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Legal Financial Obligations 
in Jefferson County

Ellie Wilson and Miguel Garza Casado - MDRC
Andrew Martinez - CJI

04/26/2023

Equity and Debt Drivers



Today’s Agenda

 Background & history of Project JEFF

 Review the aggregate trends of LFO application and 
distribution in the county

 Walk through of a worthless check case

 Discussion 
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Preview of Findings
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Debt created by Legal Financial Obligations is 
inequitably distributed in Jefferson County.

Inability to pay existing debt is disproportionately 
affecting Black defendants.



What did we actually do?
Overview of data sources and analysis
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Transaction Date LFO Transaction Amount

5/22/2017 CM00 Z (assessed) 160.00
5/22/2017 CM72 Z (assessed) 12.50
5/22/2017 SO75 Z (assessed) 30.00
5/22/2017 CADM Z (assessed) 40.00
5/22/2017 BAIL Z (assessed) 35.00
5/22/2017 LCSF Z (assessed) 21.00
5/22/2017 CM71 Z (assessed) 12.50
7/7/2017 BAIL R (paid) 3.72
7/7/2017 CADM R (paid) 4.26
7/7/2017 CM00 R (paid) 17.02

12/15/2017 CADM R (paid) 8.51
12/15/2017 CM00 R (paid) 34.04
12/15/2017 BAIL R (paid) 7.45

5/7/2018 D999 Z (assessed) 70.80
5/31/2018 D999 R (paid) 40.00

John Doe Case

Arrest date: 10/24/2016
Disposition date: 
5/12/2017

Total charged/owed: $382
Total paid: $115
Total balance: $267

Presenter
Presentation Notes
DC201601103700
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Data Sources

+ +
Fee/fine level data
• Type of LFO
• Type of transaction
• Amount of money 

involved in the 
transaction

• Date of transaction

Demographic data
• Criminal charge
• Race
• Gender
• Age at arrest
• Incarceration 

history

Census tract data
• Education level
• Yearly income
• Population, 

general and by 
race

=
13,993 cases for 9,169 people
• 1.5 cases per person on average
• $1,739 average amount charged by the 

courts
• $401 average paid by defendant
• $1,338 average remaining balance

Presenter
Presentation Notes
From AOC Fee/fine level datatype of LFO (fine, fee, D999, etc.)Type of transaction (assessed, paid, deleted, changed, etc.)Amount of money involved in the transactionDate of transactionFrom AOC Demographic data person levelCriminal chargeRaceGenderAge at arrestIncarceration history2010 Decennial Census data  case level (what tract the case is associated with)Final dataset: Over the past 5 years? Whatever the time frame is Sticking with person level, but here is case level if we want it:$1,140 average amount charged by the courts.$250 average paid per case$890 average remaining balance per case.



Who is affected by this?
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Maybe insert bullets – to answer this question, I’ll walk us through:Demographics of Jefferson County residentsTop criminal charges (which actually means most frequent – right?)Top LFOs assessed
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Sample Demographics
71.44%

17.33%
11.23%

1 2 3+

Number of Cases Per 
Person

White
34%

Black
66%

Race

Male
75%

Female
25%

Gender

2.1%

17.12%

19.54%

16.68%

15.15%

9.64%

6.67%

5.64%

4.06%

3.11%

Under 20

20-24

25-29

30-34

35-39

40-44

45-49

50-54

55-59

60+

Age at arrest



Reviewing Charges 
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17%

5% 5% 5% 4%

12.3%

3.6% 3.4% 3.4%
5.6%

Possession of
Controlled
Substance

Theft of Property
Second Degree

Theft of Property
First Degree

Theft of Property
Third Degree

Negotiating
Worthless Checks

Top Criminal Charges 

% of Defendants % of Cases

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Possession of Controlled Substance 17% of defendants.12.3% of cases.Theft of Property 2N (Second)5% of defendants.3.6% of cases.Theft of Property 1S (First)5% of defendants.3.4% of cases.Theft of Property 3R (Third)5% of defendants.3.4% of cases.Negotiating Worthless Checks4% of defendants.5.6% of cases.



