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Library Fines as a Barrier to Access   

 
 

“Libraries can be proud of their track record to eliminate barriers to            
users of public libraries. We have fought for and won the right to keep              
controversial materials on our shelves. We have gone to great expense to ensure             
those with physical handicaps are able to use our facilities. We devote time,             
energy, and financial resources to bringing library services to those who can’t            
come to us. After all this, how can we justify erecting barriers...by charging fees              
for our services?” -- Sally Gardner Reed  1

 
 
Introduction  

Libraries are more important than ever in American life. Often thought of as repositories 
for books, libraries offer so much more, and in Georgia, public libraries offer programming for 
all ages; from fairy tale tea parties to bee-keeping classes, most of which are free of charge and 
are open to the public. Although most of the programming and services offered by libraries in 
Georgia are free, there is still often a charge on items that are returned late, otherwise known as 
overdue fines.  Libraries across the country are recognizing overdue fines as a barrier to access 
and many of them are changing their policies to correct this injustice by eliminating them, often 
not just for juveniles, but for whole communities.  This paper will look at five different library 
systems in Georgia, ranging from urban to rural areas that stretch from metro Atlanta to the 
Georgia-Florida line.  In it we will answer the question: do overdue fines have an adverse effect 
on the communities these libraries serve, and if so, can we eliminate this barrier to access?  
 
 
Literature Review 

A review of the literature will find numerous news articles and editorials but very little 
study has been done on overdue fines outside of Burgin and Hansel’s surveys, Heeger’s article in 
School library journal, and DePriest’s paper prepared for the Colorado library association based 
on the research of Zhang . The lack of actual study in this area is curious as the debate on fines 2

has occurred since at least 1921 .  If librarians want to eliminate barriers that prevent our patrons 3

from using our services, we need to work harder to study these areas and what we can do to help 
our patrons overcome these barriers. 

1 Reed, Sally Gardner. (2002). Small Libraries: A Handbook for Successful Management. 2nd Edition. 
2002. Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Company. Pg. 130. 
2 Depriest, Meg Johnson. “Removing Barriers to Access: Eliminating Fines and Fees on Children’s 
Materials.”White paper presented to the Colorado Library Association. Retrieved from 
http://spellproject.weebly.com/uploads/1/5/3/3/15331602/spellwhitepaperfinal.pdf.  Accessed on 1/3/19. 
3 Hurley, Richard James. (1938). “How Fine are Fines?” Wilson Bulletin for Librarians. Vol. 12, no.8. Pg. 
509. 
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  There were several themes that showed up again and again in the literature. One theme 
that goes right to the heart of our profession; do fines go against the very mission of the public 
library? The American Library Association’s Intellectual Freedom Committee interprets the fifth 
article of the ALA Library Bill of Rights to be read as, “All resources provided directly or 
indirectly by the library, regardless of format or method of delivery, should be readily and 
equitably accessible to all library users. Imposing any financial barrier may disadvantage users, 
and libraries of all types—public, school, and academic—should consider eliminating barriers 
that limit access to library resources and other services.”  4

Miller , Reed , and Kohn  argue that fees run counter to the library’s mission with Kohn 5 6 7

stating, “Creating financial barriers to public library use is counterproductive and goes against 
the library’s mission to encourage more use, not less.”  Reed goes a step further in saying, “Fees 
are simply antithetical to our purpose.” 
 Another theme that we found researching the literature was the inequality of fees. Many 
families with low economic status cannot afford the fees that many middle class families can pay 
without thinking twice. Pogash  reports of a child whose mother would not allow him to even 8

apply for a card because they feared accumulating fines. Depriest furthers drives the point home 
with surveys done by Zhang  in which people in low income areas reported that the thought of 9

fines and fees make “parents reluctant to check out books…at all.”. DeFaveri  paints the 10

harshest picture of all with a mother standing in line at the reference desk with a slightly 
damaged book and the staff are debating how much to charge as other patrons look on. The 
mother is forced to repeat over and over again that she cannot pay for the book regardless of how 
small the fine ends up being. DeFaveri  points out that the library just lost not just one patron 11

but perhaps both her children, as the mother will never return to the library or encourage her 
children to use it as well. 
        Related  to the themes of going against the library’s mission and preventing those who can’t 
afford to pay the fines is the issue of public relations. Sifton  points out, “the negative view of 12

