
 
 

In Our Opinion: Parking ticket thicket 

Wednesday, July 27, 2011  
 

 
CAROL LOLLIS 

Vincent Gillespie lost his parking ticket 
battle in the Supreme Judicial Court, but 
may yet succeed in securing legislative 

reform that enables people to more cheaply 
contest parking ticket appeal denials. 

Vincent Gillespie's six-year battle over a $10 parking ticket in Northampton may have ended in 
defeat in the state's highest court this month, but his efforts to test the justice system were not in 
vain. Indeed, they were admirable, if not heroic.  

While Gillespie's legal journey ended on a tough note, along the way he helped reform a parking 
ticket appeal procedure in Northampton that was previously in violation of the law. He also 
raised awareness about a system of due process that, quite frankly, has Massachusetts sticking 
out like a sore thumb.  

One state lawmaker has already introduced a bill that champions Gillespie's cause, which is to 
get parking ticket appeals out of Superior Court - with filing fees of $275 - and into small claims 
court where, he and others rightly believe, they belong.  

Gillespie wasn't alone in challenging the constitutionality of this law. He found support from the 
American Civil Liberties Union, which helped mount his legal challenge in the face of strong 
opposition from the state Attorney General's Office. Edward Hamel of Southampton was another 
plaintiff in the case.  

In an appeal last year, Gillespie argued that contesting $10 or $15 parking tickets in a court that 
handles murders and medical malpractice suits was not only irrational but so cost-prohibitive that 
it deters anyone from filing an appeal.  



Who would challenge a municipality's decision to uphold a parking fine by shelling out nearly 
$300 in court fees, while taking time out their busy lives to do so?  

In the case of Hampshire County, for at least the past five years, nobody "no matter how 
aggrieved he felt or erroneous the ticket," ever initiated a court appeal on a parking ticket, 
according to Northampton attorney William C. Newman of the ACLU, who handled the case.  

In its unanimous decision, the Supreme Judicial Court deferred to the Legislature and ruled that 
the current law passes constitutional muster and furthers a valid state interest. The law, the court 
found, conserves scarce judicial resources and discourages the filing of frivolous appeals.  

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. The court also ruled that there are procedures in place locally with no fee that 
"adequately ensure that the pecuniary interest at stake is well protected against human error."  

Ironically, it was that local system that, in Gillespie's case, was fraught with human error. Prior 
to his appeal, Gillespie had won a legal battle that forced the city of Northampton to begin 
affording all persons issued parking tickets the right to appeal by means of a live, in-person 
hearing at the local level, which the law requires. It remains unclear whether other area cities and 
towns are doing the same. In our opinion, they should be taking a hard look at whether they are 
in compliance.  

Most states handle parking ticket appeals in district or small-claims courts or before judicial 
officers with much lower filing fees. The SJC ruling implies that moving these appeals out of 
Superior Court to the lower courts would burden the court system given that cities and towns 
issue millions of parking citations annually.  

But the question must be asked: Has it burdened other state court systems? And what evidence is 
there to suggest that a tidal wave of frivolous appeals would crash down upon the courts? If, as 
the SJC rules, the local system provides an equitable venue to appeal parking tickets, why would 
so many people feel the need to appeal to a higher authority?  

State Rep. Byron Rushing, D-Boston, has introduced a bill that would move parking appeals out 
of Superior Court and into small-claims court. Gillespie testified at a hearing on the bill before 
the Joint Committee on the Judiciary. Now, as he campaigns on a new front, we urge other 
lawmakers to use common sense and join him in the fight.  
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Comments 



Wed, 07/27/2011 - 10:52 — MHC New  

only on sunday 

I never go to Northampton except after 6pm or on Sundays. Not since I got a parking citation 
ticket *while waiting to purchase a parking permit ticket at the lot machine.* (The parking 
officer, who we saw further down the parking line and chased down, said since she'd written the 
ticket, it couldn't be undone -- even though the times on both the permit and the citation were the 
same. Same response at the police station.)  

• reply 

Wed, 07/27/2011 - 09:18 — ridge New  

free parking at the mall 

Although I much prefer shopping at and supporting local businesses, aggressive ticketing (e.g. a 
few minutes before free parking begins at 6 pm) is making malls more attractive!  


