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Indeed, a report by the Judicial Council, California
erek Bok, former president of Harvard
courts’
policymaking body, confirmed that court
University and a lawyer as well, once observed
services differ widely between jurisdictions. In some
that “there is far too much law for those who
jurisdictions, small-claims advisors didn’t receive
can afford it, and far too little for those who
enough training to help litigants navigate the court
cannot.”
system. In others, qualified interpreters were not
This is particularly true when it comes to
available to assist non-English speakers.
California’s small claims court system, where the
To help address this gap in services, SB 422 and AB
current limit on claims leaves people of modest means
1459
also seek to supplement services. A new filing fee
with only limited access to justice. It shouldn’t be that
for
cases
between $5,000 and $7,500 has been written
way, and we hope to change that with Senate bill 422
into the state budget. The new fee is still modest, $75,
and Assembly bill 1459.
Because the small claims court system caps claims at but will help fund advisor services, legal library
services, and other administrative costs. It will go a long
$5,000, people with claims valued at more than that
way to help equip our small-claims courts with
amount are forced to take their cases to our state’s
additional resources to help
superior courts. There they are
serve the public.
typically obliged to retain an
Both SB 422 and AB 1459
attorney – usually at substantial
have
gained widespread support
cost. In fact, it is often difficult
from consumers, lawyers and
to persuade a lawyer to take a
judges. The Consumers Union
case for claims of less than
of California, the Consumer
$25,000. The result: People with
Attorneys of California and the
claims between $5,000 and
California Judges Association
$25,000 are left with no practical
have all voiced their support for
venue to settle their disputes.
increasing the small-claims
SB 422 and AB 1459 will raise the threshold for
limit.
The
California
Association
of Realtors has voiced
individuals in small-claims court from $5,000 to
strong support as well.
$7,500, giving more Californians access to affordable
Small-claims courts are an essential part of our
justice.
justice system. A reasonable increase in the maximum
The small-claims court dollar threshold was most
recently raised from $2,000 to $5,000 in 1990. That was claim will adjust for inflation over the course of 15
years, provide a greater measure of justice for middle15 years ago. It’s time we raise the cap again, so that
people of modest means can use the system – a system class Californians, and help maintain public support for
our system of civil justice.
that aims to give everyday people a practical forum to
In short, SB 422 and AB 1459 will ensure
settle their disputes and recover their damages.
At the same time, we can improve the quality of the Californians that the court system will serve them, not
shut them out at the courtroom door.
decisions rendered in the small-claims process.
Typically, small-claims courts are less formal and less
structured than other courts. There are no juries, and the
judges are usually practicing attorneys rather than
State Sen. Joe Simitian, D-Palo Alto, is the author
Superior Court judges. Unfortunately, this no-frills
of SB 422. Assemblyman Joe Canciamilla, Daccess to justice, coupled with shrinking budgets for
Pittsburg, is the author of AB 1459.
court services, means that the quality of small-claims
courts can vary dramatically.

People with claims
valued at more than
$5,000 are forced to take
their cases to our state’s
superior courts.
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