4 http://www.ala.org/advocacy/intfreedom/librarybill/interpretations/economicbarriers 
5 Miller, Rebecca. (2016). “The Trouble with Fines and Fees: Adversary or Ally?” Library Journal. 
February 15, 2016. Pg. 8. 
6 Reed, Sally Gardner. (2002). Small Libraries: A Handbook for Successful Management. 2nd Edition. 
2002. Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Company. 
7 Kohn, Kara. (2015) “Fine (Free) and Dandy. Libraries say Good-Bye to Overdue Charges.” ILA 
Reporter. December 2015. Pg. 18. 
8 Pogash, Carol. (2016). “In San Jose, Poor Find Doors to Library Closed.” New York Times. Retrieved 
from https://www.nytimes.com/2016/03/31/us/in-san-jose-poor-find-doors-to-library-closed.html. Accessed 
1/4/19. 
9 Depriest, Meg Johnson.Pg. 8.ibid. 
10 DeFaveri, Annette. (2005). Breaking Barriers: Libraries and Socially Excluded Communities. 
Information for Social Change. 21. Retrieved from http://libr.org/isc/articles/21/9.pdf. Accessed 1/12/19. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Sifton, Daniel. (2009). “The Last Taboo: Abolishing Library Fines.” The Canadian Journal of Library and 
Information Practice and Research. Vol. 4, no. 1. Page 1. 
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the library, and decreased use of its services,” as a result of fines and fees, especially those 
librarians who aggressively pursue outstanding fees and lost books. One news article in Library 
Journal 12 reports of a woman who was jailed for failure to pay overdue fees on children’s books. 
Miller and Kohn13 also caution on the bad PR that can result from overzealous librarians. 
 One theme that showed up in a few articles was the issue of libraries as revenue 
generators. Miller  points out that when libraries budget fines as revenue we are in effect 13

counting on, “people misusing the library.” In many libraries revenue from fines can help make 
up a budget that is underfunded by local governments. However, Sifton  , and Cirino , point out 14 15

that libraries are not meant to be revenue generators. Cirino states on the first page of his book, 
The Business of Running a Library, “Public libraries are, after all, not private businesses, but 
public institutions, and of course, have loftier goals than merely the pursuit of profit.” Sifton 
even uses the word entrenched to describe the “business model” he believes many local 
governments have developed around their libraries. Sifton says, “it is important to remember that 
a library is neither a business, nor for that matter, a government.” Libraries  are also checking 16

out  many more digital materials that don’t accumulate fines in the first place. Other libraries are 
making policy changes to allow for automatic renewal of books that aren’t being requested by 
other patrons. This is going to cause a further fall of income from fines. 
 When we really look at the articles in the literature, one of the questions on the forefront 
of our minds is, do fines accomplish their goals. One of the goals of overdue fines is to teach 
responsibility to our patrons. When it comes to children, Caywood argues “it often is the parent 17

– not the child – who decides if they can return to the library by the due date.” Kohn  makes a 18

point that one of the biggest fears of librarians and a reason for fines is the belief that books will 
not be returned if there is nothing keeping the patrons accountable. However, in the libraries she 
surveyed, “fine-free programs have proven that these fears are unfounded.”  Bundy  takes the 19 20

issue in a whole different area when he remarks that many patrons feel that they have paid all 
fines and fees through taxes already. 

 

13 Oder, Norman, and Michael Rogers. 1999. “Patron Jailed for Overdue Fines.” Library Journal 124 (12): 
22. http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=fth&AN=2032166&site=ehost-live. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Cirino, Paul John. (1991) The Business of Running a Library: A Handbook for Public Library Directors. 
Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Company. 
 
16        Peet, Lisa. 2018. “The End of Fines.” Library Journal 143 (15): 21–23. 

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=fth&AN=131711247&site=eds-live&scope=site. 

