy. There is also evidence supporting that poverty and long-term debt are a drain on the
Michigan economy and gross domestic product (GDP). Specifically:

e Poverty costs Michigan billions every year - A United Way ALICE report for Michigan found that
poverty costs Michigan nearly $100 billion per year based on the loss of earnings, tax revenue,
and community spending.’? Juvenile fines and fees are an additional cost for those who are
underserved and they can contribute to a cycle of poverty which negatively impacts the
economy.

¢ Increases in the household debt-to-GDP ratio tend to lower output growth in the long run.”
This is the result of increased debt limiting a family’s ability to participate in the economy which
negatively impacts GDP.

Finally, juvenile fines and fees contribute to societal racial inequities which also harm businesses and the
economy. Black youth represent 17% of ten to sixteen-year-olds in Michigan, but 32% of those referred to
the juvenile justice system." Based on a large Federal Reserve study,”® widening racial inequities come at
a significant cost to the Michigan economy. Specifically,
e Michigan’s GDP between 2005 and 2019 would have increased $13 billion annually, if existing
gaps in education attainment, employment and hours worked had been closed.”®
¢ The education attainment gaps alone cost Michigan $1.7 billion annually.”

The benefits of removing these gaps can have impact well beyond those individuals experiencing the
inequities. When Black youth become part of the juvenile justice system and they too may suffer the
long-term consequences described above, including limited economic opportunity.

Juvenile fines and fees can be an inefficient and overly punitive source of revenue which penalizes
children and families in poverty exacerbated by court debt. The effects of these impositions are
counterproductive to the rehabilitation of children and also keep them from meaningful participation in
Michigan's workforce as adults. The system and its impact on poverty drains Michigan’'s communities,
businesses, and its economy. This reform is not only needed but timely as numerous other states have
reached critical, bipartisan juvenile reform over the last few years.

We applaud you, and the Michigan Legislature, for coming together to pass meaningful juvenile
justice reform and for being an example to other states on collaborating for change. We encourage
you to continue this work by advancing Senate bills 428-431. It is not only the right thing to do for
the underserved and working-class communities in Michigan, but also the fiscally responsible
choice.

Sincerely,
CEOQO Action for Racial Equity
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GENERAL DISCLAIMER

CEO Action for Racial Equity officially ceased operations as of September 30, 2024. The resources available on this
website are intended as general guidance only and given the passage of time and the changing nature of laws, rules
and regulations, and the inherent hazards of electronic commmunication, there may be delays, omissions or
inaccuracies in information contained therein. Each resource was created as of the date of its publication and has
not and is not being maintained or updated since that time. No additional materials will be uploaded. Furthermore,
the resources are provided with the understanding that the authors and providers are not herein engaged in
rendering legal, accounting, tax, or other professional advice or services. As such, it should not be used as a
substitute for consultation with professional accounting, tax, legal or other competent advisers. Before making any
decision or taking any action, you should consult an appropriate professional.

NO WARRANTY

The resources are provided “as is” with all faults. PwC US Group LLP (and its affiliates, together “PwC") and CEO
Action for Racial Equity and signatory organizations make no warranty whatsoever, express or implied, with respect
to the resources, including any warranty of condition, quality or suitability, warranty of merchantability, warranty of
fitness for a particular purpose, warranty of title, or warranty against infringement of intellectual property rights of a
third party, whether express or implied by law, course of dealing, course of performance, usage or trade or otherwise.

LIMITATION OF LIABILITY

To the full extent permissible by law, User hereby expressly releases, waives, and forever discharges PwC and CEO
Action for Racial Equity and signatory organizations and their present and former, direct and indirect, parents,
subsidiaries, affiliates, employees, officers, directors, partners, principals, agents, representatives, permitted
successors, and permitted assigns (collectively, the “Releasees”) of and from any and all claims, actions, causes of
action, suits, losses, expenses, liabilities, obligations, damages, and demands, of every kind and nature whatsoever,
whether now known or unknown, foreseen or unforeseen, matured or unmatured, suspected or unsuspected, in law,
or in equity arising out of or in connection with this resource except for any claims and liabilities that cannot be
released or waived under federal, state, or local law.



