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Bill would send parking ticket appeals to small claims 

 

ATHOL - Vincent Gillespie of town filed a lawsuit against the city of Northampton in 2005 

stating that high, nonrefundable filing fees to have an appeal heard in Superior Court violate the 

Mass. Constitution and residents' right to see a judge. The claim was defeated in Superior Court 

and Gillespie took the case to the Mass. Court of Appeals where it was picked up by the Mass 

Supreme Judicial Court, heard in 2010. 

Gillespie says, "The law relating to parking ticket appeals in Massachusetts, M.G.L. c. 90, 

section 20A½ (and section 20A), is very flawed and needs to be changed. The problem is that 

this law effectively prevents parking ticket appeals from being heard in the courts. It requires that 

if you want to appeal a parking ticket in Mass. first you must appeal to the parking clerk (or his 

agent) and have a written and/or in person hearing (free of charge). But the parking clerk usually 

has no legal training and his review is very informal and it may not be a fair hearing. If one is 

dissatisfied with the parking clerk's decision and wants to appeal further, to an actual court, the 

law requires that one must appeal to Superior Court and pay a non-refundable filing fee of $275 

(plus other non-refundable fees bringing the total to over $300). So what would be the point of 

such an appeal? If you have, say, a $30 ticket, you appeal, you win back your $30 and you are 

out $300. That makes no sense! But that is the law for all of Massachusetts. Furthermore, 

Massachusetts is the only state in the country which effectively does not 

allow parking ticket appeals to be heard in the courts (or otherwise before a judge). 

There is a lawsuit which was pursued by the ACLU, Gillespie, et al. vs. City of Northampton, 

460 Mass. 148, which challenged the constitutionality of M.G.L.c. 90, section 20A½. The case 

went to the Mass. Supreme Judicial Court but that court ruled on July 14, 2011 that the law 

constitutional.  

Gillespie says, "However, the reasoning in that decision is very dubious. For example, it repeats 

no fewer than four times thatparking ticket appeals tend to be frivolous and that therefore the 

legislature can limit such appeals with high filing fees. But there is not one shred of evidence in 

the record of that case to support the claim that parking ticket appeals tend to be frivolous. 

Furthermore, the court is ignoring the fact that the high filing fees do not just thwart 

frivolous appeals but they thwart meritoriousappeals as well. There are other problems with that 

decision as well." A detailed critique of that decision and additional information about this case 

can be reviewed at www.massdriversrights.com. 

"The SJC's decision did acknowledge that the filing fees to appeal parking tickets to the courts 

are higher in Mass. than other states but it also said that it was up to the legislature, not the court, 

to decide whether such a policy is "wise or unwise," said Gillespie. Thus there is presently a bill 

pending in the Mass. State House, H1590, sponsored by Mass. state Rep. Byron Rushing (D-

Boston) (he is the majority whip). It would send parking ticket appeals to Small Claims Court 

instead of Superior Court and it would limit the filing fees for such appeals (to $20 or 25% of 

http://www.massdriversrights.com/


the ticket amount, whichever is less) and make them refundable if the appellant prevailed. 

Gillespie urges Massachusetts citizens to contact their state reps and senators to urge their 

support for H1590. Suggestions for emailing legislators - including how to find out who one's 

state legislators are - are on the "Take Action!" page of the website, www.massdriversrights.com. 

(That website has much additional information, including media coverage, and the appellate 

briefs [including an amicus brief filed by the National Motorists Association]. 

Gillespie said, "One quick and easy way to contact one's state rep and senator is just to call the 

main number of the state house: 617-722-7000 and ask to be transferred to your legislator's 

office. Just tell them to support H1590, the bill relating to parking ticket appeals." For Athol, 

state Rep is Denise Andrews, and state Senator is Stephen Brewer. 

 (If possible send an email to Vincent Gillespie at explodingbee@gmail.com [or leave a message 

at 413-824-7916] letting him know which legislator you contacted. He will pass the information 

on to Rep. Rushing.) The deadline for the bill is July 31, 2014.  

Gillespie said, "There seems to be a decent chance of this bill getting passed. Let's flood our state 

legislators' offices with calls and emails! We can do this!" 
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