
Fine and Fee Reform Efforts in the City of Philadelphia

I. Introduction
Since 2019, the City of Philadelphia has pursued reform of
the fines and fees incurred by its residents to make them
more equitable. This pursuit is consistent with the City’s
other initiatives to increase safety and justice, decrease
incarceration, increase economic mobility, and increase
racial equity in the City. This Article explains the reasons
for, processes for, and outcomes of the City’s reform efforts
in this realm.

II. Why Philadelphia Pursues Reform

A. Values
Philadelphia’s fine and fee reform work has been led by the
Office of Community Empowerment and Opportunity
(CEO), which is the City’s Community Action Agency
(CAA). CAAs were created as a result of the Economic
Opportunity Act of 1964 and were intended to “provide
stimulation and incentive for urban and rural communities
to mobilize their resources to combat poverty.”1 CAAs
operate with a mix of funding that includes Community
Service Block Grant (CSBG) funds.2

CEO’s mission is to provide “leadership on issues of
economic justice by advancing racial equity and inclusive
growth to ensure that all Philadelphians might share in
the city’s prosperous future.”3 The focus on economic
justice is about more than just funding programs and
initiatives that combat the effects of poverty. It is also
about confronting and dismantling those apparatuses that
make poverty structural and generational. This confron-
tation takes the form of capacity building for individuals
and families, including programs to increase credit scores,
bank the unbanked, create and support pathways to post-
secondary success, foster meaningful opportunities for
employment that pays a living wage, and many other
programs and initiatives. The overall goal is to dismantle
hurdles and roadblocks to greater levels of economic
mobility, which includes combating predatory consumer
products and practices, reducing barriers to capital for
individuals in crisis and for entrepreneurs, and reforming
fines and fees.4

Fines and fees often act as a support to structural ineq-
uity. Fines and fees disproportionately impact low-income
individuals and individuals of color.5 Our working defini-
tion of fees includes financial obligations that are imposed to
offset costs but that are not part of a punishment, whereas
fines are financial obligations imposed as part of

a punishment. Fees disproportionately impact low-income
individuals and individuals of color, passing on a dispro-
portionate financial burden to support criminal justice and
other systems that benefit all of society. Fines, too, dispro-
portionately penalize low-income individuals.6 For exam-
ple, in Philadelphia, prohibited parking incurs a $41 fine.7

This obligation is meant to dissuade future unlawful park-
ing. However, the disincentive experienced by the people
who receive the tickets is proportionate to their respective
incomes: a high-income individual has to make relatively
few concessions to pay the ticket and is often most incon-
venienced by the process of making payment, whereas
a low-income individual may have to forgo utility or basic
food purchases in order to satisfy the obligation. Thus, the
low-income individual sacrifices high-priority needs, the
high-income individual does not, and the low-income
individual thereby receives an excessive punishment com-
pared to the high-income individual.8

B. Ecosystem
The ecosystem existing in Philadelphia when CEO began
its work enabled CEO to lead on fine and fee reform. A
member of the Cities for Financial Empowerment Coali-
tion, Philadelphia took on fine and fee reform as a part of its
partnership with member cities such as San Francisco.9

Philadelphia is also an inaugural member of Cities and
Counties for Fine and Fee Justice.10 These partnerships
have given Philadelphia thought partners and practical
examples of how to enact reform.

Philadelphia’s fine and fee reform efforts also fit natu-
rally with other criminal justice and equity efforts the City
has undertaken. In 2015, Philadelphia was awarded a plan-
ning grant from the MacArthur Foundation under its Safety
and Justice Challenge.11 This initiative led to the awarding
of further implementation grants, which seek to reduce
Philadelphia’s jail population. To date, the City has reduced
its jail population by 42.4%.12

In 2020, Mayor James Kenney signed an executive
order on diversity, equity, and inclusion. As a result of that
order, Philadelphia created the Office of Diversity, Equity,
and Inclusion and took other steps to promote Racial
Equity.13 The Office of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion
works “to dismantle institutional and structural barriers
that have held back many Philadelphia residents for too
long.”14 Mayor Kenney has also made fine and fee reform
a priority of his administration.15
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Finally, in 2020, the Office of Diversity, Equity, and
Inclusion partnered with the City of Philadelphia’s Budget
Office to convene a budget equity committee, and the
Budget Office instituted a participatory budgeting process
in 2021.16 These equity initiatives taken by City leadership
made fine and fee reform a natural fit to the work already
under way.

