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The problem as defined in Executive Order No. 145
• There is a long history of
structural inequity and racism in
the criminal justice system, …
and
• Communities of color are
disproportionately affected
throughout the criminal justice
system …

• The mission of the Task Force is to
develop and help implement solutions
that will eliminate disparate
outcomes in the criminal justice
system for communities of color.

A fair and equitable criminal justice system, free from
racism and bias, is necessary to maintain the safety and
well-being of the State of North Carolina
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General prison demographics

Race/Ethnicity

1990
(Statewide)

Current
(Statewide)

Since 1972
(In prisons)

Current
(In prisons)

Asian

0.8

3.3

0.2

0.4

Black

21.3

21.5

49.4

51.5

Latinx

1.2

9.8

3.9

5.4

Native American

1.2

1.6

1.9

1.9

Two or more /
unknown

0.5

1.2

0.2

0.5

White

75.0

62.6

44.3

40.3

Long-term incarceration of people of color
People of color make up:
▪ 25% of the state population in 1990
▪ 37.4% of state population today
▪ 59.7% of the current prison population
▪ 63.8% of the people serving more than 20 years in prison
▪ 65.8% of the people serving life sentences or the equivalent
▪ 66.9% of the people serving LWOP who will never be released
▪ 79% of the children serving life with parole sentences
▪ 84% of the people serving LWOP sentences for violent habitual felon status
▪ 91.5 % of the children sentenced to LWOP

Fines, fees, and criminal justice debt
Sample of 2020 Court Costs and Fees
• General Court of Justice fee (District): $147.50
• General Court of Justice fee (Superior): $154.50
• Jail fee: $10 per day of pretrial confinement
• Facilities fee (District): $12
• Facilities fee (Superior): $30
• Telecommunications and Data fee: $4
• Law enforcement officer retirement fee: $7.50
• Community Service fee: $250
• Failure to Appear fee: $200
• Failure to Comply fee: $50
• State Crime Lab fee: $600
• Installment fee: $20

• Even in minor cases, total costs and fees can
approach or exceed $1,000
• North Carolina courts impose fees that a
person cannot or does not pay in 120,000
cases each year (1.72 million total cases)
• Over 650,000 people, or one in 12 adults in
North Carolina, currently owe unpaid
criminal court debts
• Individuals can and are arrested and jailed
for unpaid court debt
• Criminal justice involvement can last for years
based on unpaid court fees

• Probation fee: $40 per month
• Appointment of Counsel fee for Indigent
Defendant: $75

• Criminal debt disproportionately burdens
people of color
Crozier, Garrett & Maher, Center for Science & Justice, Apr. 2020 Report

Driver’s license suspensions and revocations
• Approximately 1 out of 7 driving-age individuals currently have their
license suspended
• Of those suspensions, 827,000 are for failure to appear in court
• 263,000 are for failure to comply with orders to pay traffic fines or
court fees, and
• 135,000 for both failure to appear and failure to comply
• Only 6% of drivers with licenses revoked for failure to appear or
comply regained their licenses within one year
• Driver’s license suspensions are disproportionately imposed on
minority residents across categories of offense
• Both race and class matter -- the racial disparity observed in
suspensions can also be correlated with economic distress

Public safety
Of the 1.6 million misdemeanor charges brought in North Carolina in 2019, 6.6% were for violent offenses. 1
million of those misdemeanor charges were for non-DWI traffic offenses. Of the ~343K felony charges, 16.4%
were for violent crimes.
Most common non-violent, non-traffic offenses
Offense

