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Municipal Court Reform
CO-SPONSORED BY THE ASSOCIATION OF BLACK WOMEN LAWYERS

INVESTIGATION OF FERGUSON POLICE 
DEPARTMENT

 On March 4, 2015, the Department of Justice – Civil Rights Division,
released findings on their investigation of the Ferguson Police
Department and Municipal Court.

 As a result of the investigation, the DOJ concluded “[T]he Ferguson
Municipal Court handles the charges of the FPD and does so not
with the primary goal of administering justice or protecting the
rights of the accused, but of maximizing revenue. The impact that
revenue concerns have on court operations undermines the
court’s role as a fair and impartial judicial body.”



Department of Justice Report - Ferguson

 Substantial evidence that the court’s procedures were “constitutionally
deficient”

 Court routinely imposed severe penalties when a defendant failed to meet
court requirements, including added fines and fees and arrest warrants

 Minor municipal code violations resulted in multiple arrests, jail time, and
payments that exceeded the cost of the original ticket many times over

 Routine use of arrest warrants to secure collection of fines and compliance
for missed court appearances

 Separate “Failure to Appear charge for missed appearances” that
accounted for 24% of total court revenue

 Imposition of jail time for failure to pay fines on code violations that were not
“jail worthy”

Evidence of Racial Bias in Emails Between 
Court and Police Staff and Supervisors

 President Barack Obama would not be President for very long because “what
black man holds a steady job for four years.”

 Emails mocking African Americans through speech and familial stereotypes
read:  “I be so glad dis be my last child support payment!  Month after month,
year after year, all dose payments!”

 An email stated: “An African-American woman in New Orleans was admitted
into the hospital for pregnancy termination.  Two weeks later she received a
check for $5,000.  She phoned the hospital to ask who it was from.  The hospital
said, “Crimestoppers.”



 Appointment Process

 Qualifications for Judges

 Terms of Office for Judges

 Training

 Reappointment and Retention

 Evaluations

 Tenure

New Jersey State Bar Association Report of the 
Subcommittee on Judicial Independence in 
the Municipal Courts

Inside the Municipal Court Cash 
Machine – Asbury Park Press (2016)

 The pressure on municipal judges to bring in the money is potent in New Jersey.

 Reliance on cash from courts to fund parts of the budget jeopardizes the independence of
New Jersey’s municipal courts.

 2013 emails of Eatontown Council stressed income as a factor in the appointment of a new
judge.



Report of the New Jersey Supreme Court 
Committee on Municipal Court Operations, 
Fines, and Fees

 In March 2017, Chief Justice Rabner constituted the Supreme Court Committee on Municipal Court
Operations, Fines, and Fees.

 In June 2018, the Committee released a report that “emphasized several important concepts that
affect all defendants in municipal court—particularly those of lesser economic means—including,
but not limited to, the adequacy of notice provided to defendants before a driver’s license
suspension, the sufficiency of procedural safeguards for defendants who may be unable to pay a
fine, whether an acquitted defendant can be assessed court costs, the use of excessive contempt
sanctions, whether sufficient technology is available to the Municipal Courts and their users, and the
independence of our Municipal Courts.”

 The report made 49 recommendations in the following areas:

 Sentencing Alternatives

 Procedural Safeguards, Inability to Pay

 Policies Designed to Encourage Compliance

 Independence

 Technology

Implementation of Reforms

 Working group, chaired by Judges Mendez, Thornton, and Minkowitz to make
recommendations on consolidation, terms of office, qualifications, and evaluations.

 Legislation, Directive, Court Rule

 Nearly 800,000 old and minor municipal court cases have been dismissed.

 Assignment Judge Orders:

 Highlight the process for contempt and set limits on imposition of sanctions

 Limit the ability of judges to issue bench warrants for minor offenses or failure to
pay fines



Reductions in Contempt Assessments

Questions?
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