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ABSTRACT 

This paper will identify a variety of collection techniques, tools, and methods 

used by courts to collect fines and fees.  Best practices are recommended for 

implementation at the 47th District Court in Farmington Hills, Michigan.  A complete 

Collection Plan has been developed for immediate implementation and begins on 

page 54. 

 

The de sired outcomes are to increase the credibility of the court, its judges, and 

staff, to increase court credibility with local financial units, and to improve inter-

governmental relations.  Further desirable outcomes will be to increase revenues, to 

improve fiscal operations, and to achieve compliance with Michigan Court Rule 

1.1101.   See Appendix R for the Michigan Court Rule 1.110.  Finally, another desired 

outcome will be the compliance with The National Center For State Courts’ Court 

Performance Standards (NCPS) 2.2—Expedition and Timeliness, which ensures 

prompt disbursement of court debt to receiving agencies and individuals and not 

delaying justice, and NCPS 3.5—Equality, Fairness, and Integrity, which ensures that 

the court is taking responsibility for the enforcement of its orders.   

 

Various methods were used to collect data for this project.  A survey of fifty-

three questions was mailed to thirty limited-jurisdiction courts in The State of 

                                                           
1 Michigan Court Rule 1.110, Collection of Fines and Costs.  “Fines, costs, and other financial 

obligations imposed by the court must be paid at the time of assessment, except when the court allows 
otherwise, for good cause shown.” 
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Michigan.  Follow-up telephone calls and e-mails were made to the survey 

participants.  These follow-up calls provided additional information.  The survey data 

identified additional courts to contact for collections information.  Likewise, 

telephone interviews were conducted with these non-survey referral courts.  

Information was also gathered at a local District Court Financial Network meeting on 

fine-and-fee collection projects.  Specifically, three district court representatives 

talked about their court’s past and present collection efforts, their successes as well as 

some of their failures.  The minutes from this meeting are included in Appendix A.   

A videotape and written materials were reviewed from the Michigan Judicial Institute 

entitled “Collection of Fines & Costs in Michigan Trial Courts: A Look at New MCR 

1.110”.  Data was collected and analyzed from the 47th District Court’s Probation 

Director and the Traffic/Criminal Supervisor regarding past and present collection 

efforts.  Information was also obtained through a literature review of many sources, 

which are listed on page 67 in the bibliography section.  

 

The undertaking of this project was a great opportunity to review various 

financial and nonfinancial procedures in the organization from top to bottom and 

across department lines.   Many 47th District Court policies have changed as a result 

of this project.   All of the stated objectives of this project have been met.  It is 

anticipated that as long as this collection plan continues to be in operation at the 47th 

District Court, benefits will continue to flow to the organization, the local community, 

and the local funding units.   
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There are many collection methods and tools available to courts.  Some are at 

little or no cost while others involve significant costs or investment.  The best 

collection practice recommendations for implementation at the 47th District Court are: 

• Requiring payment on the same day as sentencing for traffic and misdemeanor 

cases. 

• Establishing a process for reducing the backlog of account receivables through 

show cause notices, hearings, and bench warrants. 

• Adopting the State Court Administrative Office’s write-off policy. 

• Setting up a 24-hour drop box. 

• Installing an ATM machine in the courthouse. 

• Establishing a contract with Government Payment Services (a third-party 

credit card company that offers 24-hour, seven days per week access for 

accepting payments). 

• Creating an Internet payment mechanism. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 The 47th District Court in Farmington Hills, Michigan, does not have an 

updated fine-and-fee collection plan in place nor a process for collecting delinquent 

accounts receivable.  Without an aggressive fine-and-fee collection program, the court 

is not enforcing its judgments.  The collection plan in place is dated December 18, 

1997 and was compiled as a result of Public Act 375, Section 312 (1996) that required 

the courts in Michigan to submit a collection plan to the state treasurer by January 1, 

1998.  The plan was very basic procedurally and was never fully implemented due to 

staff shortages.  This project seeks to gather and list information on successful 

collection techniques and methods used by other limited jurisdiction courts and 

develop a new collection plan for review and implementation at the 47th District 

Court.   Courts in Michigan were targeted for this project.  As for the survey group, 

however, successful collection techniques and methods from courts in other states 

were discovered through the literature review and were subsequently included in this 

project.  The collection methods suggested for implementation at the 47th District 

Court are listed on page 47 in the Conclusions section of this report.  Methods that 

were effective and inexpensive to implement are suggested first with more time 

consuming and more costly methods being listed as options to try at a later date. 

The 47th District Court’s organizational structure includes Judicial, Administration, 

Probation, Traffic/Criminal, and Information Systems.  An organizational chart is 

included in Appendix B. 
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 The 47th Judicial District Court is a limited jurisdiction court serving the cities 

of Farmington and Farmington Hills.  The Court has jurisdiction over criminal 

misdemeanors, parking and traffic violations, civil infractions, general civil cases in 

which the amount in dispute is $25,000 or less, landlord-tenant disputes, and small 

claims matters.  In addition, the Court has initial jurisdiction on criminal felony cases 

for the purpose of determining probable cause.  The 47th District Court has two judges 

and a caseload of approximately 33,000 to 39,000 cases per year.   

 

The district courts in the State of Michigan tend to have large outstanding 

accounts receivable balances.  These high volume courts by law impose financial 

penalties as the primary sanction for civil infractions and misdemeanors2. 

 

 The 47th District Court’s collection rates for cases issued in 1999 are:  75% 

after one year, 85% after two years, 89% after three years, and 90% after four years as 

illustrated on the following page: 

                                                           
2 Michigan State Court Administrative Office, Summary Reports of Audited Accounts and Plans to 

Collect Accounts Receivables, A Report to the Michigan Supreme Court,  p. 11. 
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          Table A:  Payment Distribution of Cases Issued in 1999 

Money Ordered for 1999 Cases:   $3,790,621 
      
 Dollars Paid     

Year As Of 12/31 % Paid Cumulative   
 

1999 
 

$   2,022,412 
 

53% 
 

53% } Combined to get 
first year 
%=75% 

2000       839,157 22% 75%   
2001       367,226 10% 85%   
2002       125,853   4% 89%   
2003        39,026  1% 90%   

 $3,393,675 90%    

Money Ordered:    $3,790,621 
Paid After 4 years:    $3,393,675 

Unpaid After 4 years:    $   396,946 
% Unpaid After 4 years:    10% 

 

In addition to the report run for 1999, payment distribution reports have also been 

generated for the years 1995, 1996, 1997, 1998, 2000, 2001, and 2002.  Rather than 

list each payment distribution table for each year as shown above, the unpaid dollars 

and percentages after four years have been summarized and listed in the table below. 

                      Table B:  Payment Distribution of  
Cases Issued and Paid Within Four Years 

 
Yr. Cases Money Unpaid after     
Issued In Ordered 4 years  Unpaid Unpaid % Paid Paid % 

1995  $     2,230,365 12/31/99          150,991 7%      2,079,374 93% 
1996  $     2,744,189 12/31/00          157,078 6%      2,587,111 94% 
1997  $     3,223,205 12/31/01          167,267 5%       3,055,940 95% 
1998  $     3,290,228 12/31/02          189,155 5%      3,101,073 95% 
1999  $     3,790,621 12/31/03          396,946 10%      3,393,675 90% 
2000  $     3,234,333 12/31/03          205,588 6%      3,028,745 94% 
2001  $     3,728,608 12/31/03          334,780 9%      3,393,828 91% 
2002  $     3,795,964 12/31/03         501,701 13% $   3,294,263 87% 

  $2,103,506   

 
The 5% to 13% of unpaid fines for the years 1995 to 2002 have resulted in $2,103,506 
in outstanding receivables.      
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According to authors Lynch, Brousseau, & Cole, a monetary sanction is a court 

order.  If it is not paid, the integrity and credibility of the judiciary is called into 

question.  Without compliance, offenders may believe that they have beaten the 

system, the public may view the criminal justice system as ineffective, and the 

important symbolic value of a sentence may be lost3.   Another reason courts seek to 

improve collections or ensure compliance in terms of criminal sanctions is to view a 

fine as a mechanism for rehabilitating offenders, teaching responsibility, or preventing 

further illegal activity4.   The $2,103,506 in outstanding receivables is for 

approximately 15,000+ cases.  Another way to look at the receivables report is to say 

the 15,000+ cases or defendants may now think that they have beaten the system.  The 

public could view the justice system as ineffective because there was no follow 

through on the imposition or execution of the sentences.  The opportunity to teach 

responsibility, to rehabilitate offenders, or prevent further illegal activity has been 

missed. 

Currently the selection of this project is timely.  The State of Michigan is 

experiencing the worst budget deficit in the last thirty years.  The State is looking at a 

billion dollar per year deficit as far into the future as they can see says Tom Clay, 

State Budget Expert for both republican and democratic governors5.  According to 

Professor John Hudzik, from Michigan State University, higher education and local 

                                                           
3 Lynch, Brian, William H. Brousseau, George F. Cole.  Compliance with Judicial Orders:  Methods of 

Collecting and Enforcing Monetary Sanctions, National Center For State Courts, December 31, 1991,  p. 1. 
4 National Center for State Courts, Current Practices In Collecting Fines and Fees In State Courts:  A 

Handbook of Collection Issues and Solutions, 1994, p. 2. 
5 Jack Lessenberry, Hungering For Solutions, (Hour Magazine, Metropolitan Detroit’s Monthly 

Magazine, January 2003) p. 23. 
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governments will be the bail out piggy banks to balance the budget in Michigan6.  The 

State reduced revenue sharing dollars to the local municipalities by 6.5% for fiscal 

year ending June 30, 2003 and is projecting cuts in revenue sharing for fiscal year 

June 30, 2004 to be even greater.  The funding unit City Managers have asked the 

court to cut $40,000 from its year-end 2003 budget and it is very likely the court will 

have to cut its year-end 2004 budget as well.   A copy of the letter from the City 

Managers is included in Appendix C.   At this time, the Court is undertaking a 

collection project and utilizing certain collection methods that will increase revenue to 

the cities at a minimal increase in expenditures.  There are two ways to address the 

budget crisis, one way is by cutting budget expenditures in order to help ease the 

revenue sharing cutbacks to the local funding units; the second way is by increasing 

revenue collection of outstanding fines and fees.    

 

Below are the various methods that can be used to collect unpaid balances due: 

• mass mailing late notice letters 
• issuing show cause notices 
• scheduling show cause hearings 
• issuing bench warrants  
• making telephone calls 
• employing bench warrant officers to collect bond on outstanding warrants 
• processing wage assignments and/or voluntary income withholding orders 
• issuing probation violations 
• using private collection agencies 
• employing collection officers or accounts receivable clerks 
• setting up payment plans 

                                                           
6 Dr. John K. Hudzik, Interdependence & Leadership: Managing Your Funding Unit, 2003 Michigan 

Court Managers Conference, May 14-16, 2003. 
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The State of Michigan Tax Intercept program is also an option that is currently 

available and being test piloted by the 54B District Court in East Lansing, Michigan.  

 

 The goals of this project are to identify effective collection methods that are 

one, easy to implement and two, inexpensive to conduct.  A further goal of this 

project is to develop a complete Collection Plan for immediate use. 