17 Caywood, Carolyn. (1994) “Penny Wise, Pound Foolish”. School Library Journal. November 1994. Pg. 
44. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Caywood, Carolyn. Pg. 20. Ibid. 
20 Bundy, Alan (2005). “Time to Free Public Libraries”. Australasian Public Libraries and Information 
Services. vol.18 no. 4. Pg 129 – 130. 
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Case Studies 
Knowing that overdue fines present a barrier to access in public libraries, in order to 

determine their impact in our sample libraries, and find out how this impact may be lessened, we 
constructed our case studies based on the following categories and factors:  

Community Served: Population, poverty rate, and higher education rates in the 
communities each library serves.  
 
Financial Role of Overdue Fines in the Library: Fines in the budget, staff costs to collect 
fines, the actual income earned from collecting fines, and lastly, other ways these 
libraries might be able to make up the income lost if they did eliminate overdue fines.  
 
 
Roddenbery Memorial Library 
The Roddenbery Memorial Library is a single site public library situated in Grady 

County, Georgia.  It serves a population of nearly 25,000 , more than 25% of whom live below 21

the poverty line .  Approximately 13% of the population have earned a bachelor's degree , 22 23

while one third of the residents of Grady County have a library card.  These 8644 card holders 
however, currently owe a total of $100,425 in fines and overdue fees to the library .   24

This total was amassed over the course of 23 years , and when examining a sample 25

between 2013-2018, we see that the library collected $5187 a year on average in fines, a mere 
5% of what is owed.  Collecting fines costs the library $2860 a year on average , leaving a 26

yearly profit of $2327, or around $7 a day.  
The income generated from fines at RML, is a part of the “Library Generated Income” 

portion of the budget, which also includes everything from meeting rooms to faxing, copies, test 
proctoring, and so on.   In the years sampled, fines contributed an average of 10% to the library’s 
actual income, and overall, the library was able to generate 1.5 times its projected income , 27

largely through meeting room fees.  
Though eliminating overdue fines would have no impact on the average projected income

, it would still mean a loss of income for the library.  One possible means of offsetting the cost 28

could be to increase the meeting room rate or to market the meeting rooms more. At the current 

21 https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/gradycountygeorgia/PST045218 
22 https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/S1701ACS013131 
23 https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/gradycountygeorgia#qf-headnote-c 
24 Inhouse statistical reports - overdue fines, damaged and lost materials, and collections fees.  
25 RML joined PINES in 2006 
26 Staff costs include time for one staff member to contact patrons and for one managerial staff member to 
deal with collections.  Does not take into account the time associated with collecting fines at the point of 
service.  
27 During non-renovation years 
28 Ibid 
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rate, one additional meeting room booking per month would more than make up for the revenue 
lost if fines were eliminated from the budget . 29

More than half of the residents of Grady County live over two miles from the library. 
Given the chronic poverty in the county, this could account for both the low number of card 
holders, and the high number of fines at RML, as transportation and communication are often 
unavailable or unreliable for low income residents. Longer checkout times may better suit the 
citizens of Grady County whether fine elimination is implemented or not.  

 
 
DeSoto Trail Regional Library 
Public libraries face barriers to access in many different forms.  One form that has been a 

topic of debate recently is the collection of fines as a result of overdue materials.  De Soto Trail 
Regional Library (DTRL) is a library that serves Southwest Georgia and is currently analyzing 
the fines the systems receives and the impact fines have on their patrons.  The information that 
follows is a brief glimpse into DTRL, the patrons the system serves, and how fines affect the 
library. 