Most common non-DWI traffic offenses

Number of Charges

Offense

Number of Charges

Misdemeanor larceny

44,667

Speeding

296,281

Possession of drug paraphernalia

38, 688

Expired registration

208,971

Possession of up to ½ ounce marijuana

31,287

Driving while license revoked

170,663

Possession of marijuana paraphernalia

30,623

No operator’s license

117,789

Resisting an officer

28,016

Operating a vehicle with no insurance

55,126

Second-degree trespass

22,701

Fictitious / altered title, reg., plate

39,013

Injury to personal property

15,925

Reckless driving to endanger

29,735

Possession of controlled substance

12,883

Driving without registration

26,717

Possession of stolen goods

9,027

Canceled, suspended, revoked tags

26,589

Public order offenses

8,276

Reckless driving, wanton disregard

20,976

Shoplifting, concealment of goods

6,916

Window tinting violation

12,448

Race, poverty, and criminal justice involvement are all intertwined
Percent of children in North Carolina living
in areas of concentrated poverty
30.00%

22.50%

15.00%

7.50%

0.00%

White Non-Hispanic

Kids Count Data Center (2014-2018)

Hispanic or Latino

“Boys who grew up in families in the bottom 10 percent
of the income distribution (families earning less than
about $14,000) are 20 times more likely to be in prison
on a given day in their early 30s than children born in
top-decile families (where parents earn more than
$143,000). . . . [O]ne in ten boys born to families in the
lowest income decile are incarcerated at age 30 and
they make up about 27 percent of prisoners that age.”
Studies of “the association between high levels of
incarceration and social isolation and high-density
poverty examined in a range of other disciplines” have
pointed to factors such as “the social determinants of
health, the school to prison pipeline, and
epidemiological studies that examine the biological
stressors associated with childhood poverty”
Brookings Center, Work and Opportunity Before and After Incarceration (2018)

The task force is comprised of diverse stakeholders with different
perspectives, roles, and constituencies
1.

North Carolina Department of Justice

2.

North Carolina Department of Public Safety

3.

North Carolina Judicial Branch including District and Superior Court Judges

4.

District Attorneys

5.

Public Defenders

6.

Organizations that advocate for disproportionately impacted communities

7.

Justice-involved individuals

8.

Victim Advocates

9.

Chiefs of Police

10. Sheriffs
11. Legislators
12. Local elected officials

Task force members differ in many ways, but share a common belief that racial disparities in North
Carolina’s criminal justice system “are both unacceptable and not inevitable, and further,
that systemic change is possible.”

Community listening sessions
Listening Sessions & Public Comment Sessions

• Six listening
sessions to hear
from
community
leaders
• Three two-hour
public comment
sessions

Working
group configurations
Working Groups
Final Configuration
1. Recruiting and retaining a diverse and racially equitable workforce
2. Law enforcement training to promote public safety and build community support
3. Law enforcement accountability and culture
4. Enhancement of the law enforcement profession
1. Use of force
2. Investigations
Group #2
3. Community policing
Policing Policy & Practices
4. Pre-arrest diversion and other alternatives to arrest
5. Appropriate use of SRO’s
6. Reimagining public safety, reinvesting in communities
1. Pre-trial release and bail practices
Group #3
2. Charging decisions
Court-Based Interventions to 3. Juvenile Justice system issues/school to prison pipeline
End Discriminatory
4. Racial equity training for court system personnel including Judges, DA’s and Public
Criminalization
Defenders
5. Decriminalization or lessening of criminal penalties
1. Criminal trials
2. Use and impact of fines and fees
Group #4
3. Death penalty/Sentencing disparities
Advancing Racial Equity in
4. Reinstating parole/redress for long-term sentences/Second Look Act
Trials and Post-Conviction
5. Prison discipline
6. Collateral consequences of convictions
Group #1
Law Enforcement
Management

Working Group Recommendations

Racial Equity in the Courts – Before Trial
Decriminalize marijuana
possession and study
legalization
Possession of up to ½ ounce of marijuana, 2019 data:
• 31,287 charges; 8,520 convictions
• 61 percent of those convicted were nonwhite.
Possession of > ½ ounce up to 1 ½ ounces of marijuana:
• 3,422 charges; 1,909 convictions
• 61 percent of those convicted were nonwhite.