 

 The measurable objectives of the project and one that will determine if the 

program is successful are:  

• an improved collection rate 

• a reduced number of years it takes to collect 95% of fines and fees (e.g. from 

four years to one, two, or three years to achieve a 95% collection rate) 

• a reduction in the amount of outstanding receivables (e.g. from $2 million to 

$500,000) 

• increased revenue 

• improved credibility with intergovernmental agencies 

• timely and accurate outstanding receivable reports  

 

A further mark of success will be an increase of defendants paying at the time  

of sentencing as opposed to defendants placed on a time-to-pay program.   
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REVIEW OF RELEVANT LITERATURE 

 The following are summaries of research materials that were used to complete 

this project.  A bibliography listing research material is located on page 67 in the 

bibliography section.  Not all of the articles or materials reviewed are listed below.  

The following literature is most relevant to the project and contained elements that 

were important to consider in arriving at a recommended process for implementing a 

collection plan for the 47th District Court.  

  

Cheryl Chicky’s (1993 ICM Graduate) CEDP paper entitled Fine Collections 

included research from Dr. Sally Hillsman, Joyce Sichel, and Dr. Barry Mahoney.  

This material offers suggestions for a fines collection process.  Ms. Chicky’s paper 

suggests that when a fine is imposed, the court should set the amount at a sum, which 

the defendant can reasonably be expected to pay.  In order for a fine to not simply be 

the start of a lengthy process leading to default and possible imprisonment, it must be 

set at a sum the defendant can pay.  Immediate partial payment practices are also 

endorsed. 

 

Joan Ferebee’s (2001 ICM Graduate) CEDP paper entitled Best Practices for 

the Collection of Traffic Fines in the Edmonds Municipal Court identifies a company 

that her court has contracted with to handle payments over the Internet.  This method 

incurs no cost to the court, but there is a sliding fee scale assessed to the defendant.  

The company who offered this service is Official Payment Corporation of San 
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Ramon, California.  Ms. Ferebee did not have results to report on the success of the 

program because it had only been operational for a few months at the time of her 

paper.  However, from a customer service standpoint, by adding this option to the 

court’s payment methods, the public has another option available to them for 

accessing the court and the payment of fines.  This collection technique will be 

investigated further for implementation at the 47th District Court since the court does 

not currently have an Internet method of payment.   

 

Michael Landrum’s (1999 ICM Graduate) CEDP paper entitled Collecting 

Fines and Fees: From Concept to Reality lists a nice easy-to-follow flowchart 

describing the collection process at the Tempe, Arizona Municipal Court.  When the 

47th District Court gets to this phase of implementation and adds an accounts 

receivable clerk, or a financial screener/collector, this flowchart will be used for 

training purposes and as part of the documented Collection program procedures 

manual.  The flowchart is copied and included in Appendix D.   The application of the 

Trial Court Performance Standard (TCPS), 3.5 Responsibility for Enforcement is 

enlightening and informative.  Mr. Landrum quotes Dr. Ingo Keilitz about TCPS 3.5 

as follows “A trial court’s performance is diminished when, for example its, 

mechanisms and procedures for enforcing its child support orders are ineffective or 

altogether nonexistent.  It is also diminished when summonses and orders for payment 

of fines or restitution are routinely ignored.  The court’s authority and its orders 

should guide the actions of those under its jurisdiction both before and after a case is 
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resolved”.  A copy of the National Center For State Courts Performance Standards 

with Commentary by Dr. Ingo Keilitz is enclosed in Appendix E. 

 

Sonjia Lien’s (2000 ICM Graduate) CEDP paper entitled Third Judicial 

District Screener-Collector Best Practices and Reference Guide recommends that each 

District County court have some type of screener/collector position with uniform job 

descriptions.  Standardized forms should be used throughout the district along with 

job training specific to the screener and/or collector position.  Signage should be 

posted in all courthouses, government centers, and law enforcement centers, with 

defendant notices stating that ALL monies owed by a defendant are due the day of 

sentencing.   Designating a private and secure screening area to be used for screening 

interviews to allow the screener and defendant privacy and to minimize interruptions.  

Establishing district wide standard payment schedules with amounts due and payment 

time frames.  Change court policy to have all judges refer defendants unable to pay at 

sentencing to the screener/collector for appropriate payment arrangements.  Ms. 

Lien’s research paper listed key principles adopted by the Minnesota Conference of 

Chief Judges regarding collections of monies due to the court.  These principles are: 

1) A fine is a court order; a sentence that should be complied with in a timely 

manner that may not be at the convenience of the defendant.   

2) The court is not where most people would prefer to spend their money, and 

many defendants do not give their monetary obligations to the court a very 

high priority.   
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3) Defendants need to understand that monetary sanctions are due in full on 

the date, which they are imposed. 

4) Defendants need to understand the consequences of non-payment.   

5) Defendants often come to court with the money in their pocket to pay their 

court fines but won’t pay anything if they can talk their way out of it or 

postpone payment. 

6) The only way some defendants will pay is if the consequences of non-

payment are less desirable than paying.   

 

Ms. Lien concludes “it is imperative that a screener/collector position be 

created in each of the eleven counties of the Third Judicial District in order to 

maintain the dignity and credibility of the Minnesota Court system”. 

 

Michelle Longtin’s (1993 ICM Graduate) CEDP paper entitled An Analysis of 

the Effectiveness of Accounts Receivable Payment Reminder Notices evaluates 

sending payment due notices two weeks before the payment due date.  This was the 

only research paper found that advocated sending notices before the due date.  Most 

materials focused on techniques at the time of sentencing or enforcement techniques 

after the fine and fees have become delinquent.  Ms. Longtin’s study concluded that 

the reminder notices did improve the timeliness of account payments, but the effect of 

the notices on revenue collection was inconclusive. 
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Brian Lynch, William Brousseau, and George Cole wrote a monograph in 1991 

entitled Compliance with Judicial Orders: Methods of Collecting and Enforcing 

Monetary Sanctions.  Even though this paper was written over a decade ago, the 

problems of jail overcrowding and overwhelming probation caseloads still exist 

today.   Authors Lynch, Brousseau, and Cole suggested that monetary sanctions are a 

sentencing alternative that does not add to the incarcerated or probation population.  

They explain the role of sentencing in gaining compliance and then describe 

collection techniques used in the Virginia District Court system.  Collection 

techniques include requiring immediate payment, allowing installment payments and 

allowing community service for indigence claims.  Other collection and enforcement 

initiatives include, private collection agencies, seizure of state tax refunds, and 

telemarketing type phone calls.  The paper also provides some general guidelines for 

selecting a private collection agency as well as many factors to consider when 

entering into an agreement with the collection agency. 

 

 The Michigan Judicial Institute’s publication entitled Collection of Fines & 

Costs discusses new court rule MCR 1.110 which states that fines, costs, and other 

financial obligations imposed by the court must be paid at the time of assessment, 

except when the court allows otherwise, for good cause shown.  This material also 

includes successful collection practices used at the 52nd District Court in Rochester, 

Michigan, the 12th District Court in Jackson, Michigan, and the 46th Circuit Court in 

Gaylord, Michigan.  This material has additional collection techniques not included in 
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the best practices section of the Michigan Trial Court Collections Design and 

Implementation Guide listed on page 16.  Of particular interest is the standard 

payment plan schedule that the 52nd District Court implemented.  The program 

concentrates on a full financial status review when time to pay is requested.  Once 

time to pay is granted, the program closely monitors and notifies violators.  

Defendants are granted a 30-day payment plan for amounts of $300 or less, two 

months for amounts over $400, four months for amounts over $600, and six months, 

no questions asked, for amounts over $750.00.  The first payment is due 30 days after 

sentencing.   

 

The 52nd District court also has had success with issuing court orders and demand 

for payment upon notification that a defendant is incarcerated in a state prison.  The 

court order is attached to the defendant’s prison account.  The account balance is 

listed as a judgment on the order.  The original sealed copy is mailed to the business 

office of the facility with the pertinent information.  The order demands monthly 

payments based on 50% of the prison account balance.  The order remains in place 

until the judgment is either paid in full or the prisoner is released from the facility.   

If the prisoner is moved to another facility, the order follows the prisoner.  More 

than 50% of the accounts are paid in full within 120 days of the order.  An example of 

the court order is attached in Appendix F.  The 46th Circuit Court emphasizes payment 

convenience.  They accept, cash, checks, Visa, MasterCard, and Discover.  They have 
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a night deposit box and an after hour deposit box at the Sheriff’s Office, in addition to 

accepting Internet payments.    

 

The Michigan State Court Administrative Office report entitled Summary 

Reports of Audited Accounts and Plans to Collect Accounts Receivable, 1998, 

provides a great deal of helpful information on collection plans.  It lists several 

principles of effective collection administration.  Fines should be set properly with 

respect to the offense and offender’s ability to pay.  Time periods for payment should 

be as short as possible.  Case management systems should be designed to monitor 

payments and support enforcement activities.  An immediate and consistent response 

must be made when non-compliance occurs.  There should be a steady progression of 

responses with increasing levels of coercion.  A variety of responses should be 

available to the courts to address non-compliance.  Various enforcement techniques 

are discussed and it is pointed out that each method has proven to have benefits and 

drawbacks.  The success or failure of programs depends on a variety of factors 

including local economics, resources, and commitment. 

 

The Michigan Trial Court Collections Design and Implementation Guide, 

2001, was truly one of the most important pieces of material researched for this paper.  

The manual was put together by a collections work group made up of eighteen 

Michigan Court Administrators.  It covers forty-seven different collection standards in 

the area of assessment, collection administration, information systems, and 
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enforcement to consider when developing a sound collection program.  It also 

includes information on best practices used by courts in the State of Michigan. 

Additionally, there are eight appendices with helpful information on write-off 

policies, collection rate calculations, sample forms and notices, and lists of court rules 

and statutes impacting court collections.  This information is listed in numerical order 

and by subject matter.  

 

The National Center for State Courts Handbook of Collection Issues and 

Solutions, 1994, discusses factors required in managing a collection system, methods 

of payment, enforcement techniques, payment alternatives, and amnesty programs.  

Instead of an amnesty program, courts might want to try mass mailing notices to all 

delinquent accounts.  A strong demand letter may generate as many payments without 

the disadvantages of an amnesty.   Also, this handbook includes a section with three 

sample collection strategies.  Other courts that have tried these programs have deemed 

these programs successful.  This handbook was an excellent, thorough, detailed 

resource with similar information as the Michigan Trial Court Collections Design and 

Implementation Guide. 

 

Jana Thielges’ (1997 ICM Graduate) CEDP paper entitled Enhancing 

Collections in North Dakota Courts focuses on gathering numerical data on amounts 

owed due to court orders or agreements on juvenile case types.  In the State of 

Michigan, juvenile cases are handled at the general jurisdiction level, and are 
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therefore outside the jurisdiction of the 47th District Court.  This paper focuses on fine 

and fee collections for limited jurisdiction courts that have civil infraction and 

misdemeanor traffic cases, and misdemeanor criminal cases.  Ms. Thielges paper 

would be an excellent resource with good examples of survey questions for a project 

studying collections in a general jurisdiction court. 
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METHODOLOGY 

Methodology used for this paper was primarily a survey instrument.  Follow up 

telephone calls were made to clarify survey answers.  Prior to mailing the survey to all 

the District Courts, the survey instrument was sent to three people for pre-testing.  

