
Outline

1.Sycamore 101

2.Define Fees & Fines (definition slide)
3.What We've Done on the Topic

a) Research (slide with images of papers)

b)Convene
i. The Network (slide)

ii.Commonalities
4.The Current System + Its Intent

a) Laws (>360 laws slide) well-intended incrementalism

b) People (decisionmakers slide) lots of people determining these things before they land in the clerks’ offices
5.Results: Some Unintended Outcomes

a) Lack of uniformity -> Different Debts / Different Outcomes (slide on waiver of indigent defense fee rates by county)
b) Unintended consequences for offenders (slides on barriers to productive life in the community)
c) Unintended consequences for government

i. Unreliable revenue (slide on collection rates)
ii. Extra work to collect

iii. Additional costs if it prolongs involvement in the system for reasons unrelated to public safety
6.Potential options that try to find a balance between public safety, an adequately-funded government, punishment, and avoiding unintended 
consequences

a) Collect better data - to determine how systemic some of the unintended consequences might be (Bill to do so passed TBD?)
b) Potential avenues to streamline/right-size fees and taxes – people may actually pay more if they can afford their debts

i. Uniformity in judges’ application of ability-to-pay standards (NCSL slides on different standards?)
ii. A review of laws to ensure statutory fees make comparative sense
iii. Options for clerks to offer payment plans or debt relief based on circumstances

7.What’s next? Come to the table.
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The Sycamore Institute is an independent, impartial 

public policy research center for Tennessee.

We equip Tennesseans with data-driven resources to identify, 
understand, and solve big challenges.
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Engagement
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Defining Our Terminology
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Fees

Procedural
Punitive
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Taxes

Cash Bail

Fines

Restitution

Forfeitures



Fees & Fines

Legal Financial Obligations

LFOs

Criminal Justice Financial Obligations

CJFOs
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Our Work on Fees & Fines
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Memphis Chattanooga

The Sycamore Institute’s 

Policy Network on Criminal Fees and Fines 
connects and convenes a diverse group of practitioners and advocates to support learning and 

community-driven policy and practice improvements in Tennessee. 



Looking for Areas of Agreement 



Tennesse’s System
of Fees & Fines
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Conviction &   

Incarceration

Community

   Supervision
Trial & Other CourtPre-Trial

• Booking & Processing Fee

• Daily Jail Fee

• Cash Bail or Bail Bond Fee

• Public Defender Fees

• Electronic Traffic Citation 
Fee

• Public Record Search Fee

• BAC Test Fee

• Transportation Fee

• Citation in Lieu of Arrest Fee

• Petition, Warrant, & Citation 

Issued Fees

• Credit Card Processing Fee

• Litigation Taxes

• Institution of Criminal 
Case Fee

• Record Fees

• Victim-Offender 
Mediation Center 

Litigation Tax

• Victim Assistance 
Program Fee

• Jail/Courtroom 
Construction/Renovation 

Tax

• General Sessions Judge 
Tax

• Courthouse Security Tax

• Judge/Clerk Training 

Fee

• Failure to Appear Fees

• Supervision Fee

• Electronic Monitoring Fee

• Ignition Interlock Fee

• Technology Fee

• Drug Testing Fee

• DNA Testing Fee

• Transaction Fee

• Sex Offender Registry Fee

• Supervision Violation 

Proceedings Fee

• Behavioral Health Treatment 

Costs

• Records Expungement Fee

• Drivers License 

Reinstatement Fee

• Fines

• Restitution

• Offense-Specific Conviction 
Fees & Contributions

• Property Seizures

• Property Seizure Fee

• Property Seizure Storage 
Fee

• Jailers’ Fee

• Fees for Incidentals 
(uniforms, soap, etc.)

• Medical Co-Pays

• Telephone Fees

• Transportation Costs

• Work Release Fees

• Education Testing Fees (e.g. 

