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Campaign to End Criminal Justice 
Debt in North Carolina

The Problem:

● Since 1999, the number of criminal court fees has 
increased from 4 to nearly 50

● The base cost for use of court has increased from $61 to 
nearly $180

● Fees are assessed against those already living on the 
economic edge 
○ 40% of people are unable to afford an unexpected 

$400 expense
○ 80-90% of criminal defendants nationally cannot 

afford a lawyer
○ 70% of people in prison in NC don’t have a high 

school diploma 



The Impact

Many North Carolinians cannot 
afford to pay the steep amounts 
assessed against them, and are 
exposed to:

● Driver’s license suspension
● Probation Violations
● Extended Probation
● Civil Liens/ Civil Judgment 
● Extended Community Service
● Incarceration



Debt-based Driver’s License 
Suspensions

● Most common penalty for failure 
to pay

● Statewide, more than 400,000 
North Carolinians have a 
suspended driver's license for 
failure to pay criminal court fines 
and fees

● 58%of the people with these 
suspensions are people of color

● 8.5 years is the average length of 
failure to pay based suspension



By the Numbers: 

*Data obtained from the NC DMV in August 2023

Buncombe  County
● Poverty Rate: 

12%
● Low-Income:

28%
● Ave. Sus.: 21 

years

Haywood  
County
● Poverty 

Rate: 
13%

● Low-
Income: 
33%

● Ave. Sus.: 
14 years

Henderson County
● Poverty 

Rate: 12%
● Low-

Income: 
29%

● Ave. Sus.: 14 
years

McDowell  County
● Poverty Rate: 

15%
● Low-

Income:238%
● Ave. Sus.: 10 

years

Statewide
● Poverty Rate: 13%
● Low-Income: 31%
● Ave. Sus.: 8.5 years



“It really stemmed from a seatbelt 
ticket that I had and it escalated from 
there. The fines and fees eventually 

became too much to pay. So my 
license continued to be suspended. I 

would pay but then I wouldn't be 
able to afford to pay the restoration 

fee at the DMV, so my license would 
then get suspended again. It was a 
vicious cycle over and over. There 

were times when I had to go without 
things, such as eating... ‘Do I pay 

the traffic ticket or get food for 
myself?”

-Lauren Robbins

When I was younger and didn’t 
make enough money, I had a lot of 

tickets for driving while license 
revoked, driving with no insurance, 

and failure to pay fines - which 
caused my license to be revoked. I 

needed to pay $300 but once it went 
into suspension, there was another 

fee on top of that. I paid close to 
$1,000 just to get my drivers license 
straight. There were years we didn’t 
get tax refunds because we used it 

to pay off fines.

-Dreama Caldwell



Probation Considerations
 ● Payment of fines and fees is a condition of supervised 

probation in NC and an inability to pay can lead to many 
consequences:
○ Technical Probation violations : Statewide, unpaid 

criminal court fines and fees is one of the top five causes 
of technical probation violations. 

○ Prolongation of probation : Extended terms prolong loss 
of liberty, subject to warrantless searches, inability to 
vote, serve on jury, seek elected office

○ Continued imposition of court costs : Monthly fees (i.e. 
$40 sup. fee) imposed while on supervised probation

● Information obtained from 2023 DAC report to SRCC



The Harms of Converting Criminal 
Court Debt to Civil Judgments

● Cannot be waived or reduced regardless of inability to pay. See NC 
R. Civ. P. 60. Most cannot be discharged in bankruptcy. Kelly v. 
Robinson, 479 US 36 (1986); 11 USC 1328(a)(3). 

● May accrue interest at 8%/year. NCGS 24-1, -5; NCGS 15A-
1340.38(c); State v. Webb, 358 NC 92 (2004). 

● May cause the debtor to miss out on the chance for expunction. 
NCGS 15A-145 et seq. 

● Can make it difficult to sell or transfer real estate. NCGS 15A–1365, 
7A-455, 15A-1340.34(b).

● Can complicate finding a job or housing if employer or landlord 
searches for judgments. 

● May lead to seizure of a debtor’s state tax refund. NCGS 105A-1. 
● May negatively impact a debtor’s credit score. 

“When I had a public 
defender, the state charged 
me for that representation. I 
was in prison for 9 years and 
when I came home and got a 

job to really try to get on a 
good path and be a positive 

part of my community, I got a 
letter from the state saying 
they were going to take my 
income tax refund to pay for 

the attorneys’ fees.”