Two were court employees responsible for collection efforts in their courts and the 

third individual was a research analyst at the National Center for State Courts.  

Several questions were deleted, added, or modified as a result of the pre-testing phase.  

Limited jurisdiction courts were used exclusively for this survey.  General jurisdiction 

courts in the State of Michigan have different case types resulting in different court 

debts to collect.  For example, the Family Division of the general jurisdiction court 

(6th Circuit) covers juvenile delinquency and child protective cases.  These cases often 

result in large amounts of money owed to the court for reimbursement costs of 

placement or service.  These debts are unique and specific to family court and do not 

have firmly determined fines and fees like criminal and civil cases.  Probate court is 

also at the general jurisdiction level and most cases handled by probate courts involve 

filing fees or other fees that must be paid prior to the case moving forward.  These 

differences dictated that the choice to focus this paper was on the limited jurisdiction 

courts.   There are approximately 103 limited jurisdiction courts in the State of 

Michigan, also know as District Courts.  Thirty district courts were chosen as the 

subject of this survey.  The list of survey courts is included in Appendix G.  These 

courts were chosen because of the similar size of their caseload and/or the same 

number of judges as the 47th District Court.  The 47th District Court has two 
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chambered judges and has a caseload of approximately 33,000 to 39,000 cases.  

Information from smaller or larger courts could be retrieved later as a second phase to 

this project if additional information was thought to be necessary.   

 

The surveys were mailed out on September 23, 2002 and collected over a five-

week period ending October 25, 2002.  A copy of the survey is included in Appendix 

H.  Prepaid, self-addressed envelopes were enclosed with the surveys for the 

convenience of the responder.  The survey data was arranged to allow for each 

response to be reviewed.  Specific attention was paid to the following questions:  #8 

and #13—dealing with the type of computer programs used for fine-and-fee 

collections, questions #23 and #24—asking for the aging and aggregate collection 

rate, question #34—asking how the court tracks collection results, question #41—

surveying what enforcement practices were most effective, and question #44—

soliciting suggestions for starting a collection program.  Courts that experienced a 

collection rate at or above 90% after the first or second year were of particular interest 

in order to analyze their collection practices.  Similarly, any court that tracked results 

was probably in a position to communicate what techniques worked and what 

techniques have not worked.   

 

Data was collected on various performance areas as listed in The National 

Center for State Courts’ fine-and-fee management assessment questionnaire, which 

lists the performance areas, required for an effective fine-and-fee collection program.  
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The performance areas were leadership commitment, goals, information and 

communication, management procedures, staff involvement, education and training, 

mechanisms for accountability, and backlog inventory control.  The self-assessment 

tool is found in Appendix I.  The data collection instrument was designed around the 

areas found on the self-assessment tool.  The survey inquired about computer systems, 

software, training, statistics and measurements, leadership commitment, enforcement, 

administration, and payment policies.  Follow-up telephone interviews were 

conducted to clarify information and retrieve additional details. 

 

In addition to the formal survey instrument used, numerous interviews and 

informal conversations with court managers were conducted on the subject of 

collection plans.  These conversations helped serve as background information and 

helped in formulating the theme of this paper.   
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FINDINGS 

Twenty-two out of thirty courts responded to the fine-and-fee collection survey 

mailed out for this paper.  However, not all surveys were completely filled out.  

The survey contained 53 questions.  Surveys of this size run the risk of either 

being ignored or only partially filled out.  Upon reflection, the survey should have 

contained only about 15 to 20 questions.  Each survey was analyzed for tips, ideas, 

methods, and processes for collecting fines and fees.  Noted survey responses are 

listed in the section below entitled Survey Findings - Collection Practices.    It was 

surprising to find that many courts in the survey group did not have formal 

documented collection plans in place.  Some of the courts had informal, 

undocumented, and intermittent collection technique practices such as amnesty 

programs, the use of a private collection agency, or annual show cause noticing.  

Many survey participants responded that they too were looking for effective 

collection techniques, methods, and ideas for their court, but they did not have the 

time or resources to investigate what other courts were doing and what collection 

methods were most effective.  Many courts requested that I share a copy of this 

report when it was completed.  

SURVEY FINDINGS – COLLECTION PRACTICES 

1. Third Judicial District, Rochester, Minnesota, Contact:  J. Smith 

• Lists payment requirements on the sentencing orders.  Defendants who do not 

pay in full on the day of sentencing are required to complete a payment 

agreement. 
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• Periodically, special accounts “Exception Reports” are created to show all 

open accounts that are overdue.   

 

2. Gross Pointe Park Municipal Court, Michigan, Contact:  Penny Caretti, Court 

Administrator. 

• Issues bench warrants for defendants that fail to pay.   

 

3. 8th District Court, Kalamazoo, Michigan, Contact:  Karen Washeleski, Collection 

Director. 

• Uses “Collect” fine-and-fee collection software specifically designed to work 

with the State of Michigan’s Judicial Information System (JIS) computer 

system.  This software is a billing system enhancement that works in 

conjunction with the JIS case processing system database.  The program was 

designed by the 8th District Court, with the computer code written by DMC 

Consulting, in Toledo, Ohio.  Defendants with a balance due are 

automatically triggered for billing statements.  The program writes entries 

onto the Register of Action (ROA) every time a COLLECT action is 

performed.  The program has the capability of sending up to 99 progressive 

overdue notices with unique messages.  It generates lists of cases to be 

scheduled for show cause hearings from defendants that do not respond to 

notices.  The program also provides a variety of reports such as payment plan 
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cases, non-payment plan cases with balances due, amounts paid from overdue 

notices, and outstanding receivables, etc.7 

• Uses the website Choice Point for conducting address searches.  The cost for 

this service varies by usage.  The 8th District Court estimates the cost to be 

about $100 per month for this service. 

• Signs are posted in the courtrooms that advise payment is due at the time of 

assessment except when otherwise allowed for good cause. 

• Fliers are handed directly to the defendants in the courtroom that 

communicate that payment is due at the time of assessment except when 

otherwise allowed for good cause. 

• A Collection Director conducts show cause hearings in the magistrate’s 

courtroom with a bailiff present. About 100 to 150 hearings are scheduled for 

one day a week.  On average, 15 to 20 defendants appear for the show cause 

hearings, which require two court staff to run.  One staff person checks 

everyone in and gives them the financial statement to fill out, and the other 

staff person (Collection Director) conducts the hearings. The court collects 

between $2,000 and $10,000 every week from individuals who pay prior to the 

hearing.  This on average runs approximately $5,000 to $6,000 per week.  A 

certain percentage of the defendants are put on payment plans, and another 

percentage of the defendants pay the same day of the show cause hearing. 

                                                           
7  Karen Washeleski, 8th District Court, Kalamazoo, Michigan; submitted written description of the 

collect program on the fine-and-fee collection survey.   
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4. 15th District Court, Ann Arbor, Michigan, Contact:  Doris Ehnis, Court 

Administrator. 

• The collection responsibilities have been assigned to the city attorney office 

to enforce under Michigan Court Rule 3.605(E). 

 

5. 16th District Court, Livonia, Michigan, Contact:  Joseph Mysliwiec, Court 

Administrator. 

• Sends final warrant notice prior to issuance of warrants.   

• Makes follow-up telephone calls on all motor carrier citations. 

• Informs defendants ahead of time about the court’s payment policy by 

printing the following on the notice to appear forms:  “NOTE: ALL FINES 

AND COSTS ARE DUE AT TIME OF SENTENCING (ESTIMATED 

AMOUNT $__________)”. 

• Prints the following statement on the traffic citation charge/point/fee schedule 

that is handed out with each ticket:  “Effective 1-1-02, Michigan Court Rules 

require fines and costs must be paid at time of assessment.” 

• Has a 24-hour drop box located at the Police Department. 

• Accepts in person Visa and MasterCard payments.  Additionally, accepts 

telephone payments by Visa, MasterCard, Discover, and American Express 

through Guaranteed Payment Services for 24 hours per day, 7 days per week 

access by calling an 888 toll free number.  Typically, courts accept only one 

option, either in person or over the phone.   
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6. 17th District Court, Redford, Michigan, Contact:  Judith Timper, Court 

Administrator. 

• Conducted a successful Amnesty Program.  Details are as follows: 

Must ask local board for permission, then notify the community by sending out 

a press release in the local papers and radio stations.  The first time the court 

sent out 7,000 notices to defendants for a clean up tactic and the second time 

around 2,000 notices were sent.  This was done after “show causing” did not 

work.  A report was run and then letters were sent out.  During the Amnesty 

program, checks were accepted from defendants.  Approximately, $459,000 

was collected in a month and a half, although the funding unit’s portion was 

only $344,000.  The program was in place during tax refund time.  The second 

run of the Amnesty program collected $122,000.  The cost in overtime for 

employees was $800 and printing was minimal.  Fines waived in accordance 

with the program were the $50 bench warrant fee, the 20% late fee, the $20 

default fee, and the building fund fee.  Please see Appendix J for amnesty press 

release, letter sent to defendants, memo to Redford Board of Trustees, and 

memo to court staff. 

• Formed a warrant team to go out and physically contact the defendants who 

have warrants.  If it is a payable offense, the defendant can sign over their bond 

without appearing in court.  The intention of the program is to collect bond 

money, not to take the defendant into custody.  If the court officer has gone out 

and been unable to collect or the defendant has failed to come to the court 
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within the following week, one of the court officers will accompany a Redford 

police officer to apprehend the defendant.  If the charge is a payable offense, a 

bond form has been devised that allows the defendant to plead guilty at the 

same time.  The next morning the cashier will cancel the warrant, process the 

payment, issue the clearance and change the warrant cash code to reflect that 

this was a result of the warrant team.   

• Uses red-ink stamp on notices that say “payment is due at time of sentencing”. 

7. 21st District Court, Garden City, Michigan, Contact:  Janine Jung, Court 

Administrator. 

• Sends pre-warrant status letter to defendants to entice them to clear up 

outstanding cases. 

• Uses a payment agreement form practice.  Example is listed in Appendix K. 

8. 29th District Court, Wayne, Michigan, Contact:  Linda Gable, Court 

Administrator. 

• Lists additional noticing methods and show cause hearings as their least 

expensive collection practices. 

9. 33rd District Court, Woodhaven, Michigan, Contact:  Deborah Green, Court 

Administrator. 

• Amnesty Program Results:   

a) There were 864 defaulted cases in July 2002 with collections of $78,996. 

b) There were 758 defaulted cases in August 2002 with collections of 

$81,825.   
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c) There were 1,037 cases in September 2002 with collections of  $124,535.  

Reports were run to track the older, defaulted cases separately so that the 

numbers were not skewed by new cases getting paid that had nothing to do 

with the amnesty program. Notices were sent to every defendant that was in 

default as well as publish an article in the paper.  The Press Release and 

Amnesty flyer are included in Appendix L.   

10. 39th District Court, Roseville, Michigan, Contact:  E. J. King, Court 

Administrator. 