GED)

• Cert. of Criminal History 

Fee

• Drug Testing Fees

• Criminal Contempt Fee

• Subpoena Issuance Fee

• Continuance Request 

Fee

• Filing Fee

• Filing Subscription Fee

• Copy Fees

• Certification Fees

• Service of Process Fees

• Data Processing Fees

• Jury Security Fees

• Court Case Fee

• Law Library Fees

• Prisoner Escort Fee
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District Attorneys

                General

State & Local Judges

County

Commissions

Sheriffs & Jail Administrators

Juries

Criminal Fees & 
Fines

_____________   __
_____________   __
_____________   __
_____________   __
_____________   __
_____________   __
_____________   __

$$$

Court ClerksState & Local Law   

      Enforcement
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Some Unintended Outcomes
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Indigent Defense Administrative Fee ($50-$200)

0%

0%

100%

100%

100%

100%

2022 Waiver Rate

Source: The Sycamore Institute’s analysis of the 

Tennessee Administrative Office of the Courts’ (AOC) 
Administrative Fee for Appointed Counsel (CY 2022) 

Report the General Assembly
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Productive, 
Prosperous

Life
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Productive, 
Prosperous

Life

$__

_
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Fee & Tax Assessments Per Resident

Warren

$165

White

$13

Statewide

$58

2012

Source: The Sycamore Institute’s analysis of FY 2012 

data from the Tennessee Administrative Office of the 
Courts (AOC) as reported by the Tennessee Advisory 

Commission on Intergovernmental Relations (TACIR)
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$302M

Source: The Sycamore Institute’s analysis of financial 

data from the Tennessee Administrative Office of the 
Courts (AOC) as reported by the Tennessee Advisory 

Commission on Intergovernmental Relations (TACIR)

27%

SycamoreTN.org



2012

Collection

Rates

Source: The Sycamore Institute’s analysis of financial 

data from the Tennessee Administrative Office of the 
Courts (AOC) as reported by the Tennessee Advisory 

Commission on Intergovernmental Relations (TACIR)

66%Lincoln Co.

27% Statewide

Greene Co.10%

SycamoreTN.org



Are There Ways for This to
Work Better?
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Collect More & Better 

Information

A Few Options to Consider
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How much outstanding criminal debt is there in Tennessee?

How do criminal debt affect offender outcomes? 

Or their involvement in the criminal justice system?

Who is most affected by criminal debt? 

How reliant are state and local governments on fees and fines?

How do fee and fine levies vary across the state? 

How much does it cost to collect these debts? 
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Comprehensive Review 

of Statutory Fees

Collect More & Better 

Information

Streamline 

Fees & Taxes

More Uniformity in 

Determining Ability-to-Pay

A Few Options to Consider
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Ability to Pay
wide flexibility, little consistency
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hardship

indigency

ability-to-pay

financial situation

future ability to pay

inability to pay

sufficient funds to pay

without anticipated 

future funds to pay

financial resources

financial conditions
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Completely

Undefined

General

Framework

Specifically

Defined

hardship
receipt of social security or 

welfare, have uncovered medical 

expenses exceeding 25% of 

gross monthly income, etc.

indigent
after-tax income <185% FPL

cap of 10% of 

net income

indigent
consideration of income, 

property, poverty guidelines, 

cost of representation

consideration of income, 
property, poverty guidelines, 

cost of drug treatment

consideration of income, 

expenses, assets, debts



The Tennessee code is often silent or confusing on 

if, when, and how a judge is to make these considerations

and how it should affect financial obligations. 



Assess the Criminal & 

Financial Consequences of 

Unpaid Debt

Comprehensive Review 

of Statutory Fees

Collect More & Better 

Information

Streamline 

Fees & Taxes

Options for Payment Plans 

or Debt Relief
More Uniformity in 

Determining Ability-to-Pay

Revisit Debt Collection 

Practices

A Few Options to Consider
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Let’s Continue the Conversation

Join the

Policy Network 

on Criminal Fees

& Fines



Brian Straessle

Executive Director

Brian@SycamoreTN.org

SycamoreTN.org
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