
Identifying the Barriers to Equity: 
Understanding the Local Impacts 
of the Criminal Justice System

Presenters:

Erin Keith, Staff Attorney, Detroit Justice Center
Geoffrey Leonard, Staff Attorney, Detroit Justice Center
Rubina Mustafa, Senior Staff Attorney, Detroit Justice 
Center

Moderator: 

Emily Kieliszewski, Member Programs Lead, 
Michigan Municipal League



Identifying the Barriers to Equity:

Understanding the Local Impacts of the Criminal 

Justice System



Agenda

● Background & context

○ Segregation & connection

○ Poverty as a crime

● Policing in smaller cities & towns

● Traffic courts & the criminal justice system

● Call to action

● Q&A



Background 
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Context



Racial & Economic Segregation

Today,  Michigan is both more integrated than ever and just as segregated.

Suburbs like Southfield had an influx of Black middle class residents after the 

1968 Fair Housing Act. So both economically exclusive but racially diverse, 

yet still less well-off than white counterparts because of how racism 

depresses property values.

Since 2000, working class suburbs like Warren, Taylor, and Eastpointe have 

gone from being virtually all white to, in the case of Eastpointe, almost 50% 

Black.

Suburbs like Livonia and Bloomfield Hills remain very wealthy and very white.

Almost all suburbs have seen a large increase of non-Black people of color.



Despite segregation, poor and rich 
communities, and black and white 

communities, are connected

● 64% of working Detroiters commute to the suburbs for work

○ 112,000 Detroit residents commute outside of the city for work, 36% for jobs that pay 

less than $15,000 per year 

○ Only 49,000 Detroiters both live and work in the city.

● Detroiters also often must go to the suburbs for essential things like food and healthcare

○ Compared to the City of Detroit, there are four times as many grocery stores per person

in Wayne County overall, twice as many in Macomb County, and three times as many in 

Oakland County

○ Detroit has worse access to health care, including primary care providers, than the 

neighboring suburbs

● Public transit between suburbs and Detroit has been consistently fought by suburban governments 





Poverty is criminalized and poverty is racial

● Many crimes, like failure to pay child support, trespass, and tons of traffic crimes, including 
driving on a suspended license, effectively make it a crime to be poor. 

● Poverty affects all groups of people, it is the result of inadequate employment opportunities, 
low pay, and inadequate access to education. However, people of color, especially black 
people, are disproportionately poor, disproportionately live in communities with fewer 
resources. For example:
○ African American unemployment rates are typically double that of Caucasian Americans. African-

American men working full-time earn only 72 percent of the average earnings of comparable 

Caucasian men and 85 percent of the earnings of Caucasian women (Rogers 2008).

○ In the United States, 39 percent of African-American children and adolescents and 33 percent of 

Latino children and adolescents are living in poverty, which is more than double the 14 percent 

poverty rate for non-Latino, White, and Asian children and adolescents (Kids Count Data Center, 

Children in Poverty 2014).

● Racial disparity in how laws are enforced: black people and white people use the same drugs 
at about the same rate, yet black people are almost 3 times as likely to be arrested



Policing in the suburbs and smaller cities

DJC’s experience: It often starts with a traffic stop

Police routinely stop Black drivers for little or no reason. Examples include:

○ Failing to stop at a stop sign when the person stopped or did a rolling stop

○ Impeding traffic when dropping kid off at school

○ “Randomly” ran their plate and saw they didn’t have insurance - sometimes 

even when they did have insurance

○ Not wearing a seatbelt when they were

○ Literally no reason at all

Police routinely arrest when they could just ticket, and impound vehicles 
with no public safety justification.



Arrests are disproportionately of people of color

According to data compiled for the jails task force by Pew Charitable Trusts, 

driving  without a valid license is the third most common reason that people 

are booked into jails in Michigan. 

The data show racial disparities. Driving without a valid license was the most 

serious charge at jail admission for 12% of Black men and 15% of Black women, 

compared to 6% for both white men and women, according to Pew. 

In Oakland county, in every single district court jurisdiction, police arrest 

non-white people at disproportionately high rates. For example:

● Ferndale: 55% of people arrested are non-white compared to only 23% of the 

population

● Royal Oak: 37% of people arrested are non-white compared to only 8% of the 

population



Case Study: Driving While Poor

Barriers to Driving Legally

● No drivers ed in school
● Unaffordable repairs on your car
● Unaffordable tickets for repairs
● Unaffordable insurance
● Suspended license for unpaid tickets 

A Need to Drive

● No reliable public transit
● Only available jobs are in another city
● Inadequate access to healthcare, 

grocery stores
● Inability to move 

Crime to be Poor



Case Study: Driving While Poor

Michigan is one of just five states with mandatory, indefinite license suspensions 

for both criminal justice and traffic debt, without regard for ability to pay.

In 2018 alone, Michigan suspended 357,795 people for failure to appear and 

failure to pay court fines/fees/costs.

The average annual insurance premium for Michigan drivers is $2,611 (highest of 

any state) and for Detroit drivers is $5,414 (highest in the country)

60% of Detroit drivers are uninsured (compared to 20% in Michigan and 13% 

nationally) 



Case Study: Driving While Poor

DJC Client Story: Ms. B.