• Has an Arrest Warrant Notification Program.  See Appendix M for a program 

description.   

• Defendants are notified inside the courtrooms when they appear for court that 

payment is due at the time of assessment. 

11. 41-A District Court, Shelby Twp., Michigan, Contact:  Laura Porter, Court 

Administrator. 

• Ms. Porter is in the process of setting up collection practices at her court.   At 

the suggestion of their funding unit, she is in the process of meeting with J. J. 

Marshall Collection Agency in Shelby Twp., Michigan.  If she enters into an 

agreement with this company, information will be shared at that time.   

12. 41B District Court, Clinton Twp., Michigan, Contact:  Eric Cyman, Deputy Court 

Administrator. 

• Each time a defendant is given time to pay, a show cause order is issued and an 

appearance date is set within seven days.  If the defendant complies and pays 
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in full, the show cause order is cancelled.  If the defendant does not comply, a 

warrant is issued for failure to appear on the show cause order.  This process 

has been effective and few warrants had to be issued. 

13. 41B District Court, Mt. Clemens, Michigan, Contact: Michele Stabile, Deputy 

Court Administrator. 

• Red-ink message stamp on notices to appear:  “fines and costs must be paid on 

your sentence date”. 

• Posts MCR 1.110 notice throughout the court which states that fines, costs, and 

other financial obligations must be paid at the time of assessment, except when 

the court allows otherwise, for good cause shown. 

14. 43rd District Court, Ferndale, Michigan, Contact:  Marie Baker, Judicial  

Assistant. 

• Uses American Credit Collections (ACC), Oak Park, Michigan, to collect on 

parking, civil infraction passenger seatbelt tickets, and some misdemeanor 

cases.  The emphasis for using ACC was that they had thousands of unpaid 

parking tickets.  As of September 30, 2002 tickets from the years 2000, 2001, 

and mid-2002 have been sent.  The total dollar amount was over $138,508 or 

2,395 tickets.  Of that amount $29,074 was collected or was closed out.  The 

net amount to the funding unit was $18,411.  American Credit Collection 

Agency charges 33% of the collected amount received. 

• Amnesty program: Anyone that had a payable warrant (expired plates, expired 

license, failure to change address, etc. or an offense that they had been assessed 
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fines and costs and failed to pay), the $100 bench warrant fee was waived.  

Letters were sent to all defendants with outstanding warrants.  The program 

was deemed a failure due to old addresses.  It was decided that a press release 

would be used the next time instead of mailing letters and would coordinate it 

with the state income tax refund season. 

• Payment plans practice.   Any defendant that cannot pay their fines and costs 

when they are assessed, are required to see the collection officer to set up a 

payment plan.  The defendant fills out either a payment agreement form or a 

wage assignment form.  The form is filled out with the amount they owe, the 

amount they will pay, and in what time frame. When payment plans are set up, 

it is communicated to defendants that if they have to appear before the Judge 

for a show cause hearing, they will have to serve the jail time that was 

assessed.  Nearly everyone sticks with the payment plan.  This program gives 

the defendant a way out and payment plans may be slightly amended.  To date, 

$20,904 has been collected through this payment plan.  Please see Appendix N 

for examples of payment plan agreement forms, income withholding order, and 

other general information. 

15. 48th District Court, Bloomfield Hills, Michigan, Contact:  Renee Boggemes, 

Finance Director. 

• Sets show cause hearings for anyone who has not paid after a 20% late fee is 

added.  
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• Purchased “Collect” software from 8th District Court (Kalamazoo) to send 

payment due notices.  A description of this software is listed under the 

summary of the 8th District Court (see page 23).   

• Uses Government Payment Services (GPS) credit card company for 24-hour, 

7-days a week access to the court.  See example of yellow information sheet 

handed out at the cashier window explaining this option in Appendix O. 

• Posts MCR 1.110 notice at the cashier window which states that fines, costs, 

and other financial obligations must be paid at the time of assessment, except 

when the court allows otherwise, for good cause shown. 

• Posts payment options flyer at the cashier window.  See Appendix P for 

example.   

• Is in the process of installing an Automated Teller Machine (ATM) in the 

lobby of the courthouse. 

16. 51st District Court, Waterford, Michigan, Contact:  Shirley Chaffee, Court 

Administrator. 

• Uses Court Collections Agency, Grand Rapids, MI, 1-888-703-4676 on 

parking, civil infractions, misdemeanors, and motor carrier cases.   

17. 52-1 District Court, Novi, Michigan, Contact:  Missy Neff, Supervisor--Criminal 

Division. 

• Each notice is stamped “If you are sentenced on this date, you must be 

prepared to pay all fines and costs (MCR 1.110)”. 
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• Completed an accounts receivable project in September 1997.  The various 

phases of the project were:   

1. Phase One:  Report Clean-Up 

2. Phase Two:  Collecting monies on cases that have been discharged from 

supervised probation. 

3. Phase Three:  Collecting monies on all other cases including non-

supervised cases. 

4. Phase Four:  Pilot program on payment reminder postcards.  See Appendix 

Q for the full program details.   

18. 57th District Court, Allegan, Michigan, Contact:  Linda Lenahan, Court 

Administrator. 

• Uses “Collect” software from 8th District Court (Kalamazoo) to generate 

additional late notices.   A description of this software is listed on a previous 

page under the 8th District Court. 

• Uses pre-determined codes for writing off bad debts.  “ADMN” is for old, 

uncollectible, written off fines and costs, “ADM1” is for debt written off 

administratively. 

• Sends late notices in combination with an effective collection clerk is listed as 

this court’s most effective collection practice. 

19. 72nd District Court, Port Huron, Michigan, Contact:  Jerry Celmer, Court 

Administrator. 

• Stamps notices with court payment policy. 
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Collection Methods and Techniques Gathered From Literature Review 
 
1. The 52-3 District Court in Rochester, Michigan created an accounts receivable 

clerk position plus they established a financial screener review process for cases 

requesting time to pay.  Every defendant that requests time to pay must be referred 

to the screener to complete a financial affidavit.  If a payment plan is granted, the 

agreed upon payment schedule would apply.  The payment plan schedule is listed 

below: 

                Table C: Payment Plan Schedule, 52-3 District Court (Rochester, MI.) 

AMOUNT PAYMENT PLAN 

$750 or greater 6 months (possibly change to 5 mos.) 

$600 to $749 4 months (possibly change to 3 mos.) 

$400 to $599 2 months 

$300 or less 30 days or next pay date 

 

Another collection tool available to district courts is a judicial court order for 

payment from a prisoner’s account.  Under Michigan laws, individuals serve 

prison terms in the State Correction Department.  The 52-3 District Court uses 

judicial court order and demand for payment which are sent to state prisons for 

deduction from the inmate’s account.   This action is taken in lieu of Michigan law 

MCL 257.321(a)(3), MCR 4.101, and MSA 9.2021(1).  More than 50% of their 

accounts are paid in full within 120 days of the order.  A copy of the court order 

and demand for payment is provided in Appendix F.     
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2. Payment On Day Of Sentencing  

Requiring payment on the same day as sentencing for traffic and misdemeanor 

fines is an inexpensive way to improve collection of fines and fees.  Courts with 

the best collection rates use this policy.  Success requires that all or most of the 

judges use the same procedures8.  This program will help to eliminate a build-up 

of outstanding receivables.  It does not address, however, the backlog of account 

receivables.  Other steps must be implemented to reduce the backlog of 

receivables or to clean up the old debt. 

 

3. Reducing Backlog of Account Receivables (or Cleaning Up The Old Debt) 

Every court has some inventory of outstanding receivables, which should undergo 

screening.  The court can send letters stating amounts owed and demanding 

payment or appearance at a hearing.  A mass mailing is a good mechanism for 

launching a new fine and fee collection program, and in all cases, the revenue 

generated exceeded by several times the expense of the program9.  Also, a strong 

letter may generate as many payments without the disadvantages of an amnesty 

program10.  After reviewing screening the 47th District Court’s outstanding 

receivables process, it was noted that the court had applied all the state mandated  

                                                           
8 National Center for State Courts, Current Practices In Collecting Fines and Fees In State Courts:  A 

Handbook of Collection Issues and Solutions, 1994, p. 33. 
9 Ibid, p. 34. 
10Ibid, p. 32. 
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enforcement methods such as sending default notices and suspending licenses, 

however that was where the collection efforts stopped.   After learning what other 

courts have done for collections not mandated by statute or court rule, our court 

decided to try several methods.  The “COLLECT” software seemed like a great 

collection tool and many other district courts were using it with success.  This 

software worked in conjunction with the JIS case processing system, which is the 

system the 47th District Court uses.  Instead of manually typing and entering 

names and addresses for late notice letters, the “COLLECT” software works with 

the names in the database and produces an overdue notice.  The cost for this 

software was $3,000.00.  The Court Administrator for the 47th District Court 

applied for and received a $3,000.00 grant from the Oakland County Non-52nd 

District Court Technology Incentive Fund to purchase this software.  This grant 

resulted in no cost to the court for making this purchase.  The software was 

purchased and installed at the end of October 2002.  The 47th District Court began 

sending out notices the first week of November 2002.  Calendar year 2002 

ordinance case types were targeted first for mailing since they were recent overdue 

cases and case types that would impact the local funding unit’s revenue the most.   

The court sent letters for unpaid misdemeanor traffic case types prior to the bench 

warrant being issued but after the license suspension and after the last JIS notice 

was sent.  It was felt that this would generate good results since it had worked well 

for several other courts in the survey group.   The court mailed out 169 letters 

stating the defendant must pay the fines and costs by a certain date or one or more 
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of the following actions would take place:  a show cause hearing would be 

scheduled before the Judge, or two, their income tax refund would be intercepted, 

or three, their debt would be reported on their credit report.   As a result, 53 of the 

169 cases paid by their due date or stated another way 31% paid and 69% did not 

pay.  The 116 unpaid cases were then scheduled for a show cause hearing before a 

Judge.  An additional 141 cases were scheduled for a show cause hearing.  As of 

11-30-03, 51 cases totaling $9,235 have been paid as a result of being arrested on 

the bench warrant. 

 

The remaining 69% of cases needed to be scheduled for a show cause hearing 

then bench warrant if the defendant failed to appear.  This process involves three 

steps, not to mention just sending the “COLLECT” notice instead of the show 

cause order without the consequence of issuing a bench warrant (if not paid) 

seemed inefficient and involved an extra step (another notice).  It was decided to 

change the process to a two-step process and issue the show cause order as the 

first step because the option of issuing a bench warrant still remained.  Therefore, 

the court changed from issuing a “COLLECT” letter, then show cause notice, and 

bench warrant to issuing a show cause notice, then the bench warrant.  This 

method eliminated the mailing of one notice, it was thereby more efficient for the 

court.  The chart on the following page is an attempt to show the results of the 

collection efforts to date.   There are fewer costs for postage, envelopes, and paper, 

and less staff time and effort for processing the extra collection notice.    
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Test Pilot Show Cause Dockets 

The Judges agreed to proceed ahead with processing show cause notices and test 

piloting show cause dockets for each of the next three months.  We were not sure 

what impact the show cause hearings would have on the judge’s schedule, the 

clerk’s office, or the rest of the organization.  The 8th District Court had been 

scheduling show cause dockets for years.  They scheduled about 150 cases for 

each show cause docket one day per week.  After years of doing this, they learned 

that many cases were paid by mail and in person payments before the show cause 

date and some paid the day of the show cause hearing.  There were not hundreds 

of people jamming the parking lot, and crowding the courthouse, and 

overburdening the staff with extra work on the day of the show cause hearings.   