DTRL serves the Mitchell, Early, and Baker county areas in Southwest Georgia.  The 
system has five libraries across these three counties: three in Mitchell, one in Early, and one in 
Baker.  These three counties make up a population of approximately 36, 500 . The region has a 30

total active patron count of 10,7922.  
As of June 2019 these patrons owe a total of $357,585.40 .  This is an amount that has 31

increased since the year 2000 – the year DTRL joined the PINES system.  Of those 10,792 
patrons, 3,027 patrons owe fines exceeding $10 on their library card .  When a patron exceeds 32

$10 dollars on their PINES library card they lose access to the services offered in a PINES 
library .  Roughly 30% of DTRL’s patrons face a barrier to access due to the fines accumulated 33

on their PINES library card. Furthermore, in this region there is an average rate of 24% of the 
population that lives below the poverty line .  24% of the population served already faces 34

financial challenges without adding their library account into the equation. 
When looking at the past five years, 2013-2018, DTRL received an average of $5800 a 

year with the high being $6700 in 2014 and the low being $4800 in 2015.  Typically it costs the 
library an average of $1580 dollars per year to collect fines.  This includes staff time involved in 
the transaction and notifying patrons who have had three notification letters returned to the 

29 Current fee for meeting rooms is $200, compared to monthly fine collection of $168. 
30 https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/mitchellcountygeorgia Also Baker/Early County 

31Statistics generated by PINES executive reports for the DTRL system 
32 Ibid.  
33 Ibid.  
34   Census.gov. Ibid. . 
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library. Each of those years the collected amount of fines attributed less than 1% to the library’s 
total budget . 35

Money received from collected fines is reinvested into the collection.  It is used to replace 
damaged materials and buy completely new materials.  As mentioned earlier, 30% of DTRL’s 
patrons do not have access to library services as a result of fines accumulated on their library 
card.  These are patrons in an area where as much as 56% of the population does not have 
broadband internet at home1.  These patrons need the services offered by the library, but are 
stopped by an amount that totals less than 1% of the system’s total budget . 36

What would a fines free landscape potentially look like in DTRL?  All patrons would be 
free to use the services offered at the library without worry.  Eliminating fines also eliminates a 
barrier that could be keeping potential patrons from ever applying for a library card.  The system 
would experience patron growth.  With growth comes addition community support which could 
in turn offset the loss from eliminating fines. 

 
 

Ohoopee Regional Library System 
The Ohoopee Regional Library System (ORLS) is headquartered in Vidalia, GA and 

consists of Jeff Davis, Montgomery, Tattnall, and Toombs counties. According to the U.S. 
Census Bureau, ORLS serves a population of just over 76,500 people in the rural area in 
Southeast Georgia . An average of 22.1 percent of the population live below the poverty line, 37

with just 13.5 % of the population holding a bachelor’s degree or higher .  Twenty-two percent 38

of the population or 16,851 people in the area have an active library card and the system on 
average receives 103,985 visits to its 7 branches each year . Currently 5,494 or 7% of all patron 39

accounts are barred due to accrued fines of $10 or more .  40

Currently the users of ORLS owe the system over $175,000 in overdue fines .  Each 41

branch takes in between 2% to 4% of its revenues in fines, with the exception of the Vidalia 
branch which takes in 7%-9% of its revenues in fines. Looking at just the end of year financial 
reports for the last 3 fiscal years, each branch came in under budget on average 14.5%. If you 
subtract the fines received from revenues before subtracting expenditures, each county would 
still have come in under budget each year for the last 3 fiscal years. It would appear that the 
Ohoopee System might be able to go fine free, however, a closer look at the finances would 
show that would not be the case. 

35 In House Financial Reports 

36 Ibid.  
37 
https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/montgomerycountygeorgia,toombscountygeorgia,tattnallcou
ntygeorgia,jeffdaviscountygeorgia/PST120218. Accessed July 12, 2019. 
38 ibid 
39 ORLS Annual Report 
40 PINES report 
41 ibid. 
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The ORLS is one of the lowest funded systems in the state of Georgia with a per capita of 
$4.09, while the state average is $15.37 per capita. The Vidalia branch of the ORLS barely 
breaks even paying personnel and bills, needing the money received from overdue fine to 
purchase books and other materials. Currently the Reidsville branch of the ORLS is running over 
budget due to the hiring of a full-time employee who wished to have benefits. The Tattnall 
County Board of Commissioners had doubled the funding for the county to allow for a full-time 
employee with benefits. At the time of the funding increase, the branch manager did not need 
benefits. A part-time employee was hired to help with the workload. When the new branch 
manager was hired, the library board approved a budget that ran over budget in anticipation of 
asking for an increase in funding from the County Commission. The 2 smallest branches in the 
system, The Nelle Brown Memorial Library in Lyons and the Montgomery County Library in 
Mt. Vernon, need fine money in order to purchase books. 