Reviewing LFOs
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$31.53

$60

$44

$440

$44

LCSF (Solicitor's Fee)

CADM (Cost HB688)

SO75 (Criminal History)

D999 (interest Fee)

BAIL

Top LFOs Owed 
Average dollar amount owed per person

Presenter
Presentation Notes
60% of people have D999 compared to LCSF that ~90% has itTOP LFO’sLCSF, solicitors fee94% (8,661) has at least one.$21.13 average per case$31.53 average per personCADM, cost HB6882012 law increased docket fees.92% (8,471) has at least one $40 average per case$60 average per personSO75, criminal history92% (8,495) has at least one$30 average per case$44 average per personD999, interest fee60% (5,543) has at least one$301 average amount per case$440 average amount per personBAIL47% (4,323) has at least one$35 average per case = $35.30$44 average per person = $ 43.75(add next 5)



Where is LFO debt 
concentrated?
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A glance at Jefferson County
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Fines and Fees

Percentage owed by Black 
residents.

Percentage of Black 
residents per census tract.

Percentage paid by Black 
residents.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Of what has been paid in each census track, XX% has been paid by black peopleAverage assessed:Black: $537.62White: $488.63P-value 0.5053Average paid:Black: $87.55White: $133.04P-value very small <2 e-16Top assessed for Black people:SF65SF00SF10CF73SF73Top assessed for White people:CM10SF65SF10SM10CF65OTHER:Administrative Fees:95% are LCSF (Local Cost Solicitor’s Fee)Small gap between average assessed, $21, and average paid, $6.Black people owe on average $21.25 and have paid $5.86White people owe on average $21.12 and have paid $8.46Restitution fees have an average pending balance of $21.Range between -$1,032 and $651.Some defendants paid more than what they were supposed to.Black people owe on average $1,501.98 and have paid $290.70White people owe on average $1,400.29 and have paid $347.84
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D999: Interest Fee

Percentage owed by Black 
residents.

Percentage of Black 
residents per census tract.

Percentage paid by Black 
residents.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Of what has been paid in each census track, XX% has been paid by black people1. Average D999 charged by race:Black = $304.94White = $254.59P-value = 0.011632. Average D999 paid by race: Black: $40.20White: $33.43P-value = 0.0075395. D999s waived by raceBlack: 3,937 people with a total of $22,128.96 waived ($562.08 per person)White: 1,606 people with a total of $13,272.41 waived ($826.43 per person)D999s changed by race (we don’t know what direction)Black: 3,937 people with a total of $240,964.61 changed ($6,120.51 per person)White: 1,606 people with a total of $53,629.51 changed ($3,339.32 per person)



Key Takeaways
 Census tracts with disproportionately high Black populations 

and disproportionately low levels of income had higher 
unpaid balances overall.

 On average, Black defendants were assessed steeper fines 
and fees than white defendants even for the similar 
criminal charges

15

Presenter
Presentation Notes
On average Black defendants receive higher amounts of Legal Financial Obligations from the Courts.Disparity prevails despite having similar profile of Legal Financial Obligations imposed on both groups of defendants. Disparities in income and education between majority Black and majority White census tracts seem to have an impact on LFOs un-paid balance.Application of D999 seems "random".**maybe include a general point about the LFO landscape – such as along the lines of slides 11-12. I don’t think they have this broader snap shot and it may be valuable as well to emphasize. ****maybe say something about data collection in general; e.g., they collect a lot of great detail such as transaction history; and how we were able to work form this.  **Bullet 2 – this is even when accounting for charge – correct? They might ask about criminal history buy not sure we have that. 



“Writing a 
Bad Check”

Negotiating a Worthless 
Negotiable Instrument 
A Brief Profile

Andrew Martinez M.S.W. Ph.D. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
There is a chance we may not get through these case study slides. Andrew is available to discuss in further detail. 



Overarching Questions

 Who is being charged?  

 What are the checks written 
for? 

 What are people paying? 

 Where do people with an 
NWNI charge live? 

 When are the checks written? 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
On average Black defendants receive higher amounts of Legal Financial Obligations from the Courts.Disparity prevails despite having similar profile of Legal Financial Obligations imposed on both groups of defendants. Disparities in income and education between majority Black and majority White census tracts seem to have an impact on LFOs un-paid balance.Application of D999 seems "random".**maybe include a general point about the LFO landscape – such as along the lines of slides 11-12. I don’t think they have this broader snap shot and it may be valuable as well to emphasize. ****maybe say something about data collection in general; e.g., they collect a lot of great detail such as transaction history; and how we were able to work form this.  **Bullet 2 – this is even when accounting for charge – correct? They might ask about criminal history buy not sure we have that. 
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Process
A complaint is submitted to the 
worthless check unit1

After complaint is approved, the 
worthless check unit sends notice 
to writer of the check (warrant 
may also be issued to the writer of 
the check). Writer has up to 10 
business days to surrender and 
pay. 

