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ISSUE OVERVIEW
The “user pay” system historically practiced by the judges of Criminal District Court is a clear form of
money injustice. The inherent problem in this system is that the money taken from "users" or the people
forced to pay bail, fines and fees before trial or after they are convicted, is then used to fund the courts
and other justice agencies.
Many are faced with the difficult choice the current criminal legal system pushes them to make:
paying their bail, fines and fees, or paying for food and clothing for themselves and their families.
The stark effect of its perverse incentives is that those arrested for non-violent offenses who are poor are
more likely to remain incarcerated and get rearrested simply because they can’t afford the court imposed
fines and fees. Meanwhile, their wealthier counterparts are able pay their way out of the system with little
inconvenience and the wage gap grows bigger.
New Orleans puts people in jail at a rate 30 percent higher than the national average. This burden falls
disproportionately on black New Orleanians.
Criminal District Court continue to set cash bail at higher rates than necessary despite a federal judge
and an appellate court finding that they have a clear conflict of interest in this user-pay system. This
practice continued even as the Court’s budget allocation steadily increased to deter such behavior.
Most defendants sentenced any given year are ordered to pay fines and fees. Six months after sentencing, about half of the approximate 2,000 persons convicted of felonies still owed fines and fees. Among
the 8,331 people sentenced to pay fines and fees in 2015, judges issued arrest warrants for 2,736, or 33
percent for their inability to pay fines and fees.
The cost to the city of keeping the average person in custody at our jail is $33.21 a day, on top of the
jail’s normal operating costs. The operating cost to staff one 50 person pod in our jail is approximately
$2.5 million each year that could have otherwise been returned to the City’s coffers and re-invested in
our communities.
We cannot sit idly by and tacitly endorse debtor’s prisons in the city of New Orleans. For too long, court
fines and fees have been talked about as mechanisms to make the public safer. We all know this not to
be accurate. Access to capital – or simply put, money – has been the determining factor about who sits in
jail and who doesn’t. Eradication of this user pay scheme is not only morally sound, but fiscally and
operationally sound.
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HOW JASON WILL DELIVER REFORM
As Orleans Parish District Attorney, Jason Williams will prioritize:

COVID-19 REDUCTION Immediately upon taking office, seek to evaluate the bail conditions
of individuals arrested for low-level, non-violent offenses who continue to be detained in jail
pre-trial and recommend alternatives to incarceration where appropriate in order to reduce
the spread of COVID-19 in our community.
MOMENTUM Build on the momentum of the 2017 New Orleans City Council ordinance
that virtually eliminated the use of money bail for individuals arrested for municipal offenses.
PRINCIPLE Cease funding the court system with fees from poor communities.
SMART DETENTION Prohibit the jailing of people for poverty offenses,
which harms communities more than the offense itself.
NOMINAL BAIL AMOUNTS FOR LOW-LEVEL OFFENSES Where state law requires
money bail (instead of releases on recognizance, or RORs) to be set for low-level,
non-violent offenses, support the setting of nominal amounts so that individuals
are not detained in jail solely because they are poor.
ALTERNATIVES TO CASH BAIL Recommend the use of alternatives to cash bail where
appropriate, based upon individualized needs assessments – for example, regular calls
or check-in appointments.
PRE-TRIAL SERVICES Promote pre-trial services that make it more likely that individuals will
appear in court when required – for example, text message notification.
INCREASED TRANSPARENCY Drawing on his experience implementing the Bonds Paid
Dashboard as Chair of the New Orleans City Council’s Criminal Justice Committee, work with
all relevant actors in the criminal justice system to increase transparency on the types of bail
being set, and if cash, in what amounts; as well as the types of individuals that are and are not
being released from custody pre-trial.
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