The 47th District Court proceeded ahead with scheduling the test pilot show cause 

orders and hearings.  The results are listed in the table on the following page: 



"COLLECT" LETTER MAILING AND SHOW CAUSE DOCKET RESULTS AT 11-30-03

-38-

SUBTOTAL

# # $ Before # $ Day of Total Cases Cases BWs # After # Amt Before, Day of Uncollected # O/S #  Misc Misc. New BW Fee

Event Date Cases Dollars Cases S.C.H. Cases S.C.H. Dollars % Paid % Unpaid Issued Cases BW issued Cases $$$ SCH,  & After BW At 11-30-03 Warrants Open* Open - $ "Contempt"

"COLLECT" letters 11/9/02 169 47,760    53 8,207$    31% 69%

Show Cause Notices** 4/14/03 116 39,553    

Show Cause Notices* 141 6,252      

257   45,805    46 7,928$   8 1,460$  9,388$    21% 79% 180 51 9,235$      19 3,787$   18,623$           23,395$     106 4 858$       5,100$       

Show Cause Docket 4/28/03 79 17,294    24 6,079$   9 1,567$  7,646$    42% 58% 44 15 3,193$      2 430$      10,839$           6,025$       24 3 536$       1,500$       

Show Cause Docket 5/28/00 69 15,312    14 2,448$   5 655$     3,103$    28% 72% 38 21 6,647$      2 941$      9,750$             4,621$       17 11 1,257$    2,100$       

Show Cause Docket 6/25/03 99 18,374    26 4,660$   6 1,300$  5,960$    32% 68% 58 26 4,841$      4 817$      10,802$           6,755$       28 5 864$       2,600$       

Show Cause Docket 10/13/03 96 18,388    40 7,526$   6 1,128$  8,654$    48% 52% 44 13 2,581$      2 453$      11,235$           6,700$       32 4 710$       1,300$       

Show Cause Docket 11/14/03 81 17,219    14 2,221$   11 1,979$  4,200$    31% 69% 47 1 372$         1 330$      4,572$             12,317$     46 8 1,693$    100$          

Show Cause Docket 12/12/03 219 44,556    57 9,806$   21 2,810$  12,616$  36% 64% 136 3 684$         2 540$      13,300$           30,716$     23 9,706$    300$          

Totals 900   176,948  221  40,668   66     10,899  59,774    547     130  27,553$    32   7,298$   79,121$           90,529$     253      58       15,624$  13,000$     

*Unpaid cases from Step 1 "COLLECT" letters mailing scheduled for show cause hearing, then bench warrant if necessary

** Additional 141 cases scheduled for show cause hearing

PAID BW PAID WAIVED

*Disposition Status, e.g. case 
scheduled for a future court date or 
case should have been issued a bench 
warrant but was missed
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On average, 20-30% of defendants paid before the show cause hearing and 6-13% 

of defendants appeared the day of the hearing.   The workload for processing the 

show cause notices involved pulling tickets and files, and reviewing cases for 

errors.  Errors such as not applying open bonds, not closing adjudicated cases, or 

not closing accounts where the balance due was $20 or less in accordance with the 

over/under payment policy were noted.  Further workload for processing show 

cause notices include scheduling the case for the next show cause docket, printing 

notices, stamping the Judge’s signature, folding, inserting, and mailing the show 

cause notices.  Bench warrants had to be entered into the court’s case processing 

system and also into the Law Enforcement Information Network (LEIN) after the 

show cause date.   Two court staff, the Systems Administrator and the 

Traffic/Criminal Supervisor, handled this workload.  They merged this work into 

their already busy workday and around their other duties.   The bench warrants 

were entered into the LEIN system by the Police Department.  Initially, the police 

department was shocked when over 140 bench warrants were sent without any 

prior notification of their issuance.  The court now gives ample notice to the police 

department that warrants are forthcoming.  After reviewing the statistics and 

discussing how the show cause hearing process was working, the Judges and the 

Court Administrator decided to continue with the show cause notices and hearings 

with the enhancement of adding one more docket per month.  There will now be 

two dockets per month with 200 to 300 cases per docket.  The minimum number 
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of cases being scheduled would be 200.   The show cause notices, hearings, and 

bench warrants were working, but in order to catch up on the backlog of overdue 

receivables, more cases needed to be scheduled.  Eleven more dates have been 

established as show cause hearing dates for the remainder of the fiscal year: 

January 9, 2004 April 2, 2004 
January 23, 2004 April 16, 2004 
February 6, 2004 May 14, 2004 
February 20, 2004 June 11, 2004 
March 5, 2004 June 25, 2004 
March 19, 2004  

 

EXTERNAL COLLECTION EFFORTS 
 

Collection Agencies.   Collections research indicates that a collection agency 

could be helpful in collecting accounts where the defendant cannot be located or 

does not respond, or where accounts might otherwise be written off.  When there 

is little or no hope of collecting the fine by the court on its own through the clerk’s 

office, the use of an outside agency can be justified. 

 

On March 10, 2003, due to limited staff resources, the 47th District Court 

contracted with Congress Collection Agency (CCA), to help collect outstanding 

parking tickets that were older than six months.  No internal collection attempts 

were ever made by the 47th District Court to collect overdue parking tickets.  If the 

court had to do it all over again, the parking tickets would have been scheduled for 

collection internally.  The external collection agency results were less than 
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favorable and are listed below for review.  It should be noted that CCA charges 

35% of the amount collected and the remaining 65% goes to the court.      

CONGRESS COLLECTION AGENCY  --  (248) 557-6800 
16250 Northland Drive - Suite 362 
Southfield, MI 48075 
 

 
Table E:  Collection Agency Parking Ticket Project 

Project Start Date:  3/10/03 
 

     #  $$ Paid %  % $$ Paid 

Code Description 
 Date 
Sent  

# of 
Tickets 

Total 
Fines 

Tickets 
Paid 

After 
35% Fee  

Tickets 
Paid 

After 35% 
Fee 

         
CONG 
3/7/03 1-1-02 to 12-31-02 3/10/2003 238 $23,904 58        3,492  24% 15% 
CONG 
3/12/03 1-1-01 to 12-31-01 3/14/2003 175 $17,726 43 

          
       2,319 25% 13% 

   413    $41,630 101 
      
   $ 5,811   

 Updated 11-17- 03        
 

 
As you can see from the above results, after seven months of collection action 

activity, only 24% or $5,811 of parking tickets was collected.  The next batch of 

parking tickets targeted for collections is calendar year 2003.  The court will tackle 

this project internally rather than utilizing an external agency.  The probability is 

good that the results will be better, plus it will not cost the court the 35% fee 

charged to collect outstanding debts.  If the court pursues the collection, the costs 

will be minimal for postage, envelopes, and paper.  The salaries of the staff are 

already included in the court budget.  The collection plan for parking tickets will 

be to issue show cause notices for failure to pay, then bench warrants if necessary.  

After one year, a “COLLECT” letter would be sent to warrant status tickets  
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offering an incentive to pay, for example waiving of the bench warrant contempt 

of court fee ($100), the 20% late fee, and/or the $30 default fee.  As a last resort 

before writing off parking tickets, the uncollected tickets would then be sent to an 

external collection agency for one last collection effort. 

 

INTERNAL COLLECTION EFFORTS 
 

A. Probation Bench Warrant Project 

Currently, the 47th District Court’s probation department has an ongoing bench 

warrant project.  The probation department generates a bench warrant list by 

jurisdiction.  The lists are turned over to the police departments for enforcement.  

Defendants are picked up or arrested at their home or places of employment.  

There are approximately six cities involved in this project that work with the 

Probation Department.  The cities that participate are:  Farmington, Farmington 

Hills, Livonia, Novi, Southfield, and Birmingham.   As of the writing of this 

paper, 180 warrants have been given to the various police departments for 

enforcement.  Twenty-eight people have been arrested.  Out of those 28 people, 

eleven people were ordered to pay of which seven did and four went to jail for 

nonpayment.  A total of $6,095 was collected.  The remaining seventeen people 

were sentenced to jail or boot camp and the cases were closed.  This project is 

ongoing and will continue to be monitored.  It is anticipated that better results will 

occur in the future as this program moves forward.   
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B. Income Withholding Orders for Probationers 

The 47th District Court judges recently approved a policy that provides for using 

automatic income withholding orders for defendants sentenced to probation.  The 

income withholding order will be included in the Judgment of Sentence and Order 

of Probation.  The probation officer will establish a payment plan based upon 

financial information disclosed by the defendant during the pre-sentence 

investigation.  Should a probationer fail to make the scheduled payment, the 

income withholding order will go into effect immediately.   

 

C. Probation Show Cause Hearings 

Upon reviewing the court’s outstanding receivables list, a category of 

nonreporting probation status cases were noticed; there were many cases that had 

not been paid and were not monitored or followed up on.  On about October 1, 

2003, the probation department began processing these cases for the show cause 

notice track, that is, show cause notice, show cause hearing, and bench warrant.  

The first show cause docket for nonreporting probation cases was scheduled for 

November 26, 2003.  Twenty five cases were scheduled.  Three defendants paid 

before the show cause date, seven defendants paid the day of the hearing, and 15 

cases had bench warrants issued.   Dockets will be created once a month to follow 

through on the enforcement of court orders for nonreporting probation cases. 
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Once the mass mailing effort for overdue receivables is completed by the show 

cause notice method, an attempt may be used to send “COLLECT” letters on 

bench warrant cases.  This mailing will offer a chance to the defendant to have the 

bench warrant contempt of court fee waived ($100) and the warrant recalled if the 

case is paid in full.   So rather than use a collection letter as the first step in the 

collection process, the “COLLECT” letter may be used as the last step in the 

collection process.  Reversing this process will be tested in the future.       

 

D. Writing Off Uncollectible Accounts 

The purpose of a write-off policy for outstanding receivables is to accurately show 

the amount of money owed to the court that is determined to be uncollectible and 

to preserve the ability of the court to maximize collections through a reinstatement 

process at a later date11.   Unless steps are taken to identify uncollectible accounts 

suitable for write off after an appropriate time and effort has been expended, a 

court will be carrying large amounts of uncollected fines and fees on their books12.  

Inactive cases are those that have undergone the full collection process without 

success, including service of a warrant or license suspension notice.  They are  

not written off because the warrant or suspension may eventually generate a  

                                                           
11 State Court Administrative Office Collections Work Group, Michigan Trial Court Collections, A 

Design and Implementation Guide for Collections Program, 2001, Appendix A1. 
12 National Center for State Courts, Current Practices In Collecting Fines and Fees In State Courts:  A 

Handbook of Collection Issues and Solutions, 1994, p.12. 
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payment13.  The report listed below for Outstanding Receivables at the  

47th District Court shows the amount of $547,782, which represents 20,173 cases 

that are seven or more years old.  