While the end of year financial reports looked promising, further examination showed 
that the system had been lucky not to run over budget. However, any large expenditures such as 
high electricity bills or a rise in cost of insurance could potentially put the system into the red. 
Given the precarious nature of the funding, the ORLS could not go fine free. Currently, the 
director is hoping to partner with the school systems and issue juvenile electronic access cards, 
just as the Twin Lakes Library System has done. The director of the system, when interviewed 
by NPR, said that she wished the library could go fine free but it just wasn’t possible because of 
the low funding by our funding agents .  42

 
 

Hall County Library System 
The Hall County Library System is a single county library system with five branches. 

The HCLS serves a population of approximately 202,200.  According to the U.S. Census Bureau, 
about 24% of the population holds a bachelor’s degree and about 15% lives below the poverty 
line.   In Hall County, only 36,467 or 18% of the residents have an active library card. These 43

active cardholders however, currently owe a total of $97,967 in fines to the library.  44

When a patron account accrues $10 or more in fines, their account is blocked and they no 
longer have access to many of the services offered by the library.   As I mentioned before the 45

number of active cardholders is 36,467 of those 2728 library users owe $10 or more in fines; 
representing 8%. 

Fines and fees are a line in the budget. Money collected from fines goes into the budget 
and it is used to pay for things like supplies, cleaning services, benefits and salaries.  For the past 

42 Personal interview with Cameron Asbell, Director of the Ohoopee Regional Library System. September 
10, 2019. 
43 https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/hallcountygeorgia Acessed August 22, 2019 

44 Statistics generated by PINES executive reports for HCLS. 

45 http://pines.georgialibraries.org/sites/default/files/files/PINES_Circulation_Policies_and_PRocedures_Manual_v2011_03.pdf Acessed August 22, 2019 
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five years, 2014-2018, the library projected that it will take in $70,000 in fines.  In 2014, unpaid 
bills were $89,380. The library only took in $25,730 or a 29% of the debt.  In 2018, the 
outstanding fees were $100,166, out of which the library recuperated about 56,835 or a 57%. 
Although the rate of takings has increased, the library system has yet to meet its goal of $70,000.

 46

The library spends time and money trying to recover these fines.  The amount of time and 
money spent on notifying library patrons about their fines has decreased because nowadays a lot 
of that is done electronically. Nevertheless, it takes staff time at the desk or over the phone to let 
patrons know they have outstanding fines. 

The debate over whether or not we should charge late fees is not new. Many libraries all 
over the country are choosing to remove fines. The notion that patrons will return their items on 
time because they are afraid of being penalized does not seem to be working, at least not here in 
Hall County.  We have seen an increase in revenue from fines, but the outstanding overdue fines 
have risen equally. 
 
 

Cobb County Public Library System  
The Cobb County Public Library System has 15 branches and one satellite location 

serving all of Cobb County, Georgia. Cobb County is densely populated urban area  situated 
North West of the City of Atlanta. According to the U.S. Census Bureau the library system 
serves 756,865 people, 60% of them have library accounts .  About 4% of active accounts are 47

blocked because of fines. Nine and a half percent are living in poverty which  is approximately 
79,600 people who have limited ability to pay extra for library services. 

Cobb County has a few different types of library accounts. All county residents are 
eligible for a library card, as well as educators, and business owners. Most items, except for 
DVD’s and passes check out for 3 weeks. DVD’s and passes only check out for one week. Most 
items can be renewed twice. If items are not renewed there is a  $0.15 charge for books, and 1.00 
for DVDs. Patrons are restricted from checking out materials when their fines reach $10. Fines 
do not keep people from using digital resources or computers in the library unless their card also 
expires. Resident library cards are good for 2 years at a time, renewals allow us to check 
addresses and have people pay off the balances on their accounts. Educator cards get 9 week 
check outs (no renewals), and ADA cards have 6 week check outs with renewals. 