Working Group Recommendations

Racial Equity in the Courts – Before Trial
Improve pre-trial release and
bail practices
•
•
•
•
•

Eliminate cash bail for Class I, II, and III misdemeanors
unless risk to public safety.
Require first appearance within 48 hours or next day in
which District Court is in session.
Require preventative detention hearing within five days
and repeal bond doubling.
Promote court appearance strategies and develop
alternative responses to failure to appear.
Create independent pretrial services and improve data
collection.

Working Group Recommendations

Racial Equity in the Courts – During Trial
Make criminal trials fairer
• Make juries more representative of the North Carolina
population:
• Expanded and more frequent sourcing of jury lists
• Data transparency
• Facilitate jury service
• Make it harder to exclude people from jury service
based on race, gender or ethnicity.

Working Group Recommendations

Racial Equity in the Courts – Post Trial
Reduce collateral consequences of criminal convictions
• Reduce court fines and fees
• Assess a defendant’s ability to pay prior to levying any
fines and fees.
• Develop a process to eliminate criminal justice debt.
• Opt-out entirely of federal ban on SNAP benefits for
individuals convicted of certain felony drug charges,
eliminating 6-month disqualification period and other
eligibility requirements.
• Allow DMV hearing officers to waive license restoration
fees and other service fees for failure to appear or failure
to pay.
• Reform the Certificate of Relief petition process to create
efficiencies for individuals with multiple convictions
across multiple counties.

Working Group Recommendations

Law Enforcement Practices
Reform investigations
1. Improve drug enforcement data collection and reporting by law
enforcement.
2. Acknowledge that substance use addiction is a public health crisis …
3. Fund community organizations providing services to those adversely
impacted by drug use, sales, and law enforcement.
4. Use objective criteria, rather than officers’ subjective perceptions or
beliefs, to drive the level of police presence in a neighborhood.
5. Deemphasize felony drug possession arrests for trace quantities
under .25 grams. (40% of all arrests – national data)
6. Deemphasize marijuana possession arrests.
7. Prioritize traffic stops that improve traffic safety.
8. Require all consent searches to be based on written, informed
consent.
9. Improve traffic stop data collection and reporting

Working Group Recommendations

Law Enforcement Practices
Reimagine public safety and
reinvest in communities
• Adopt strategies and augment resources for responding to
situations concerning mental illness, autism, intellectual
disabilities, substance abuse, homelessness, and other nonemergency situations.
• Add crisis intervention training for all new and current law
enforcement officers
• Fund grassroots organizations that employ promising and
peaceful strategies to help communities promote public
safety while mitigating racial disparities in criminal
justice involvement.
• Provide funding and assistance to help communities
develop violence prevention programs

Implementation Groups

Committee #1
Executive Branch Action

Committee #2
Judicial Branch Action

Committee #3
Legislative Action

Committee #4
Local Policy Action

Overarching challenges

Dimensions of the Meta Problem

• Data by race for key indicators is not available.
• Local practices vary widely across the state.
• Commitment to change is not universal.
• “Culture eats policy for lunch.”
• Policy recommendations do not address the role of legal doctrines.
In a 1977 study, “Commission Politics: The Processing of Racial Crisis in America,” Michael Lipsky
and David J. Olson reported that, between 1917 and 1943, at least twenty-one commissions were
appointed to investigate race riots, and, however sincerely their members might have been
interested in structural change, none of the commissions led to any.
The point of a race-riot commission, Lipsky and Olson argue, is for the government that appoints
it to appear to be doing something, while actually doing nothing

Reasons for hope

Dimensions of the Meta Problem

• Shared commitment to confronting scope of the challenge
• Pervasive problem à widespread opportunity
• Emerging cross-ideological understandings
• Successful examples in North Carolina and elsewhere
• “Make the road by walking it”

More information: www.ncdoj.gov/trec