 

     Table F:  47th District Court Outstanding Receivables Report as of 12-31-03 

          Dollars        Cases 

Outstanding receivables as of 12/31/03 
 $ 
3,378,364 

 
98,487

Outstanding receivables as of 12/31/03 (7 years and older 
cases omitted from report total) 

    
2,830,582 

 
78,314

Difference between report totals = dollar value of receivables 
7 years and older $ 547,782 

 
  
20,173

 

The 47th District Court should adopt SCAO’s model policy for writing off 

uncollectible debts.  The write-off policy is listed in the conclusions section of this 

report.  Given that there are 20,173 cases totaling $547,782 in accounts receivable 

that are older than seven years, it will take a considerable amount of time and 

effort to process these cases for write off.  They have to be prepared for review by 

the court administrator and then entered into the computer information system 

with the predetermined computer code for tracking purposes.  To accomplish this 

goal, 100 cases per day would have to be maintained.  This would take about 200 

business days or about ten months to complete the write-off process from 

beginning to end.  More cases can be processed as additional staff resources  

                                                           
13 Ibid, p.35. 
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become available.  After this group of receivables is cleaned-up, the next category 

of cases could be processed.  The category of cases for review and write-off would 

be: 

• Outstanding receivables greater than six years old 
• Outstanding receivables greater than five years old 
• Outstanding receivables greater than four years old 
 

 
 As mentioned above, steps would be taken to identify uncollectible accounts so the 

court will not have a superficially large amount of uncollected fines and fees thereby 

avoiding a possible political and/or public relations problem.  Some courts have 

become the target of public criticism after the media has exposed large amounts of 

outstanding fines and fees.  Other courts have reported difficulties with funding 

agencies that interpret a pool of unpaid fines as an indication of a court system that is 

not doing its job.  Regardless of whether these attacks are motivated by the public’s 

right to know or for other reasons, courts are, and should be, accountable for the 

efficiency of their operations14.

                                                           
14 National Center for State Courts, Current Practices In Collecting Fines and Fees In State Courts:  A 

Handbook of Collection Issues and Solutions, 1994,  p. 12. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

The 47th District Court can receive substantial benefits from many of the 

collection methods discussed in this report at little or no cost.  Same day payment 

policies improve collection rates and prevent a backlog of overdue receivables.  Also, 

collection costs are reduced by eliminating the need to enforce compliance later on. 

 

Some methods do require an investment in resources such as technology, 

software, or human resources.  Many courts have found that the revenue collected 

exceeded the expenses incurred.   

 

There are three main components to a successful collection plan.  The first is to 

require same day payment for civil infraction tickets and misdemeanor sentencings, 

the second is to have a process for cleaning up the old debts, and third is to establish a 

write-off policy.  There are many other miscellaneous collection action activities that 

can enhance the collection process.  Some of which are outlined in this paper. 

 

After reviewing the survey results, the literature review, and the show cause 

dockets test pilot results, the following recommendations are listed below for 

implementation at the 47th District Court: 
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1. Payment On Day Of Sentencing Program.  Courts with the best collection rates 

use this policy.  Success will require that the Chief Judge endorses the policy and 

requires all the other judges and magistrates to use the same procedures outlined in 

the policy.  MCR 1.110 requires payment at the time of assessment, except when 

the court allows otherwise for good cause shown.  Notice of MCR 1.110 should be 

posted in all courtrooms or handed out in the courtrooms.  Notices should be sent 

to the local bar as well as individually to the attorney of record.  The notice will 

inform the attorney that their client should be prepared to pay in full if they are 

found responsible or to pay in full at time of sentencing.  Defendant notice to 

appear forms should be stamped in red ink with the following message:  “NOTE: 

ALL FINES AND COSTS ARE DUE AT TIME OF SENTENCING 

(ESTIMATED AMT _______)”.  Please see Appendix S for example.   The 

magistrates and judges should instruct the defendants about the payment policy 

and the consequences for noncompliance and that they should go directly to the 

cashier when they leave the courtroom.  The cashiers should also communicate the 

payment policy and consequences for nonpayment. 

 

The 47th District Court should reprint the traffic citation charge/point/fee envelope 

mailer that is handed out with each ticket and states the following:  “Effective  

1-1-02, Michigan Court Rule 1.110 requires fines & costs to be paid at time of 

assessment.”  See 16th District Court example in Appendix S. 
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2. Reducing Backlog of Account Receivables (or Cleaning Up The Old Debts).   The 

show cause notice and hearing track has proven to be successful.  As of 11-30-03, 

$92,121 ($79,121 plus $13,000 in contempt fees) has been collected with 

approximately $800 in costs for postage, paper, envelopes, and forms.  As of the 

same date, 547 bench warrants have been issued.  Eventually many of the bench 

warrant cases will be resolved.  Two show cause hearing dockets per month will 

be scheduled with 200 to 300 cases per docket.  Dockets can be added as needed 

for special projects, and the number of cases per docket can change accordingly.   

The principle of collecting sooner rather than later must be built into the collection 

plan.  The JIS system produces a tickler report entitled “20% late fee report”. This 

report is generated after 56 days has lapsed and the defendant’s license is 

suspended.  The JIS system will not send out additional late, default, or suspension 

notices.   

 
3. Writing Off Uncollectible Accounts.  The 47th District Court should adopt 

SCAO’s model policy for writing off uncollectible debts.   A complete explanation 

of the write-off policy is contained in Section E of the Collection Plan.   

 

4. Making phone calls to elicit payment.  Since collection rates can be improved by 

telemarketing calls15, telephone calls will be used in the future by 47th District 

Court clerks to notify defendants their accounts are delinquent.  

 

                                                           
15 Lynch, Brian, William H. Brousseau, George F. Cole.  Compliance with Judicial Orders:  Methods 

of Collecting and Enforcing Monetary Sanctions, National Center For State Courts, December 31, 1991, p. 9. 
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5. Install a 24-hour drop box.  It is estimated that the cost to install a drop box is 

$850.00.  The projected timeframe for completing this undertaking is targeted for 

the summer of 2004 after the court has moved into their new court facility.   Please 

see Appendix U for an example of a press release announcing the placement of an 

after-hours drop box, instructions for the drop box, and an example of a payment 

deposit envelope.   

 

6. Install an ATM machine in the courthouse.  The company listed below is used by 

the 48th District Court in Bloomfield Hills, Michigan.  The 48th District Court 

negotiated no cost to the court for transactions, for the monthly telephone line 

charge, and for the installation of the ATM machine at the courthouse.    

North American Bancard 
3221 W. Big Beaver 
Suite 110 
Troy, MI 48084 
WWW.nabancard.com 
(248) 269-6000 

 
7. Set up a contract with Government Payment Services (GPS) at 1-888-561-7888.  

GPS is a third party credit card acceptor company that offers 24 hour, seven days 

per week access for accepting payments via a toll-free number. This service will 

be offered in addition to our in-person credit card payment options.  GPS provides 

printed, yellow information slips about the 24/7 credit card program that will be 

handed out in the courtrooms or handed out at the cashier windows.   
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8. Set up an Internet payment mechanism.  Plans are to contact Official Payment 

Corporation of San Ramon, California regarding their Internet services and 

capabilities for accepting court payments via the Internet or call the 46th Circuit 

Court in the State of Michigan (Contact:  Rudi Edel) to investigate their Internet 

payment system.  A third option would be to work with and explore options 

available with the City of Farmington Hills Information Technology Group.  

 

9. Pursue the use of judicial court orders for prison accounts.  If the defendant has an 

outstanding balance and is sent to one of the Michigan State prisons, a judicial 

order can be issued to deduct from the inmate’s account monies to pay the 

outstanding debt.    

 

10. Implement form (voluntary income withholding form) for defendants to complete 

if seeking time to pay. 

 

11. The court should adopt a bond policy that requires setting a cash bond amount on 

bench warrants equal to the outstanding debt.   Review the court’s current bond 

amount guidelines for possible changes.  

 

12. Provide Judges with financial reports.  Judges should be provided the number, 

status, and age of pending receivables on a timely basis. 

 

13. Have the cashiers flag daily unpaid tickets. Cashiers should checkmark the cases 

that paid for the day on their daily docket sheet.  The remaining unmarked cases 

should be reviewed the next day for payment terms.  If the case is in default, the 

$30 default fee should be added and the original charge must be entered instead of 

the plea-bargained charge. 
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14. Use a collection agency that charges a fee on top of court costs.  It would be most 

advantageous to locate a collection agency that charges its fee on top of the court 

costs instead of getting a percentage of the court costs.  There are collection 

companies that operate like this, but research needs to be done to find such a 

company.   

 

Even though collection methods vary by cost, no cost, low cost, or one that 

carries a significant cost/investment, there is still one critical element that must be 

recognized.  That critical element is a court leader’s time and commitment16.  

Someone has to be responsible for a collections process.  It is in the court and 

community’s best interest for the court to improve this area of court operations. 

 

The other goal of this project was to develop a Collection Plan for the 47th 

District Court.  The Collection Plan that follows was created from the findings and 

research done for this paper.  This collection plan is a work product that will be 

adopted and implemented by the Judges of the 47th District Court.  

 

Collection Plan History 

The 47th District Court in Farmington Hills, Michigan, does not have an 

updated fine-and-fee collection plan in place.  The collection plan in place is dated 

                                                           
16 National Center for State Courts, Current Practices In Collecting Fines and Fees In State Courts:  A 

Handbook of Collection Issues and Solutions, 1994, p. 37. 
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December 18, 1997 and was compiled as a result of Public Act 375, Section 312 

(1996) that required the courts in Michigan to submit a collection plan to the state 

treasurer by January 1, 1998.  That plan was very basic and it was never implemented 

due to resource shortages.  The new 47th District Court Collection Plan begins on the 

following page. 
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47th District Court Collection Plan 
November 1, 2003 

 
The collection plan is divided into four sections—Administration, Records 
Management, Payment Issues, and Training. 

 
1. ADMINISTRATION 
 

This plan is implemented for the collection of outstanding receivables.  The 
administration section includes administrative structure for collection, internal 
collection efforts, external collection efforts, and annual review of collection plan. 

 
A. Administrative Structure 

 
The administrative structure for collection with regard to assignments and 
duties is listed below by staff position.   

 
Court Administrator.  The Court Administrator has supervisory authority over 
the administration of the collection plan. 

 
Deputy Court Administrator.  The Deputy Court Administrator is the organizer 
and person in charge of the 47th District Court collections project.   

 
Systems Administrator.   The Systems Administrator (S.A.) is responsible for 
running frequent and continuous reports and statistics for management to 
evaluate.  The S. A. is the key person responsible for processing show cause 
notices on overdue receivables.  The S.A. also processes income withholding 
orders in the courtroom on the day of the show cause hearings. 

 
Probation Director.  The Probation Director is responsible for overseeing 
collection efforts on all probation status cases.  The Director shall issue 
violation of probation hearings for unpaid “reporting” cases and show cause 
notices for unpaid “nonreporting” cases.  The Director shall communicate 
policies and procedures to the Probation staff. 