-Salahudeen Abdallah



The Harms of Converting Criminal 
Court Debt to Civil Judgments

● 374,000 misdemeanor cases 
converted to civil judgments from 
2017-2021

● $94 million of criminal obligations 
docketed civilly

● 4.7% ($4.5 million) collected from 
2017-2021

● 29% of the amount converted is for 
attorney’s fees owed by indigent 
defendants

● 6% of attorney’s fees were collected.

Learn more: https://www.endcriminaljusticedebtnc.org/harm-of-civil-judgments 
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What’s the Alternative? → Fee 
Waivers

● The US Constitution prohibits incarcerating people for failure to pay 
criminal debt if they cannot afford to. Bearden v. Georgia, 461 US 660 
(1983). 

● NC Constitution also prohibits imprisonment for debt (Art. 1 Sec. 27) and 
prohibits imposing excess fines (Art. 1 Sec. 28)

● NC statutes state that judges must consider a person’s resources when 
imposing a fine. NCGS 15A-1362(a). 

● Courts may exempt a person from paying probation supervision fees for 
good cause and upon motion of person on probation. NCGS 15A-1343(c1). 

● Judges may remit fines and other costs without written findings. NCGS 
15A-1363. 

● The court shall take the person’s resources into consideration when 
determining amount of restitution to be paid. NCGS 15A-1340.36



Ability to Pay Rule & Form 



Toolkit and Guides for AOC-CR-415

https://www.endcriminaljusticedebtnc.org/fines-fee-relief
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Statewide Commitment Efforts 

● We are asking for a firm commitment 
ensuring the following:
○ All __________ County Public 

Defenders will file a motion 
requesting that the court consider 
their client’s financial status using 
form AOC-CR-415 each time their 
client is convicted of a crime.

○ All ____________County Assistant 
District Attorneys will consent to each 
AOC-CR-415 motion filed by a person 
that is deemed indigent by the court.



What’s Our General Assembly Doing to 
Address this? Fines and Fees Related Bills:

● · House Bills 888 (2023), 980 (2025): 
ended driver’s license suspensions for 
unpaid traffic tickets and missed 
courts dates

● · House Bill 979 (2024): made 
community service fee waivable, 
reduce general court of justice fee to 
be consistent with inflation, and 
removed court costs for seat belt 
convictions.

● · House Bill 670 (2021), 636 (2023), 
722 (2025): reduced failure to appear 
fee, ended debt-based driver’s license 
suspension, eliminated the $20 
installment fee, makes the 
community service fee waivable, 
eliminates seat belt fee, and 
amended probation supervision fees

● · Senate Bill 792 (2022): 2022 
Governor’s Budget (2022): allowed for 
the end of FtA suspension after 12 
months; allowed for the end of FtC 
suspension after 12 months if the 
person enters into a payment plan

● · Senate Bill 486 (2021): Allowed for 
the automatic reinstatement of a 
driver’s license for failure to appear 
and failure to pay after 12 months

● · Senate Bill 490/House Bill 570 
(2021): Allowed for end of suspensions 
after 12 months if the person enters 
and maintains installment payments 
of at least $10/month.

● · Senate Bill 596 (2021): Repealed 
debt-based driver’s license suspension. 
Requires the court to convert unpaid 
driver’s license debt into a civil 
judgement for the amount owed if the 
debt is not paid within 40 days.

●  Senate Bill 656 (2021): Allowed 
for restoration of debt-based DL 
suspension after 12 months 
(except for DWI-convictions) if 
the person can provide proof of 
insurance. Repeal DWLR limited 
driving privileges 

● House Bill 532 (2021): Allowed 
for restoration of debt-based DL 
suspension after 12 months 
(except for DWI-convictions) if 
the person can provide proof of 
insurance. Repeal DWLR limited 
driving privileges

● Senate Bill 529 (2025): 
Eliminates the monthly 
probation supervision fee and 
eliminates the requirement to 
pay a fee associated with 
required community service.



Contact Information: 

● Whitley Carpenter
○ wcarpenter@forwardjustice.org

● Laura Webb
○ laura@ncjustice.org

Learn more at endcriminaljusticedebtnc.org 

Feedback, Questions, & More Information
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