C. Antipoverty Agency
In 2018, CEO adopted a new strategic framework that
centered the pursuit of greater economic mobility for the
most vulnerable Philadelphians in racial equity and eco-
nomic justice. CEO became a champion of fine and fee
reform as a part of its economic justice work.17 There is
nothing just about assessing a financial obligation that the
recipient does not have the means to satisfy; as the Superior
Court of Pennsylvania has observed in the context of con-
ditions of probation, “conditioning probation on the satis-
faction of requirements which are beyond the probationer’s
control undermines the probationer’s sense of
responsibility.”18

Despite a decade of bail reform initiatives,19 Philadel-
phians have over $175 million in unpaid fines and fees
related to criminal prosecutions since 2011.20 Unpaid
criminal debt prevents most record clearing in Pennsylva-
nia,21 making it more difficult for people to find work and
housing.22 Money spent on legal financial obligations
(LFOs) also diverts individuals’ limited resources away
from wealth building and economically stabilizing personal
investments.23 In addition to limiting options for record
clearing, unpaid LFOs can extend the term of criminal
justice involvement, thus penalizing the poverty and not the
underlying activity that gave rise to that involvement.24 In
short, fine and fee reform is an economic-mobility and
antipoverty priority.

III. Philadelphia’s Process
In 2019, CEO launched an economic mobility series
focused on living wages, consumer protection, asset
building, and fines and fees. The event on fines and fees
was cohosted with the University of Pennsylvania Law
School and was titled “Fines, Fees, and the Criminalization
of Poverty.”25 It featured speakers from Community Legal
Services, the ACLU of Pennsylvania, the community of
Philadelphians with lived experience with LFOs, and the
Fines and Fees Justice Center. The event focused on the
community impact of unaffordable LFOs and proposed
solutions for reform.

Following that event, the City of Philadelphia formed
a working group to explore the need and opportunity for
reform of fines and fees. This group included leaders from
the Mayor’s Policy Office; the Budget Office; the Office of
Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion; the Managing Directors
Office; the Office of Criminal Justice; and the Department
of Health and Human Services. This broad group of sta-
keholders brought several different viewpoints and priori-
ties to the discussion. There are times when such diversity

of perspective can get in the way of achieving outcomes,
but, in this case, it was an enhancement. Since everyone
involved ultimately needed to support any proposed
reforms, having them work to shape the recommendations
made the process as straightforward as possible. It cannot
be overstated how important it is to start with all stake-
holders being a part of the reform work to ensure that the
work will reach a successful outcome.

Shortly after convening this internal working group,
PolicyLink, the Fines and Fees Justice Center, and the San
Francisco Financial Justice Project opened applications to
their inaugural Cities and Counties for Fine and Fee Justice
cohort.26 Philadelphia was selected to join, and the guid-
ance, advice, and advocacy provided by the experts that led
that initiative were ultimately necessary to Philadelphia
achieving its reforms.

In our first year of formal work, Philadelphia established
three priorities for reform: (1) reduction of telephone fees at
the county jail, (2) reduction of commissary surcharges at
the county jail, and (3) a pilot to demonstrate the effects of
fee elimination on criminal diversion outcomes. Several
factors were weighed in arriving at these priorities. First
was data analysis, which included quantitative data analysis,
industry research, and qualitative data gathering from
community stakeholders and individuals with lived experi-
ence. The qualitative data gathering occurred through
stakeholder convenings, a survey of individuals with lived
experience and their families, and listening sessions. Of
particular importance was the input of individuals with
lived experience; any reform effort’s success is ultimately
measured by the effect it has on those impacted by the fine
or fee.

