
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
MUNICIPAL COURTS REPORT 

 
This report is the product of Better Together’s study of municipal courts in St. Louis City and 
County.  The data and the qualitative evidence in this report point to a troubling and systemic issue 
in our region: Many of the municipal courts in St. Louis County have lost the trust of their 
communities, particularly those in which residents are predominantly African-American and poor. 
In these municipalities, because of a lack of oversight and an overreliance on court fines and fees, 
the courts are viewed as punitive revenue centers rather than centers of justice.    
 
The recent turmoil in St. Louis has laid bare many of the challenges that our region faces with 
regard to public safety. This is the first in a series of reports that Better Together will provide on the 
provision of public safety services in the region.  Subsequent reports will also include an 
examination of police and fire protection.   
 
As with Better Together’s previous studies on public finance, economic development, and public 
health, this report was conducted with the guidance and insight of practitioners, academic experts, 
advocates, and stakeholders from across the St. Louis region.   
 
The structure of this report, as with previous Better Together reports, is centered on four key 
questions: 
 

1. How do municipal courts in St. Louis City and County function individually and as a 
system? 

2. What are considered to be best practices in the field of municipal courts? 
3. How does the St. Louis City and St. Louis County region compare to the best-practices? 
4. What are scenarios for going forward that could improve the current municipal court 

system? 
 
By asking these questions, Better Together gathered both quantitative data and qualitative 
information from those impacted by the system.  Our research and conversations revealed a 
municipal court system with drastically insufficient structural oversight.  Because of this systemic 
issue, the municipal courts in many areas of St. Louis have lost the faith of their communities.  
Furthermore, data indicates that some municipal courts are nothing more than revenue centers – a 
blatant system of taxing residents in the poorest communities in the region. 
 
Missouri’s framework for municipal-court oversight provides administrative power to a presiding 
judge in each of the forty-five circuit courts of Missouri.  While this mechanism for oversight 
appears sound, in a highly fragmented region such as St. Louis County, it becomes completely 
untenable due to the sheer number of courts.   
 
To put this in perspective: A judicial circuit in Missouri contains 8.6 municipal court divisions on 
average.  St. Louis County’s circuit contains 81 municipal court divisions.  So, the presiding judge 
of St. Louis County’s circuit courts must oversee nearly ten times the number of courts and judges 
as an average presiding judge in Missouri.  This significant flaw in the oversight structure manifests 
itself in a number of problems. 

1



 
One such problem is the prolific collection of court fines and fees in the St. Louis region.  In 2013, 
the municipal courts of St. Louis City and County collected $61,152,087 in fines and fees.  During 
that same time, the combined total of court fines and fees collected by Missouri municipal courts 
was $132,032,351.63. This means that the municipal courts in the St. Louis region accounted for 
46% of all fines and fees collected statewide, despite being home to only 22% of Missourians.   
 
Further analysis revealed that St. Louis City accounts for 5% of Missouri’s population and 7% of 
municipal fines collected statewide, while unincorporated St. Louis County accounts for roughly 
5% of Missouri’s population and 5% of Missouri’s municipal fines and fees revenue. This seems 
logical. However, while the combined populations of the 90 municipalities in St. Louis County 
accounts for only 11% of Missouri’s population, those municipalities bring in 34% of all municipal 
fines and fees statewide ($45,136,416 in 2013). 
 
Municipal courts are used most frequently as a revenue stream in municipalities north of Olive 
Boulevard and within the boundary of I-270.  In fact, 20 of the 21 municipalities that derive at least 
20% of their general budget from fines and fees are located in that geographic area.  Furthermore, 
there are fourteen municipalities in St. Louis County whose largest individual source of revenue is 
municipal fines and fees.  Thirteen of those fourteen are also located north of Olive Boulevard and 
within the boundary of I-270.   
 
The existence of such a tight geographic cluster raised questions and prompted further research.  
Financial and demographic data revealed that, on average, these municipalities were bringing in 
one-third of their general operating revenue from fines and fees.  Their populations were on average 
62% black, with 22% of their citizens below the poverty line.  In comparison, St. Louis County as a 
whole is 24% black with 11% of its population below the poverty line.  When combined with the 
Attorney General’s finding in the “Executive Summary for 2013 Missouri Vehicle Stops” that black 
drivers were 66 percent more likely than white drivers to be stopped, it becomes all too clear that 
fines and fees are paid disproportionately by the African-American community. In other words, 
these municipalities’ method of financial survival – bringing in revenue via fines and fees – comes 
primarily at the expense of black citizens. This practice will be further analyzed in future Better 
Together reports. 
 
