Traffic Tax 

by

Eyes Right

Fairfax, VA – LI am sitting in a beautiful, oak-paneled room.  The chairs and benches are also oak, the lighting is indirect, the floor is nicely carpeted.  There are whispered conversations among the over 100 people in the room with me.  We are in Traffic Court.
The proceedings begin two minutes early when a young clerk reads an announcement from a laminated text informing us which police officers will have cases heard today before the court in this room.  The judge then enters.  He seems at first appearance like a decent type, perhaps about 40 years old.  His last name is Davis.  He has a shock of slightly graying hair and speaks firmly.  He is polite, and occasionally smiles. My overall impression is that he is a stereotype for the typical closet cocaine user.   

The first two cases involve lawyers whose cases go to the head of the queue.  The Commonwealth Attorney has obviously made pre-trial arrangements in both cases, and they are disposed of quickly.  Next each police officer is called to hear his set of summons.  Cases are being disposed of in an average of 45 seconds.  Those pleading NOT GUILTY are “passed over” to be heard last.  Rule Number 1:  if you are in a hurry, the message is very clear:  plead GUILTY.

My name is called within the first 20 minutes.  I have been charged with speeding, specifically doing 43 mph in a 25 mph zone.  The summons was issued at 8 am on a Saturday morning by Officer Connors who had established a radar trap on a county road.  Nineteen of us received a similar summons from Officer Connors that morning.  I plead GUILTY, state that my summons is an indictment of the county road system and throw myself on the mercy of the court.  Judge Davis is obviously unimpressed.  Without comment, he fines me $35 plus court costs (another $20).  The next guy faces the exact same charge from Officer Connors.  He pleads GUILTY, says nothing, and is fined $15 plus court costs.  Rule Number 2:  say nothing!
300 cases are on Judge Davis’ docket this morning.  200 have pre-paid by mail (in my case it would have cost me $36 plus $20 for an “administrative processing fee” or they simply do not show up.  For his day as judge, Davis collected over $6000 in court costs alone, plus whatever he sees fit to fine the sheep (as in led to slaughter).  Our fines and fees are collected by a clerk in an adjoining Fine Paying Room (there is an actual sign saying this).  My paperwork reaches her by pneumatic tube from Davis’s clerk within minutes after the $55 bad news was pronounced.  She will not accept VISA or MasterCard, but the fine can be paid by mail within 10 days.

Overall I feel that I have just been confronted by a modern version of the medieval tax collector who levied impromptu road taxes on random travelers.  During this one week alone, Davis and his fellow judges will generate over $150,000 in revenue for Fairfax County.  It turns out that I am one of the lucky ones – the guy parked next to me has received a parking ticket due to his one-hour meter expiring while he is in court.  On the way in I told him to plead NOT GUILTY…I pretty certain that he does not have my name.
I thought you might like to know.
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