2

If person does not surrender within 
10 days (or if there is no 
restitution agreement or the 
writer of the bad check does not 
comply with the agreement), they 
will be issued a fee along with 
paying restitution.

3

After a “reasonable time”, the 
restitution is acquired is given to 
the victim by the worthless check 
unit. 

4

If victim or complainant rescinds complaint, 
they must pay $30 to the worthless check unit 
for processing

Surrender: If person surrenders withing 10 
business days, they are eligible for deferred 
prosecution. Prosecution may then be stopped 
with restitution and a service charge, also 
known as a restitution agreement. Person owes 
the check amount, a $30 victim fee, and $150 
to the check unit.

Nonsurrender: If person does not respond, the 
check unit will forward the case the Clerk’ 
office for criminal complaint. Person owes the 
check amount, $30 victim fee, $150 to the 
check unit, and $500 court cost (per case).

What is paid

What is paid

What is paid

Presenter
Presentation Notes
60% of people have D999 compared to LCSF that ~90% has itPossession of Controlled Substance 17% of defendants.12.3% of cases.Theft of Property 2N5% of defendants.3.6% of cases.Theft of Property 1S5% of defendants.3.4% of cases.Theft of Property 3R5% of defendants.3.4% of cases.Negotiating Worthless Checks4% of defendants.5.6% of cases.( add next 5 )TOP LFO’sLCSF, solicitors fee94% (8,661) has at least one.$21.13 average per case$31.53 average per personCADM, cost HB6882012 law increased docket fees.92% (8,471) has at least one $40 average per case$60 average per personSO75, criminal history92% (8,495) has at least one$30 average per case$44 average per personD999, interest fee60% (5,543) has at least one$301 average amount per case$440 average amount per personBAIL47% (4,323) has at least one$35 average per case = $35.30$44 average per person = $ 43.75(add next 5)



27,401 total cases

Jefferson County; 5 years  

NWNI: 1,560 cases

Overview
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Who is being charged?

 Most NWNI cases originate in Birmingham (44%); Bessemer (11%)  

 Median age – 41

 Black (66%, n=1,042); White (34%, n=546) 

 Female (63%); Male (37%)
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Men make up most cases in general,
But women comprise most NWNI cases 

76%

37%

24%

63%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

All Cases in Jefferson County NWNI cases only

Male Female

Presenter
Presentation Notes
60% of people have D999 compared to LCSF that ~90% has itPossession of Controlled Substance 17% of defendants.12.3% of cases.Theft of Property 2N5% of defendants.3.6% of cases.Theft of Property 1S5% of defendants.3.4% of cases.Theft of Property 3R5% of defendants.3.4% of cases.Negotiating Worthless Checks4% of defendants.5.6% of cases.( add next 5 )TOP LFO’sLCSF, solicitors fee94% (8,661) has at least one.$21.13 average per case$31.53 average per personCADM, cost HB6882012 law increased docket fees.92% (8,471) has at least one $40 average per case$60 average per personSO75, criminal history92% (8,495) has at least one$30 average per case$44 average per personD999, interest fee60% (5,543) has at least one$301 average amount per case$440 average amount per personBAIL47% (4,323) has at least one$35 average per case = $35.30$44 average per person = $ 43.75(add next 5)
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What are the checks written for? 

74%

17%

9%

Basic Needs Government Other

n = 344; 22% of cases 

85% were 
grocery stores 

Grocery stores; 
doctor’s offices;
auto repair shops

Public library;
Tax collector



What are people paying?
$176.23 $175.10

$160.00

$107.76

$40.00
$30.00 $25.00 $21.00

$12.50 $12.50

$0.00

$20.00

$40.00

$60.00

$80.00

$100.00

$120.00

$140.00

$160.00

$180.00

$200.00

Median total amount due = $769.59 



Summary of NWNI Analysis

 Primarily Black women in their 40’s who buy groceries 

 The “bad checks” are about $100.00   

 Lower income neighborhoods; primarily Black 
neighborhoods  

 More is owed for interest than for restitution 
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Comments or Questions
Thank you!

Leah.Nelson@alabamaappleseed.org
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