In 2018 the library system took its first step into “fines free” with by collaborating with 
the county and city school systems to provide library accounts to all children attending public 
school in Cobb County. The PASS (Public Access for Student Success)  program has enabled 
121,900 K-12 students free access to all digital resources, plus students can check out 5 physical 

46 In House Financial Reports. 

47 https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/cobbcountygeorgia,US/IPE120217 Accessed September 
13, 2019. 
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books or audiobooks. Students are not charged overdue fines on their PASS accounts. This 
program has been great for many reasons, closer connections to our schools, the ability to let a 
child check out a book even if their parent has fines, and not having to explain how to get a card 
to children in schools. The community and staff response to this program has been 
overwhelmingly positive. Some of our youth oriented databases had a 70% increase over the 
previous year.  

About 4% of active accounts are blocked because of fines.The average collection of fines 
for the last 5 years (2014-2018) was $429,000. It is challenging to determine how much was 
owed, because as fines are paid, records of them are deleted.  We remove bills older than 24 
month if they have been paid for at least 12 months for the following bill reasons: AVParts, 
Bindery, Damage, ILL, ILL, Copies, Long overdue, Lost, Privilege, Process Fee. We remove all 
bills older than 60 months if they have been paid for at least 12 months. In 2018, there was a 
record of $435,498.07 being generated, this is probably the most accurate year of the 5 years we 
are studied. 

There are  80,827 blocked users out of a total of 224,554 user records.   That means 33% 
of total cardholders can’t use the library due to fines. If  we limit to people who patrons s cards 
expired after December 31, 1998 that percentage goes down to 4%. 
 
 
Methodology  

When examining whether or not to become fines free, it quickly becomes apparent that 
there is not one solution that works for each system.  Some systems depend on the revenue fines 
generated in order to purchase new materials such as books.  So in an attempt to better 
understand what systems could and could not do when it came to considering fines free, a 
decision was made to conduct case studies on our own systems.  Each system was approached 
with four questions in mind.  

● How many people are living in poverty?  
● How many people have an active library card? An active card is a card that has 

been used within the last three years. 
● How many people are blocked from library access due to the $10 threshold?  This 

means is that in each system if a patron has a card which has accrued fines in 
excess of $10 they experience limited access in the library.  

● What percentage of the budget collected fines represented? 

 
When we began looking at our own systems we wanted to know how many people in the 

community had active library cards. Active library cards are cards that have been used in the last 
2 to 3 years and have a balance of less than $10.  Patrons with an active library card can use all 
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resources in the library as long as they do not exceed the $10 threshold. As you can see from 
graph 1, the number of active cards ranges from 60% in Cobb County to 18% in Hall County.  
  

 
                Graph 1 Percentage of Population with Active Library Cards 
 
Our next step was to determine what the poverty rate was in each county; for the multi 

county systems we did an average of the counties. One thing we noticed was that our rural 
systems had a higher rate of poverty than our urban systems. The urban one-county systems of 
Cobb and Hall had low rates of poverty versus the rural systems of Ohoopee, Desoto Trails, and 
Roddenbery Memorial as you can see from graph 2.  
 

 
                 Graph 2 - Population versus Poverty Rate. 
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Another issue that we noticed was that rural counties had a higher rate of blocked accounts. If 
you look at graph 3, you can see that Cobb County where 60% of the population had an active 
library card, only 4% of the accounts were blocked. Then we looked at the rural systems of 
Desoto Trails and Roddenbery in which only 30% and 35% of the population had active cards. 
However, Desoto Trails and Roddenbery also had 30% and 25% of their accounts blocked due to 
fines; that’s one quarter of their populations who could not use their resources and services 
because their accounts were blocked.  

