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Athol man's parking ticket bill alive in Legislature
Eryn Dion
News Staff Writer

ATHOL — We’ve all had one of those days.

In 2005, Vincent Gillespie of Athol left his vehicle parked in a municipal parking lot in the city of Northampton,
unaware that his actions – and the resulting $15 parking ticket – would set off a chain of events spanning nearly a
decade and spawning two Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court cases and two bills filed with the Massachusetts
Legislature in its wake.

“The problem in Massachusetts,” Mr. Gillespie stated, “is there is no way to appeal a parking ticket.”

It is a problem Mr. Gillespie would become intimately familiar with as he appealed his ticket all the way to the
state’s Supreme Judicial Court, and a problem he has vowed to remedy.

“Massachusetts is the only state in the whole country that doesn’t let you appeal a ticket in court,” he said.

To appeal a parking ticket, the recipient must take the issue up with the town or city’s parking clerk, who will review
the claim, often without consulting the recipient themselves and with no officer or authority figure present. The
clerks, Mr. Gillespie said, are not necessarily trained and have little reason to dismiss claims.

“Parking departments have an incentive to deny appeals,” Mr. Gillespie explained. “It’s very uneven, the way they
do it.”

To oppose the parking clerk’s decision, the recipient must take their case, not to small claims court, but all the way
to Superior Court. The appeal comes with a hefty $300 price tag, one that affords the opprotunity to go before a
judge. The associated filing fees are nonrefundable even if the defendant wins their case.

“There’s no parking ticket that’s $300,” Mr. Gillespie commented. “If you win your appeal on a $15 ticket, you win
your $15 back but you’re out $300.”

The system, Mr. Gillespie explained, is designed not only to discourage residents from appealing their parking
tickets, but to actually prevent them from doing so. Most states, he said, have a similar albeit much less expensive
system with refundable filing fees.

“For practical purposes the state of Massachusetts has taken away our right to contest a parking ticket in court,” Mr.
Gillespie continued.

After catching the attention of the American Civil Liberties Union, Mr. Gillespie filed a lawsuit against the city of
Northampton in August 2005 stating that high, nonrefundable filing fees to have an appeal heard in Superior Court
violate the Massachusetts Constitution and residents’ right to see a judge. The claim was defeated in Superior Court
and when Mr. Gillespie appealed the case to the Massachusetts Court of Appeals, it was picked up by the
Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court, which heard the case in March 2010. Mr. Gillespie’s claim was heard with
another, similar case regarding moving violation appeals.

“In moving violations they’ve done the same thing,” Mr. Gillespie said. “You need to pay $75 to see a judge. Many of
these tickets are less than that.”

The Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court, in a decision Mr. Gillespie described as “nonsensical,” ruled against both
the parking ticket and moving violation appeals cases, although Mr. Gillespie said the ruling left procedural changes
in the hands of politicians on Beacon Hill.

“We have a green light from the SJC to take this up with the Legislature,” he said.

And take it up with the Legislature Mr. Gillespie did, filing a bill last session which garnered support from House
Majority Whip Rep. Byron Rushing, D-Boston, who acted as its sponsor. The bill calls for parking ticket appeals to be
heard in small claims court, with refundable filing fees set at either 25 percent of the ticket or $20 — whichever
amount is less. Mr. Gillespie testified before the Joint Committee on the Judiciary and met with members of the
House and Senate to bolster support for the bill.

“Everybody knew me,” he joked.

Unfortunately, the bill was not voted on before the end of the session.

Undeterred, Mr. Gillespie refocused his efforts for the current session and while time is running out, he hopes to get
the bill to the floor just under the wire. Rep. Rushing was able to pull the draft out of a packet of about 500 bills set
to be sent back to study committees, effectively killing them for the 2013-2014 session, giving Mr. Gillespie’s “Act
Relative to Appeals” a second chance.
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“He was able to get the bill out of that packet so it is now back in the Judiciary Committee,” Mr. Gillespie said. “We
have until the end of this month to continue to promote it.”

With options running short, Mr. Gillespie is switching tactics, enlisting help from residents across the commonwealth
in attempt to generate a groundswell of support.

“I want to change the focus,” he said. “I want people to pick up the phone.”

Mr. Gillespie said he hopes residents will call their local legislators about the bill and prompt them to take action
while it is still in committee. Calling the main phone line at the State House will allow constituents to connect with
their Beacon Hill representative.

Mr. Gillespie noted he has received support from the National Motorist Association, which has also urged its
members to take action. Those looking to learn more can visit Mr. Gillespie’s website at
www.massdriversrights.com.
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