
 

 

 

SJC nixes Northampton parking ticket case; man loses fight 
over $300 appeal process 
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Vincent Gillespie stands last May in the Northampton parking lot where he was originally issued 
the parking ticket that led to a six-year battle over the state’s appeal process. 
 

NORTHAMPTON - Vincent Gillespie won a few convincing rounds in his six-year legal battle 
over a parking ticket in Northampton, but the state's highest court delivered a constitutional 
knockout punch on Thursday.  

Gillespie, of Greenfield, had challenged the constitutionality of a state law that requires appeals 
of municipal parking tickets to be handled in Superior Court, with minimum filing fees of $275.  

In an appeal last year, he argued that contesting $10 or $15 parking tickets in a court that handles 
the most serious criminal and civil cases was not only irrational but so cost-prohibitive that it 
deters anyone from filing an appeal.  

But in a unanimous decision, the Supreme Judicial Court ruled otherwise and determined that the 
current venue for parking ticket appeals and associated filing fees passes constitutional muster 
because it furthers a valid state interest.  



"It is entirely rational for the Legislature to aim to establish a consistent procedure and forum for 
such appeals without weighing the individual economic interest at stake against the cost of 
Superior Court filing fees in each instance," the SJC decision states. "More important, especially 
in light of the fact that municipalities annually issue several million parking citations, (the law) 
conserves scarce judicial resources and discourages the filing of nonmeritorious appeals." 

Gillespie said he was perturbed by the decision, saying the SJC was "disconnected with the 
interests of the people." Northampton attorney William C. Newman of the American Civil 
Liberties Union, who handled the case, also expressed disappointment. Edward Hamel of 
Southampton was another plaintiff in the case.  

"They defer to the legislative judgment," Newman said as he broke down the decision. To the 
SJC, the law "arguably makes just enough sense that it's not unconstitutional," he said.  

Gillespie took aim at the SJC's claim that having to pay hundreds of dollars to fight parking 
ticket appeals in Superior Court prevents frivolous appeals. Most states handle parking ticket 
appeals in district or small-claims courts or before judicial officers with much lower filing fees, 
and in a legal brief filed last year, Newman wrote that "for at least the last five years preceding 
this case, no person in all of Hampshire County, no matter how aggrieved he felt or erroneous 
the ticket, ever initiated a court appeal on a parking ticket."  

The SJC ruled that the government's interest in deterring frivolous appeals is substantial and that 
the fiscal and administrative burdens of handling appeals would be "overwhelming" without the 
current law in place. The state attorney general's office intervened in the case last year, arguing 
that there are no constitutional rights to reduced filing fees. Gillespie said he wanted evidence 
from the justices to back up the frivolous appeals claim.  

"They're afraid of this avalanche of frivolous appeals," Gillespie said, adding that before the law 
was enacted, judicial officers reviewing parking ticket appeals "must have been dying of 
exhaustion."  

"How do other states manage? No other state does this," Gillespie said. "Where is their concern 
for the interests of the people?" 

The SJC ruled that there are avenues for appealing parking tickets locally with no fee that 
"adequately ensure that the pecuniary interest at stake is well protected against human error."  

But that was not always the case in Northampton, where Gillespie's challenge earlier ushered in 
court-ordered reforms to the city's parking ticket appeal procedures.  

Local victory 

Gillespie's legal challenge began July 19, 2005, after he received two $15 parking tickets in 
Northampton's tiny Fasano parking lot off Old South Street. He was ticketed for parking in a 
prohibited zone and contested the fines, citing a lack of signs and marked spaces.  



He filed a written appeal with the city, but the parking clerk upheld one of the fines and told 
Gillespie his only avenue of appeal was in Superior Court. The city's administrative process, it 
turned out, was in violation of state law, which affords all persons issued parking tickets the right 
to appeal by means of a live, in-person hearing at the local level.  

Gillespie filed a lawsuit, and the following year, Superior Court Judge Bertha D. Josephson 
ordered the city to revise its parking ticket appeal procedures, which now provide live, in-person 
hearings with a city officer - the parking clerk or his or her designate - for people who wish to 
appeal parking tickets. 

Josephson ruled that the state's court filing fee statute was not unconstitutional, however, and 
Gillespie, who ultimately won his parking ticket appeal in Northampton, then waged a legal 
battle to get parking tickets out of Superior Court and filing fees lowered.  

While the SJC ruled against Gillespie, Newman said the ruling raised several important issues, 
and took seriously the state's constitutional guarantee of access to the courts.  

"It made clear that the system for adjudicating parking tickets in Northampton was illegal," 
Newman said. "There are towns and cities failing to give in-person hearings. For any town or 
city that is not doing that now, that has to change."  

The court also stated that it was not "unmindful" of the fact that Massachusetts imposes filing 
fees for judicial review of parking citations in excess of those of most other states, in some cases 
by a factor of 10 or more. Citing precedent, the SJC ruled that a court is only to inquire whether 
state lawmakers had the power to enact a statute, and not whether it is "wise or efficient."  

"It is the sole province of the Legislature to set the amount of those fees," the decision states. 
"Our lens focuses only on the constitutional question."  

Despite the high court ruling, Gillespie's parking ticket appeal odyssey is not entirely over. 
Earlier this month, he testified at a hearing on a bill before the Joint Committee on the Judiciary 
in Boston that would move parking appeals out of Superior Court and into small-claims court. 
State Rep. Byron Rushing, D-Boston, is the sponsor.  

"Is that really going to break the state to do that?" Gillespie asked. 

Dan Crowley can be reached at dcrowley@gazettenet.com. 
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