  

              
                              Graph 3 - Active Card Holders vs. Blocked Users 
 

Results  
After examining all five case studies, it became apparent that though the financial 

circumstances at each library were unique, their social situations shared similarities.  The outlier 
was Cobb County, which serves a substantially larger population, and in a small, metropolitan 
area. It is already fine free for students, and has forgiven fines for all patrons in the past.  The 
poverty rate in Cobb County is less than 10%, which is more than double the number of blocked 
card holders at the library.  The fine barrier to access has been reduced, though it is unlikely 
because of community politics that all card holders would be granted fine free access.  

Outside of Cobb County, the other libraries in our study also all participate in the PINES 
consortium, which allows them to share policies and materials. The poverty rate in these other 
libraries in our study, ranges from 7% to 30%.  Hall County serves a more urban community, 
while Ohoopee, DeSoto Trail, and Roddenbery serve rural communities.  We noted that Hall 
County also has a higher population and a lower number of blocked library cards than the other 
PINES libraries in our study, and overall found that overdue fines do not have the same impact 
there that they do in poorer communities.  Perhaps higher educational achievement rates and 
higher median incomes are also an indicator that overdue fines are not creating so apparent a 
barrier to access in Hall County.  
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As Ohoopee is one of the lowest funded library systems in the state, and overdue fines 
help keep the doors to several of the libraries in the system open, eliminating overdue fines isn’t 
a possibility at the moment. With that said though, Ohoopee is starting the process of offering 
juvenile electronic access cards for elementary students in 2 counties. Electronic resources do not 
accrue overdue fines because materials are automatically returned on the due date. The juvenile 
electronic access cards would allow patrons to access materials without fear of accumulating 
fines. The downside is that patrons would need to have a phone, tablet, or computer to access the 
materials and internet access. However, a fact sheet from the Pew Research Institute show that 
96% of Americans own some sort of cellphone with 81% owning smartphones.    Free wifi is 48

offered at many locations, including the library where patrons can download materials to their 
electronic devices. The Ohoopee System is trying to offer access to more patrons without the fear 
of overdue fines.  

Upon seeing that the average amount of collected fines over the last five years 
contributed less than 1% to the total budget for De Soto Trail Regional Library, it is possible to 
consider a fines free landscape.  The elimination of fines would not have a significant financial 
impact on the system.  The benefit would be that 30% of the patron base would once again be 
able to access the library and use the services offered.  This is very important since some 
counties in the region, like Baker County depend on the library for access to services such as 
internet. 

After looking at the numbers and talking with the Board of Trustees, the library staff, and 
patrons in Grady County, it might be possible for the Roddenbery Memorial Library in Cairo to 
go fine free, starting with childrens and young adult books.  As the income that would be lost 
from eliminating overdue fines could easily be made up by marketing other services, the 
financial impact would not be so great.  With that said though, one of the library’s biggest 
challenges will be conveying to the public that while the items are fine free, they are still due 
back to the library.  Finding an alternate way of phrasing ‘fine free’ to still imply that the items 
are due back, will be a challenge.   At the present moment, changes to the structure of the Board 
of Trustees at the library, have the issue tabled, and we are looking forward to revisiting it in the 
next several months.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

48 Mobile Fact Sheet: Pew Research Institute. https://www.pewinternet.org/fact-sheet/mobile/ Accessed 10/6/19 
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Conclusion 
The debate of charging fines has been going on for almost a century , allowing fines to 49

become institutionalized in our profession. Many libraries who rely heavily on fines as a revenue 
source may find it hard to consider going fine free.  While libraries in wealthier communities 
with lower poverty rates may not have any problem collecting fines. However, the likelihood of 
ever collecting all overdue fines is low and with studies showing fines on the decline, it would be 
good for our public image to try to go so some sort of fine free. As we researched this topic, we 
came to the conclusion that there is no one answer to addressing the issue of fines. Every system 
must make the decision for themselves on how to handle fines. Regardless of how fines are 
handled by the various systems in Georgia, it is a topic that needs more research and 
consideration.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

49 Hurley, Richard James. (1938). “How fine are Fines?” Wilson Bulletin for Librarians. Vol. 12, no. 8. Page 509. 
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