The practice of using fines and fees to impose “hidden taxes” on the poorest populations is evident.  
The intent is also clear, and is demonstrated by some municipalities that actually budget for 
increases in fines and fees.  Additionally, research revealed that fines-and-fees revenue increased at 
a time when property-tax revenue declined.  Desperate to maintain their income stream in the face 
of dwindling property values, many municipalities turned to the municipal courts for revenue.  
Financially, this strategy yielded the results needed for the municipal governments to survive.  2013 
data shows that of the 81 municipal courts in St. Louis County, 73 brought in more revenue than 
they require to operate.  In fact, on average, a municipal court in St. Louis County costs $223,149 to 
operate yet brings in an average of $711,506 in revenue from fines and fees each year, for an 
average net revenue of $488,357.   
 
In actuality, state statute places a 30% cap on the amount of fines and fees that a municipality can 
collect for general revenue. However, this law is rarely meaningfully enforced at either the court or 
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circuit level.  Both the oversight and the practical implementation of this law must be addressed and 
reformed. 
 
In addition to financial reforms, there are issues that must also be addressed in individual courts.   
When members of the public visit one of the many municipal courts in St. Louis County, they see a 
system that caters to defendants who have lawyers.  Lawyers' cases are typically heard first, to 
accommodate the fact that many lawyers are attending more than one municipal court session in the 
same evening. Lawyers get "no-points" deals and dismissals for their clients; the unrepresented 
defendants do not. When the unrepresented citizen goes to court, he or she sees a system that 
blatantly favors people with money. This is the face of the judiciary as far as the average person is 
concerned.  
 
With this in mind, additional reforms must be made in order to create a more just region.  A recent 
white paper by the Arch City Defenders, as well as newspaper reports and conversations with 
experts, reveals that problem areas include: 
 

• Access to open courts 
• Methods for collecting court fines and fees 
• Notification of rights 

 
Both Constitutional and Missouri law define open and public courts as a fundamental right.  
However, a recent study revealed that 37% of municipal courts do not allow children in the 
courtroom.  Ten percent of St. Louis County municipal courts allow only the person listed on the 
docket inside the courtroom.  While some of these courts did change these policies at the request of 
the presiding judge, research in early October 2014 found that not all courts had come into 
compliance with this basic request.   
 
The sheer number of cases handled leads to some troubling questions about how justice is served in 
our region. With an average St. Louis County municipality holding only one or two court dates a 
month, some courts handle over 500 cases in just one night-court session. Because of this, many 
courts contend that they cannot accommodate individuals beyond those on the docket – even though 
this issue could be remedied by adding additional court dates or hours. 
 
Additionally, many municipal courts appear to be perpetuating the idea that their tactics amount to 
little more than a “money grab.” These courts frequently go to extreme measures in order to collect 
fines and fees. Tactics include locking up citizens without the means to pay their fines, and issuing 
warrants to those who do not appear (often out of fear that their inability to pay will result in them 
being locked up).  While municipal judges are permitted under Missouri law to pursue other 
methods of collection including private debt collection, the establishment of payment plans, or even 
the reduction of a fine, these “softer” methods often go unutilized.  What’s more, many courts will 
detain an individual who is unable to pay without even holding a required hearing of that person’s 
ability to pay the fine. 
 
The protection of a defendant’s rights would go a long way toward solving problems in the 
municipal courts. When an individual receives a citation, the process for paying the fee – and the 
consequences for failing to do so – should be described clearly and uniformly on that citation. 
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Defendants should be aware that the simple decision to not appear in court can result in a warrant 
being issued, which can impact an individual’s ability to secure housing or get a job.  The impact of 
the proceedings can be life-altering, yet no adequate safeguards are in place to prevent uninformed 
decisions.  
 
Several best practices and reforms have been offered by subject matter experts, practitioners, 
academics, and national research.  These include: 
 

• Granting greater oversight of the municipal courts by providing additional circuit judges to 
assist the presiding judge in oversight of the municipal system. 
 

• Implementing a 10% cap on the amount of general revenue that a county or municipality 
can collect each year and creating a strict framework for annual reporting to the State 
Auditor for review.  
  

• Pooling municipal court fines and fees among all municipalities or counties within a judicial 
circuit, to lessen the incentive to utilize fines and fees as a revenue stream. 
 

• Ensuring a court’s ability to remain open to the public by establishing a cap on cases per 
session of municipal court. 
 

• Providing a uniform list of rights and procedural options and consequences on the back of 
every municipal citation, as well as proviidng contact numbers to potential legal resources 
and clinics. These same uniform lists should also appear on every municipal court website 
and entrance.  
 

• Requiring courts to utilize alternative means to collecting fines and fees outside of jailing. 
   

• Providing for an “ability to pay” hearing before any individual can be detained or otherwise 
penalized for failure to do so. 
 

• Requiring that municipal judges be selected by a panel in the judicial circuit in which they 
sit, rather than by the municipality itself. 
 

• Requiring any municipal court to have a paid public defender available to provide basic 
consultation and to protect the rights of each defendant. 
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