Police are enforcing laws that penalize poverty



Police are enforcing laws that criminalize poverty



Disparities in policing & laws that criminalize poverty 
trap people in local criminal courts

● Minor traffic offenses (not including DUIs) account for half of all criminal 

prosecutions in Michigan courts

● DWLS is the third most common reason for admission into county jails

● 12% of all arrests of Black men and 15% of all arrests of Black women are for driving on a 

suspended license, compared to only 6% for both white men and women

● These same problems apply to other minor offenses, like shoplifting and possession of drugs, 

but a huge portion of city-level prosecutions are for criminal traffic matters, things that many 

people would be surprised to realize were even crimes



DJC client story: Mr. S.

● Student at school in East Lansing, while in school, receives six parking tickets

● Had to move home to Detroit, because brothers were murdered, and needed to take care 

of mom

● Lost job when he moved, could not afford parking tickets, license was suspended

● Goes back to school, starts working, starts paying off tickets, but has to drive to work, too 

far to walk, so starts walking, doesn’t really understand that his license is suspended

● Pulled over in St. John with no explanation, arrested, charged with driving on a suspended 

license, bond is set at $500. 

● Posts bond so he does not sit in jail for two weeks waiting for his pretrial, and so he won’t 

lose his job

● Loses job anyway, because he was arrested on his way to work, so misses a shift

● Is evicted because he loses job, and because he used rent money to post bond

● Moves home, and has no way to get back to St. John to go to court, terrified of being 

arrested again, and bond is now $1,500



District Courts Profit Off The Poor

Courts and cities need to be self-funding and, sometimes, profit-generating:

The 43rd District Court in Hazel Park is an example of just how dependent 

cities can be on their district courts for money. In the 2019 fiscal year, 

Hazel Park’s district court brought in a total revenue of $3,268,846, 

despite having only $1,308,846 in operating expenses. As a result, the 

court netted a profit of nearly 2 million dollars.



District Courts Profit Off The Poor

Judges face pressure to find people guilty:

“...The court funding system created by the Legislature unconstitutionally 

shifts the funding burden on to the courts, and creates an inherent conflict of 

interest in the judges who have to simultaneously determine guilt or 

innocence, while forcing those same judges to fund their courts by assessing 

costs against defendants who have pled guilty or been found guilty of a 

criminal offense. ...The constant pressure to balance the court’s budgets could 

have a subconscious impact on even the most righteous judge.”

— Michigan District Judges Association Amicus Brief (2018)



Fines, fees, and, costs





Example: DWLS charge with arrest and 
impounded vehicle

Impound fee: $700

Bond: $100-$500

Fine: $350

Court Fees: $200

Court Costs: $300



Using arrests & jail to get money

Warrants and contempt procedures

● #1: warrants for failing to appear in court are the number 

one reason for arrests in Michigan

● 29,295: the number of people arrested for failure to 

appear in Michigan in 2018

● $10: what 1 day in jail for contempt is worth towards a 

person’s debt



Indiscriminately harsh sentencing

In the 33rd District Court in Woodhaven, a DJC client was placed on probation for nine 

months for driving with a suspended license, then sent to jail when he missed a probation 

appointment. He only missed the appointment because he had no way to get to Woodhaven 

from Detroit that day: his family couldn’t drive him, his license was suspended, and public 

transit does not connect the two cities. When he tried to explain this to the judge, the judge 

said he “should have walked.” Woodhaven is approximately a six hour walk from Detroit. 

In the 38th District Court in Eastpointe, Judge Gerds sentenced a disabled single father to jail 

for 60 days as a penalty for driving on a suspended license. As the man pled for a few days 

delay to find someone to watch his children, the judge said, “sorry, didn’t they tell you? This is 

what I do!”



Even well-intentioned judges

Judge Arvant in 46th District Court in Southfield, issued an arrest warrant for a 

DJC client when they failed to appear in court and explain why they had not paid 

$90. 

Person was homeless, did not have an address or phone, so did not know he was 

supposed to appear. He also had zero income, so did not have the $90.



Horrific Consequences



This does not have to happen

● Cities could:
○ Order police to stop enforcing low-level offenses like DWLS

○ Create non-police responses to these issues (e.g. vouchers for repair)

○ Order city attorney (city-level prosecutor) to stop prosecuting minor 

offenses  

○ Condition court funding on reducing fines and fees, end the practice of 

issuing warrants for minor charges

● Judges could
○ Waive existing debt and set fines proportional to ability to pay

○ Stop issuing warrants for unpaid debt or failure to appear

○ Dismiss charges en masse



Call to Action

● How much money does your city spend on traffic enforcement and 

other law enforcement that punishes poor people?

● How much revenue does your city earn from traffic enforcement, 

DWLS, and other fines and fees? 

● What other laws do your police enforce that are about poverty, not 

safety?

● What laws could you immediately stop enforcing?

● What solutions could your community offer to poverty with money 

saved from policing (jobs programs, housing assistance)?  





In Michigan….



On Defunding to Re-Invest….



Q&A



Upcoming Webinars

Register for the upcoming webinars here: 
http://www.mml.org/coronavirus

12 pm, August 10, 2020 - MML Monday Morning Live

2 pm, August 12, 2020 - COVID-19 Updates and Resources for Local 
Governments – Sixth Webinar

http://www.mml.org/coronavirus

