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We would like to thank the Committee for its leadership in taking on this urgent issue and
strongly recommend ending the practice of imposing juvenile fees and fines on Kansas youth
and families by passing SB 416.

A growing movement recognizes that justice based on income is not justice at all. Juvenile fees
and fines disproportionately punish low-income youth and communities of color, who face
worse outcomes and harsher consequences just because they cannot afford to pay. The research
is clear: Fees and fines are bad for public safety, bad fiscal policy, bad for young people
and their families, and bad for equality.

First, fees and fines increase recidivism, which threatens public safety by working against the
rehabilitative goals of the juvenile justice system. A 2016 criminology study of more than 1000
cases found that youth who owed fines and fees had higher recidivism rates than those who did
not, even when controlling for age, race, gender, and type of offense—and the more they owed,
the larger the increase.? A 2018 study found that court fines and fees actually drive people to
commit further offenses to gain money and pay off this debt.?

Second, fees and fines don’t make financial sense. Collecting juvenile fees and fines is high-
pain for children and families, and low-gain for states. In Kansas, based on data provided by the
Office of Judicial Administration, revenue from juvenile fees and fines was only $539,228.45 in
2020, a figure that has decreased nearly 50% since 2016.

Studies from around the country confirm that youth and families simply don’t have money to
pay, and collections are costly and slow. Oregon spent $866,000 in 2019 to collect only
$864,000 in youth custody fees. Similarly, Louisiana collected only 6% of all juvenile justice
fees ordered in 2018, and Florida collects only 9% of all justice debt, including that imposed on
adults.*

Third, fees and fines harm youth and families. Kansas is a national outlier because it imposes
fees and fines at almost every single point in the juvenile court process. Its laws authorize more
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kinds of juvenile fees and fines than almost any other state: confinement fees, counsel fees,
court fees, evaluation fees, expungement fees, fines, probation fees, and restitution. Arkansas is
the only other state that also imposes costs in all these categories.

Specifically, Kansas statutes authorize juvenile courts to impose at least 25 different fees and
fines. Some common examples include:

« Diversion fee of $50 to $100
$34 docket fee and $22 surcharge per case
$400 laboratory fee per court-ordered drug screening
$150-$200 fee per night of detention
Attorney fees if the child is appointed a public defender.
This debt increases children’s stress at a time when they should be focusing on positive
engagement in school and community activities—and often when they legally and practically
cannot work. Fees and fines also increase family tension, and parents report being forced to
choose between buying basic necessities like groceries or school uniforms and paying the
court.®

But it’s not just about debt. Fees and fines can also entangle children more deeply in the
juvenile justice system, extending court involvement. A child or parent can be arrested and even
imprisoned for not paying, with lasting negative effects: Studies show that a single childhood
arrest reduces a child’s likelihood of graduating from high school and enrolling in college and
is correlated with lower adult wages.®

In addition, civil collections of fees and fines damage children’s credit history and block them
from key milestones like jobs, student loans, and housing. Because civil judgments are also
public records, a child from a well-off family who can pay gets a clean slate, while a child from
a poor family is stuck with a record of juvenile justice involvement for no reason other than
poverty.

Finally, fees and fines drive inequity. Children whose parents have more resources can
quickly pay off fees and fines to end their juvenile cases, while children from low- income
households face longer court cases and other harms well into adulthood.

Fees and fines also worsen racial inequity. Because youth of color are more likely than their
white peers to enter the justice system, to stay on probation, and to be placed out of the home,
families of color tend to pay more into the system than white families.” In Kansas in 2017, for
example, Black youth were detained at a rate 6 times that of their white peers, despite similar
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rates of conduct that typically lead to juvenile justice involvement.® Eliminating fees and fines
can help create a more equitable system.

Supporting the Goals of the Kansas Juvenile Law

The Kansas Juvenile Code aims to “improve [youth’s] ability to live more productively and
responsibly in the community,” and “recognize[s] that the ultimate solutions to juvenile
crime lie in the strengthening of families and educational institutions.”° Shifting the cost of
the courts onto children and families undermines these laudable goals, disrupts families, and
makes it harder for children to achieve meaningful restoration and reintegration.

Across the country, at least 19 states have eliminated some or all juvenile justice fees and fines
since 2015. Some states have also discharged all outstanding debt, providing an economic boost
to families in the state.

We urge Kansas to join this movement and eliminate youth fees and fines to help Kansas
children and families find a way forward from juvenile justice involvement.

**k*k

Juvenile Law Center thanks the Committee for its leadership in creating a more fair and
effective juvenile justice system. If you have any questions, please feel free to reach out to
Ebby Stoutmiles, policy advocate, at estoutmiles@jlc.org.
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