 
Probation Officer.  Under the direction of the Probation Director, shall issue 
violation of probation hearings for unpaid “reporting” cases and show cause 
notices for unpaid “nonreporting” cases.  The Officers shall process income 
withholding orders and monitor to make sure defendants are making payments 
accordingly. 

 
Probation Court Clerk.  The Probation Court Clerk will assist with various 
collection duties as designated by the Probation Director. 
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Traffic - Criminal Supervisor.  The Traffic - Criminal Supervisor (T.C.S.) is 
responsible for all nonprobation status cases.  The T.C.S. will assist the 
Systems Administrator with processing show cause notices and income 
withholding orders.  The T.C.S. is also responsible for processing all bench 
warrants for failure to appear for a show cause hearing.   

 
Court Clerk.  Under the direction of the Traffic - Criminal Supervisor, the 
Court Clerk will assist the T.C.S. with collection duties.  The Court Clerk is 
also responsible for running the JIS 20% late report and forwarding copies to 
the Systems Administrator and Deputy Court Administrator.  The Court Clerk 
shall also monitor courtroom files daily for payment.  For example, at the end 
of the day, the courtroom files are matched with receipts from the cashier.  The 
unpaid files should be defaulted and forwarded to the Systems Administrator 
for show cause noticing. 

 
Cashier.  The cashier shall check off paid cases on the daily court docket.  At 
the end of the day, the unpaid cases should be forwarded to the Systems 
Administrator for show cause noticing and defaults. 

 
A collection flowchart is attached and also listed in Appendix D which 
describes the collection process that will be used at the 47th District Court.   

 
B. EXTERNAL COLLECTION EFFORTS 

− CONGRESS COLLECTION AGENCY 
16250 Northland Drive - Suite 362 
Southfield, MI 48075 
(248) 557-6800 
Contact:  Ellen Jacobs 

 
The 47th District Court obtained Congress Collection Agency, a private 
collection company, to help collect on outstanding parking tickets older than six 
months.  The external collection agency results were deemed less than 
favorable.  In the future, parking ticket collections will be scheduled for 
internally collection efforts.  As a last resort collection effort before write-off 
unpaid tickets could be sent to an external collection agency for one last effort 
to collect. 

 
− City Attorney Collections Responsibility.  The Prosecuting Attorney’s 

responsibility to collect money owed under MCR 3.605 (E) listed below:  
Michigan Court Rule 3.605 Collection of Penalties, Fines, Forfeitures, 
and Forfeited Recognizance 

(E) Duty of Clerk When Fine Without Order for Commitment; Duty of 
Prosecutor. When a fine is imposed by a court on a person, without an order 
for the immediate commitment of the person until the fine is paid, the clerk of 
the court shall deliver a copy of the order imposing the fine to the 
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prosecuting attorney of the county in which the court is held, or the 
municipal attorney in the case of a fine that is payable to a municipality. 
The prosecuting attorney (or municipal attorney) shall obtain execution 
to collect the fine. 

This option should be discussed with the cities’ local prosecutor, to 
understand how they could assist the court with collections.  Very few 
courts currently turn over their judgments to local prosecutors for the 
collection of fines.  Most local prosecutors apparently do not have the 
resources to take on additional work of collecting fines.  The fact that a  
fine is only a portion of the total judgment diminishes the incentive by 
minimizing the potential return and complicating the collection process.   
As a result, the courts have traditionally assumed this role in most 
jurisdictions17.  Mr. Meads has helped somewhat in the past with collection 
issues on commercial motor carrier violations. 

 
− Law Enforcement Service of Warrants.  Currently, the probation 

department has an ongoing bench warrant project.  The probation 
department generates warrant lists by city.  The lists are turned over to the 
police departments for enforcement.  Defendants are picked up or arrested 
at their home or places of employment.  There are approximately six cities 
involved in this project that work with the 47th District Court Probation 
Department.  The cities are Farmington, Farmington Hills, and neighboring 
cities such as Livonia, Novi, Southfield, and Birmingham.   This project is 
ongoing and will continue to be monitored and tracked.   

 
C. Internal Collection Efforts 
 

Currently, there is a huge ongoing effort with scheduling show cause dockets 
for overdue receivables.  Dockets are scheduled twice per month with 200 to 
300 cases per docket.  Show cause notices are sent, hearings are held, and then 
bench warrants are issued for no shows.   
 

D. Annual Review of Collection Plan 
 
The collection plan shall be reviewed periodically but at least annually.  The 
review will include updating the organizational chart, the collection process 
flow chart, staff assignments, collection policies and techniques, hand-outs, 
notices and signs in courthouse, lock-box policies, door-hanger notice of 
warrant, and overweight vehicle impoundment [MCL 257.724], software and  

                                                           
17 Summary Reports of Audited Accounts and Plans to Collect Accounts Receivable; A Report to 

the Michigan Supreme Court, March 31, 1998. 
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hardware enhancements, collection goals, and collection barriers.  Statistics 
will be produced to determine the success or failure of collection efforts since 
initial plan implementation. 
 
 

2. RECORDS MANAGEMENT 
 

The records management section includes a list of monthly and annual reports that 
will be reviewed and an internal review and adjustment plan for receivables.   

 
A. List of Reports 

The following reports will be run monthly: 
 

• Outstanding Receivables by Less Than Two Years and More than Two 
Years by category. 

• Payment Distribution of Cases Issued in ___ (year) by Payment Year 
• Over/Under “OUPP” report 
 

B. Review and Correction Plan  
Existing accounts with outstanding balances will be reviewed for accuracy.  
Inaccurate balances will be corrected.  The probation department will adjust 
probation cases closed with money owing.  The traffic criminal department 
will adjust cases for jail time served or community service performed in lieu of 
payment.   

 
Internal performance will be analyzed.  Reports will be compared to previous 
year numbers at fiscal year-end (June 30th) and calendar year-end (December 
31st).  If appropriate or necessary, the 47th District Court will compare 
performance against other limited jurisdiction courts.   

 
The court’s collection rate will be calculated.  It is calculated by dividing the 
amount of money collected by the amount of money ordered during a specific 
time period.  Because amounts ordered in one year may be collected over a 
period of years, collection rates should be reviewed over a period of years.  
Four years is logical, since driver licenses are renewed every four years in 
Michigan.  Tickets must be paid if licenses are to be renewed.  Collection rates 
should be reviewed as follows: 

__% Collected during the same calendar year that receivables were 
assessed  
__% Collected one year after receivables were assessed  
__% Collected two years after receivables were assessed  
__% Collected three years after receivables were assessed 
__% Collected four years after receivables were assessed  
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The report entitled “Payment Distribution of Cases Issued in ___ (year) by 
Payment Year” will generate collection rate statistics.  A copy of the report is 
listed in Appendix V.   
 
Review and track outstanding receivables over a period of years because 
receivables can be collected over many years.  Percent of total due within one 
year, two years, and amount still due after seven years is the report format 
generated by the JIS case processing system.   The data will be compared to 
previous year data.   Unpaid cases should be reviewed by case type and category 
to understand problems or trends.  Examples of categories are warrant status, 
license suspension status, probation status, parking, other.  If 69% of outstanding 
receivables had bench warrants issued or a driver license suspension, you would 
note that although the court has applied one of the most coercive sanctions 
available, outstanding receivables still had not been collected.  Our case 
processing system can generate a report that lists outstanding receivables by “Less 
Than Two Years” and “More than Two Years”.  It also lists case numbers by 
categories as follows: 

Closed, Were Probation 
Closed, Clearance Fee Only 
Closed, Jail, Community Service, Etc. 
Warrant on Probation 
Warrant Non-probation 
Suspended Clearance Fee Only 
Suspended Fines/Costs and Clearance Fee 

 
For example, “Closed Jail, Community Service, Etc.”  This category lists cases in 
which community service or jail was performed in lieu of payment, but the 
original amount ordered has not been adjusted.  These amounts will be adjusted 
regularly so the outstanding receivables balance is accurate.  Without adjustment, 
records will reflect an unrealistically high amount of receivables.    “Suspended, 
Fines/Costs and Clearance Fee”.  This category should have show cause notices 
issued, and then bench warrants if necessary.  See Appendix W for a copy of the 
report “Summary Report – Outstanding Receivables – As of: 12/31/03”. 
 

3. PAYMENT ISSUES 
 

This section covers the policies and procedures for expectation of payment, 
acceptable methods of payment, sanctions for failure to pay as ordered, incentives 
to encourage prompt payment, and action on uncollectible accounts. 
 



   

 

59

A. Expectation of Payment 
 

The court’s payment policy is formulated to meet the criteria in MCR 1.110, 
which states that fines, costs, and other financial obligations imposed by the 
court must be paid at the time of assessment, except when the court allows 
otherwise, for good cause shown. 

 
For non-probation cases, payment must be paid at the time of assessment, 
except when the court allows otherwise for good cause shown.  For probation 
cases, payment in full is expected by the half-way mark of the probation term.  
For example, if the probation term is one year, the total amount due shall be 
divided by six to get the payment amount.  Six equal payments are expected 
monthly, with the first payment due at the time of sentencing.   If a payment is 
missed, a ready and waiting income-withholding order will be executed for 
payment. 

 
B. Acceptable Methods of Payment 
 

As listed in the Michigan Trial Court Collections Standards18, courts should be 
prepared to take payment in a variety of accepted forms and make the payment 
process as simple as possible for payers so that there are no excuses for 
missing a payment or failing to pay at assessment.  Allowable payment types at 
the 47th District Court currently are as follows: 

− Cash 
− Personal checks in person and by mail  
− Commercial checks in person and by mail 
− Money orders in person and by mail 
− Credit cards in person, by mail, and fax 

 
Additional payment methods to be implemented in the immediate future are: 
 

− Drop box/night depository for after hour payments  
− Automated Teller Machine (ATM) 
− Internet Payment mechanism 
− 24-hour, seven days per week access to credit card payments through 

Guaranteed Payment Services Co. (GPS)  
 

                                                           
18 Michigan Trial Court Collections; A Design and Implementation Guide for Collections  

Programs, p. 14. 
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The 47th District Court also utilizes preprinted fine envelopes.  The fine 
envelope is handed out by police officers at the time the ticket is issued.  A 
list of fines is included in the envelope mailer.  A copy of the preprinted 
fine envelope is attached in Appendix X for review.  Should the defendant 
choose to forgo a court hearing and choose to pay the ticket, this tool makes 
the payment process simple for the payer.  It has also helped to reduce 
telephone calls to the court simply inquiring about fee amounts, court 
address, and who to make the check payable to.  The preprinted fine 
schedule/envelope costs $28.5 cents per envelope.   

 
C. Sanctions for Failure to Pay 
 

Courts should promptly impose mandatory penalties and sanctions for 
noncompliance with judgments as required by law.  A wide array of tools is 
available to the courts to enforce financial judgments.  Collections research has 
demonstrated that enforcement action that is applied in a consistent and timely 
manner produces the best compliance19.    The 47th District Court performs all 
the following collection efforts mandated by statute or court rule: 

− Default Judgment Notices 
− 14 Day Notices 
− FAC (fail to appear)/FCJ (fail to comply with judgment) License 

Suspensions [MCL 257.321a] 
− 20% Late Fees 
− Clearance Fees 
− Application of Bond Money 

 
The 47th District Court also performs numerous collection efforts not mandated 
by statute or court rule. The collection efforts for nonprobation cases are as 
follows: 

 

− Motion and Orders To Show Cause [MCL 257.908].  An example of a 
motion and order to show cause form for failure to pay is listed in 
Appendix Y. 