The second factor was budget considerations. Philadel-
phia undertook these reforms during the lockdowns that
occurred as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. City rev-
enues were declining, and budgetary impacts had to be
managed in order to achieve reform.

Finally, Philadelphia’s leaders focused on where their
efforts could have the greatest equity impact. Many fines
and fees assessed against Philadelphians are at the dis-
cretion of state, federal, or judicial actors, and the fines
and fees identified and method of reform for each year-
one priority could be achieved by Philadelphia’s leaders.
The role of government institutions outside of the local
municipality must be taken into account. Criminal justice
fines and fees imposed as a part of sentencing, driver’s
license suspensions, and other impacts on criminal justice
involvement are often mandated or at the discretion of
state leaders, federal leaders, or judges. Reform of these
practices requires partnership with these other institu-
tions and a commitment to a long process of identifying
the harm of current practices, identifying what needs to
change to mitigate the harm and who has the power to
make that change, identifying practical reforms, addres-
sing the budgetary implications of those reforms, and
identifying the reforms’ impacts that justify the necessary
investment.
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IV. Outcomes
By the end of the first year, Philadelphia was in the late
stages of an application process to hire and fund external
researchers for a five-year criminal fee elimination pilot,
a project that was ultimately funded in late 2021. Moreover,
the City had eliminated commissary surcharges at the
county jail, and had increased the weekly, individual, free
telecommunication at the county jail from 70 minutes to
165 minutes.27

The reforms achieved at the county jail were a partner-
ship between the internal working group and the depart-
ment responsible for administering those fees—the
Philadelphia Department of Prisons (PDP). PDP’s leader-
ship had long made some amount of free communication
available and were already receptive to additional equity
reforms. This receptiveness was bolstered by the research
performed by CEO, and the support of the internal working
group. This is not to say that the decisions were easy, as they
came at a time when the jail population was increasing and
there was pressure to reduce budgets due to the impact of
the COVID-19 pandemic on the City’s revenue.

In the end, the City invested its funds in families. The
financial burden of prison fees for phone calls and com-
missary surcharges disproportionately falls to the families
of incarcerated individuals, who, based on a local survey,
are spending over 10% of their income on these charges
and are disproportionately low-income, women, and indi-
viduals of color.28 Knowing that increased family commu-
nication during incarceration leads to better outcomes in
reentry, the City invested in increasing this communication
and mitigating the financial burden on families.29 Not only
was this an equity investment—it was a wise financial
investment, given the cost of the reforms compared to the
larger costs of recidivism, which is exacerbated by a lack of
family contact during incarceration.30

The criminal diversion fee pilot arose from the City’s
work with the Safety and Justice Challenge. The racial
equity work the Office of Criminal Justice had done to
identify disproportionality in diversion outcomes led to the
development of a proposed pilot to study the effect of
eliminating fees in criminal diversion programs. A
research team was identified, a potential funder invited the
City of Philadelphia to make an application, and the local
stakeholders (the District Attorney, the Courts, Adult Pro-
bation and Parole, and the Defender Association of Phila-
delphia) were consulted on the design of the pilot. This pilot
was approved for funding in late 2021.

V. Next Steps
The City of Philadelphia will pursue opportunities for
reform of other LFOs. These initiatives are all in early
stages and will require significant involvement from our
City leadership, our budget and policy professionals, com-
munity stakeholders, department leadership, and indivi-
duals with relevant lived experience. There are potential
opportunities with regard to parking, traffic, licenses, water,
supervision fees, other criminal court fees, and civil

violation notices. Which, if any, of these potential oppor-
tunities are ultimately pursued will be based on a quantita-
tive and qualitative data analysis of the legal, financial, and
impact considerations surrounding each of them.

VI. Conclusion
Philadelphia’s reform efforts are far from over, but signif-
icant steps have been taken to reduce inequitable financial
burdens on its residents. Over the next several years, the
process of analyzing data, listening to stakeholders, and
balancing the considerations of reform will continue to
repeat in pursuit of a more equitable Philadelphia.
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