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“I would check out materials quite often... 
However, my library card has been suspended 
due to excessive fines so I have been unable to 
check out materials as of last year… This 
definitely effects [sic] my relationship with the 
library in that I can no longer check out 
materials, and beyond that there is also a feeling 
of almost criminal shame going in.”

—Rhyia B., former teen library patron



“I support eliminating fines because some 
people simply can't afford to pay them. They are 
then prevented from using the library at all. I'm 
one of those people. While I still enjoy using the 
e-library system, I haven't been able to check 
out books for years because I can't afford to pay 
the fines on my account from when I got sick 
and couldn't get books returned on time.”

-Patron at San Francisco Public Main Library



San Francisco finds blocked accounts are higher in 
neighborhoods with lower incomes 



Fines prevent borrowing
• Economically disadvantaged neighborhoods 

have lower circulation rates.

• Parents are reluctant to check out books for 
their children for fear of fines.

• Transportation and financial 
burdens disproportionately 
affect low income residents. Borrowing



Literature Review Findings
• No significant difference in return rates between 

libraries that charge fines and those that don’t.

• Small fines don’t bring items back, but steep ones do.
• Rewards and incentives don’t affect borrowing 

behavior.

www.cde.state.co.us/cdelib/removingbarrierstoaccess

http://www.cde.state.co.us/cdelib/removingbarrierstoaccess


Some Libraries Have Never Charged Fines

No significant difference in
• Replacement costs
• Late return rates
• Hold fulfillment rates when compared to 

libraries that charge fines



Collections weren’t pillaged; circulation and visits increased

No change in time people keep materials

95% of materials came back on time

Fewer items returned late than 
before the policy change

42,000 previously blocked patrons returned
Circulation up 13-15% in low income areas

3.5% more borrowers, circulation up 16%

39% increase in 
youth borrowers



Revenue wasn’t lost; often costs were exceeding revenue
Overdue fines bring in only about 1% 

of operating budgets. Staff time, 

credit card fees, collection agency 

fees, & mailing notices are expensive.

Collecting fines is cost neutral—no 

revenue is generated

Overdue fines have been decreasing 

steadily already for 10 years

Before the policy change, 

spent almost $1 million to 

collect $700,000 in fines

Fines collected: $110,000

Cost to collect them: $115,405

Effect on budget: -$5,405



Books came back!



https://endlibraryfines.info/fine-free-library-map/

https://endlibraryfines.info/fine-free-library-map/




ALA’s Resolution on Monetary Library Fines as a Form of Social 
Inequity, January 2019:

1. asserts that imposition of monetary library fines creates a 
barrier to the provision of library and information services.

2. urges libraries to scrutinize their practices of imposing fines 
on library patrons and actively move towards eliminating 
them

3. urges governing bodies of libraries to strengthen funding 
support for libraries so they are not dependent on monetary 
fines as a necessary source of revenue.



How you can advocate
• Gather statistics:
– # of patrons blocked due to fines, including 

differences in low income neighborhoods
– $ brought in by fines vs. how much it costs to 

collect fines
• Gather stories from your community
• Create talking points & debunk the myths



This is a community conversation!
Be ready to answer questions like these:
• How will it affect your budget/taxpayers?
• What about teaching responsibility?
• Will I have to wait longer for books?
• It’s just a few cents, why do you bother?

https://stories.opengov.com/frvpld/published/pysWqCQFs

https://stories.opengov.com/frvpld/published/pysWqCQFs






www.coloradovirtuallibrary.org/
resource-sharing/eliminating-
fines-resources/

http://www.coloradovirtuallibrary.org/resource-sharing/eliminating-fines-resources/




What if it doesn’t work?
• Ask why

• Consider changing your ask:
– 1 year pilot

– Children’s and YA materials only

• Keep collecting data and stories
• You’ve planted a seed; try again in a year!



Questions?
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Thank You!

For more information:

https://www.coloradovirtuallibrary.org/resource-

sharing/eliminating-fines-resources/

Meg DePriest, State Library Consultant

megjdepriest@gmail.com

Beth Crist, Youth & Family Services Consultant

Colorado State Library

crist_b@cde.state.co.us

https://www.coloradovirtuallibrary.org/resource-sharing/eliminating-fines-resources/
mailto:megjdepriest@gmail.com
mailto:crist_b@cde.state.co.us


Save the Date!

Want to find out more about how going fine free 
aligns with your library and community strategic 
goals and vision? 

Join us on Thursday, February 13th @Noon Pacific 
for a special, online guided conversation with Santa 
Monica Public Library Director Patty Wong and 
Chicago Public Library Commissioner Andrea Telli as 
they discuss the impact, strategic alignment with 
community need and local government goals and 
the why along with the how they took their libraries 
fine-free. More details coming soon.