 

− Income Withholding Orders and Wage Assignments [MCL 771.3].  An 
example of a voluntary income withholding order is listed in Appendix Z.  
This tool has been used as an alternative to incarceration for nonpayment.  
This has proven to be an effective tool.  Many defendants will find a way to 

                                                           
19 Michigan Trial Court Collections.  A Design and Implementation Guide For Collections 

Programs, p. 17. 
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pay in full rather than take the time to fill in the information on the income 
withholding order or involve the employer in the process.  Once they know 
the employer will find out about the court entanglements, they find a way to 
come up with the money rather than go to jail.   

 

− Bench Warrants [MCL 600.8729].   If show cause orders fail, then bench 
warrants are issued for nonpayment.  When a bench warrant is issued, a 
$100 bench warrant contempt of court cost is added to the case to cover the 
additional costs for processing the bench warrants.  It is amazing how many 
people let it advance to this stage of the process.  The threat of a bench 
warrant is an incentive to some to pay but not for others.  It takes the actual 
issuance of the bench warrant.  This coercive method does work.  Many 
people will turn themselves in for arraignment on the bench warrant.  They 
must pay in full or fill out and sign an income withholding order, or go to 
jail.  Others are picked up or arrested by police officers on the bench 
warrants and brought to the court for arraignment.  They must pay in full, 
fill out and sign an income withholding order, or go to jail. 

 

− License Hold On Six Or More Unpaid Parking Tickets.  The JIS system 
automatically suspends the license.  However, reports for parking tickets 
will be run by the Traffic/Criminal Supervisor quarterly to review for 
incorrect spelling of names.  Corrections will be made so the computer can 
suspend accordingly.   

 

− License Hold On Two Or More Unpaid Handicapped Parking Tickets.   
The procedure is the same as listed above for Six or More Unpaid Parking 
Tickets. 

 

− Civil Executions [MCL 600.6001, 600.4815].  The 47th District Court is not 
utilizing this collection method at this time. 

 

− Lien Against Property [MCL 600.8731].  The 47th District Court is not 
utilizing this collection method at this time.  

 
Non Probation Cases 
If cases are plea-bargained down to a lesser charge, payment must be made the 
same day or the case reverts back to the original charge, original assessments, and 
original Secretary of State points.  Additionally, a $30 default fee is added and a 
show cause order is issued for nonpayment.  If the order for show cause notice 
fails, a bench warrant is issued and a $100 bench warrant contempt of court fee is 
assessed.  The same sanction process applies for failure to pay on non plea-
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bargained cases.  When the defendants are picked up on the bench warrant, they 
are ordered to pay in full or go to jail.  An income withholding order is a collection 
tool that is offered before sending the defendant to jail.  If the employment 
information cannot be verified and confirmed by the employer, the defendant must 
pay or will be committed to jail for nonpayment.  In cases that result in 
incarceration, the bond amount is set at the exact amount of the balance due.  The 
bond ends up being posted by a friend or family member and the case is closed.  In 
those instances when the bond is not posted, the defendant is brought back before 
the court after several weeks of incarceration and the case is closed for jail time 
served.  The court has then fulfilled its obligation to enforce its orders.   
 
The 47th District Court performs numerous collection efforts not mandated by 
statute or court rule for probation cases.  They are as follows: 
 

− Violation of probation hearings 
− Bench Warrants.   The process is the same as listed above for nonprobation 

cases. 
− Incarceration 
− Income Withholding Orders and Wage Assignments [MCL 771.3] 
− Community Work Program 

 

The Community Work Program is a program where the judges sentence 
misdemeanants to perform a certain number of days of work to benefit the 
community.  The program serves as an alternative to incarceration.  The 
program is operated out of the Probation Department.  The Probation 
Director and clerical staff coordinates the scheduling of defendants to meet 
requests from the Farmington and Farmington Hills city departments.  The 
cost of the program is $30 per work day which helps cover the cost of 
insurance and supervisor wages.   
 
Workers are used annually for such projects as the set-up and tear-down of 
the Shiawassee sled hill, planting of the flower beds at the 47th District 
Court, road litter pick-up, public building painting and maintenance, and 
park maintenance.  The Farmington Public Schools, The Farmington Hills 
Police Department, The Farmington Library, Oakland Community College, 
and Oakland County Parks and Recreation also have used workers from the 
program for various projects.  
 

− Boot Camp.  The Boot Camp is designed to alleviate jail overcrowding and 
give participants a highly intensive training program in all life aspects.  The 
program provides manual labor for a variety of non-profit community 
service projects.  Nonviolent offenders with dual jail probation sentences 
are eligible for this program.  The Judge’s sentence must include the 
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recommendation for Boot Camp.  The program has saved the tax-payers of 
Oakland County millions of dollars by reducing jail bed days and lower 
recidivism rates. 

 

− Community Service. 
 

− Deny permission to travel out of state unless a payment is made. 
 

− Require payment in full as part of probation sentence. 
 
D. Incentives to Encourage Prompt Payment.  Nothing has been tested to date by 

the 47th District Court, but in the future a “COLLECT” letter will be sent to 
bench warrant status cases offering an incentive to pay.  For example, the $100 
bench warrant contempt of court fee will be waived, or the default and late fees 
will be waived, or the bench warrant will be recalled.   

 
E. Action on Uncollectible Accounts 
 

This section discusses policies and procedures for identification of and action 
on uncollectible accounts.  The 47th District Court has adopted the SCAO 
Collections Work Group Model Write-Off Policy20 as listed below.   

 
47th District Court Write-Off Policy 

Effective Date:  1-1-2004  
 

Purpose  
The purpose of this policy is to establish procedures for writing off receivables 
in order to accurately portray the value of amounts owed to the court and 
preserve the ability of the court to maximize collections.   
 
Definitions 
Active debt – An active debt is a debt which is past its due date and which the 
court is attempting to collect through appropriate methods. 
 

                                                           
20 Michigan Trial Court Collections.  A Design and Implementation Guide For Collections Programs, 

Appendix A-1. 
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Debt – A debt is an amount owed to the court by an individual or entity as a 
result of the adjudication of a case.  Debts include the following, if unpaid:  
fines, fees, costs, assessments, and reimbursements (except reimbursement to 
local governmental units for drunk driving cases).  For purposes of this policy, 
“debt” does not include restitution. 
 
Uncollectible – A debt is uncollectible if all opportunities to collect it have 
been exhausted (including all statutorily-mandated procedures, such as 
noticing, license suspension, etc. where appropriate), there has been no 
payment activity or contact with the debtor for the immediately preceding 
twelve consecutive months, and there is no reason to believe the court will be 
able to collect any of the debt in the future. 
 
Write-off – Uncollectible debts meeting the criteria found in this policy are 
written off, which indefinitely suspends collection efforts and removes the 
debts from the court’s list of receivables.  Only uncollectible debts may be 
written off.   
 
Responsibilities 
The chief judge shall designate the court administrator to be responsible for 
administering this policy and making all decisions to write off debts.  Court 
staff with responsibility for collections will assist the court administrator in 
identifying debts that warrant write-off. 
 
Process 
1. At or near the end of every fiscal year, the court administrator will review 

all debts to determine which are eligible for write-off. 
 

A. Except as provided in 1.B below, uncollectible debts are eligible for 
write-off if they have aged according to the following schedule: 

 
Traffic civil infractions  Two years after assessment 
Non-traffic civil infractions Two years after assessment 
Criminal cases Three years after assessment, 

probation discharge, or release from 
incarceration, whichever occurs last 
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The court shall not rescind any bench warrants issued for 
nonpayment of debts that are written off under this subsection. 

 
B. Debts shall be eligible for write-off regardless of payment history, 

contact with debtor, and age of debt in the following instances: 
 

i. The debtor is deceased; 
ii. The debt is discharged in bankruptcy; 

iii. The estimated costs of collecting the debt exceed 1.5 times 
the amount of the debt; 

 
The court shall rescind any bench warrants issued for nonpayment of 
debts that are written off under this subsection. 

 
2. Court staff shall provide the following information to the court administrator to 

support the recommendation for write-off:  debtor name, case number, date of 
judgment, amount assessed, amount unpaid, efforts undertaken to collect the 
debt, and reason for write-off. 

 
3. The court administrator shall review the debts recommended for write-off and 

determine which ones to approve.  The court administrator may write-off some 
debts owed by a debtor and not others.  The case files and automated 
information system shall be updated to indicate the date the debts(s) were 
written off.   

 
4. The court must be able to accept payment for all debts that are written off.  If a 

partial payment is accepted on a debt that has been written off, the debt shall be 
returned to active status, and appropriate collection efforts resumed.   

 
5. Debts owed by prisoners who have been sentenced to more than five years in 

prison and who have not made payments during the first twelve months of their 
term of imprisonment shall be written off.  As part of the annual write-off 
process, the court administrator shall review debts written off under this 
section to determine whether they should be returned to active status.   

 
6. If circumstances change to allow collection efforts to resume, a written-off 

debt shall be reinstated to active status.   
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Write-Off vs. Judicial Waiver 
 
This policy establishes criteria and procedures for writing off debts which are 
uncollectible.  Write-off is an administrative procedure to remove a debt from the 
list of amounts the court can expect to collect.  Write-off of uncollectible debts 
from the court’s accounts receivable ledger does not constitute forgiveness of 
the debt; written-off debts are still payable by the debtor. 
 
In some instances, a case may warrant the partial or complete waiver of a debt, 
which is a judicial action to forgive a debt.  Examples of debts which may be 
candidates for waiver include:  the debtor claims indigence, the debtor disputes the 
validity of the assessment, or the debtor has requested a waiver.  Debts which may 
warrant waiver must not be written off; instead, the court administrator should 
refer them to the chief judge for consideration. 
 
Over and Under Payment Policy.  Defendants inadvertently, and sometimes 
intentionally, pay more or less than they owe the court.  The effort required to 
refund overpayments can be costly to the court and in some cases can even exceed 
the value of the refund.  To avoid the burden of refunding overpayments, the 47th 
District Court has established a policy that refunds overpayments in excess of 
$20.00 only.  Accordingly, underpayments of $20.00 or less will be written off.  
The over and under payments are tracked by using a four digit code “OUPP”.  
Overpayments are charged to the cash code “MFEE” (miscellaneous fee).  This 
practice has saved a lot of time and effort for staff resources.  As you can see, this 
practice has not resulted in a negative impact to the bottom line of the 
organization. 
 

4. TRAINING 
 

The collections training will be handled by the Deputy Court Administrator, the 
Systems Administrator, the Probation Director, and the Traffic/Criminal 
Supervisor.  The first training guide will be a copy of this collection plan.  
Procedures and computer print screens will be developed into a training handout 
over the next calendar 2004.   In the meantime, the JIS traffic/criminal manual 
serves as an excellent tool on how to process show cause notices and bench 
warrants.   

 
 
 

________________________________________  _______________ 
                Chief Judge Signature     Date 
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