Illinois Statutory Court Fee Task Force
August 26, 2022

Re: Draft Report Comments, New Initiative 3 (Assessments and Fines in Juvenile
Delinquency Cases)

Dear Chair Steven Pflaum and Members of the Statutory Court Fee Task Force:

The undersigned members of the Debt Free Justice Illinois Coalition (“Coalition”) submit the
following comments in support of the Task Force’s findings and recommendations under New
Initiative 3. We strongly support the Task Force’s recommendation that “legislation be enacted
abolishing assessments and fines in juvenile delinquency cases.”

Debt Free Justice Illinois is a statewide coalition of advocacy organizations, academic
institutions, and law and public policy experts dedicated to eliminating the harmful and unjust fees
and fines imposed on youth and their families in the juvenile system. The Coalition is comprised
of the undersigned organizations and supported by a bipartisan network of Illinois-based and
national groups that serve or represent youth and families. The Coalition has researched fees and
fines in Illinois, engaged directly with impacted youth and families, and drafted repeal legislation
(Senate Bill 3621), which is favorably discussed in the Task Force’s report.

According to the Task Force’s Data Collection and Analysis Committee, juvenile fees and
fines generate little revenue for counties. This aligns with the Coalition’s findings regarding
juvenile fee and fine practices based on public records investigations, interviews with state and
county stakeholders, and attorney surveys. Using available data from juvenile delinquency
petitions filed in the 90 Illinois counties that provided collections data from 2017 to 2021,! the
Coalition estimates that the average annual statewide collection from juvenile assessments is only
$786,065. This is likely an overestimate because these figures include old debt—fees and fines
that were assessed in years prior to 2017. Evidence suggests that, for most counties with available
data, annual revenue collected from juvenile assessments accounted for far less than 1% of the
circuit court’s total revenue.? In fact, counties are spending court resources to collect unpaid
assessments and wasting probation resources in attempts to collect fees and fines from families
who cannot afford these debts.

While juvenile assessment practices generate little revenue for counties, they impose
significant harm on families. Data provided by the Task Force’s Data Collection and Analysis
Committee shows that Illinois youth and families are most frequently ordered to pay for DNA
Identification ($250 per test in most counties), probation supervision (typically $50 per month),
and room and board while a child is held in detention ($10 per day). In some counties, children
have left detention with over $10,000 in fees. A family’s inability to pay can lead to years of
escalating debt that can force families to choose between paying down these debts or paying for
essentials like groceries, medicine, or transportation. Through multiple interviews conducted with
district attorneys, public defenders, probation officers, and juvenile court judges in more than a
dozen Illinois counties, the Coalition learned that court debt increases tensions between children
and their parents or guardians, which can create devastating and long-lasting consequences.
Research shows that children with court-related debt are more likely to re-offend than their debt-
free peers.® Fees and fines can prolong a child’s involvement with the justice system, further
delaying college and career plans.* These negative consequences run contrary to the purpose of
the juvenile system, which is meant to rehabilitate children and youth so that they can grow into
productive and thriving members of the Illinois community.
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Ultimately, juvenile fees and fines undermine community health, economic stability, and trust
in our courts. As a result, twenty states and nine local jurisdictions across the country have reduced
or eliminated juvenile fees and fines since 2015.5 All of these reforms were accomplished through
bipartisan efforts. In September 2021, leading conservative, center-right, and libertarian
organizations issued a statement calling for an end to juvenile fees and fines,® as have a wide
variety of other national stakeholders, including judges,’ district attorneys,® probation officials,®
youth correctional officers,'° and law enforcement leaders.!!

Abolishing juvenile court fees and fines will ensure a more just and rehabilitative system for
young people in Illinois. We strongly support the Task Force’s recommendation to abolish
assessments and fines in juvenile delinquency cases by enacting legislation substantially in the
form of Senate Bill 3621.

Sincerely,
Debt Free Justice Illinois Coalition

Organizations

Gamaliel Network of Illinois

Stand for Children Illinois

ACLU of lllinois

Americans for Prosperity - Illinois

Civitas ChildLaw Center at Loyola University Chicago School of Law
Due Process Institute

Institute for Justice

Illinois Juvenile Defender Resource Center
Juvenile Justice Initiative

Juvenile Law Center

Law Enforcement Action Partnership
National Center for Youth Law

Restore Justice Illinois

Individuals
Eric Rinehart Joy Gossman
State’s Attorney of Lake County Public Defender of Lake County
Co-Chair, Lake County Juvenile Justice Council Board Member, Lake County Juvenile Justice Council
Gina Roberts John Idleberg
Lake County Board Member Sheriff of Lake County
Board Member, Lake County Juvenile Justice Council Board Member, Lake County Juvenile Justice Council

Dr. Michael Karner
Regional Superintendent of Schools
Lake County Regional Office of Education
Board Member, Lake County Juvenile Justice Council

Karen Levi

Chief of Juvenile Division - Lake County State’s Attorney’s Office
Co-Chair, Lake County Juvenile Justice Council
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