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Running red lights has become so common that a substantial increase in the fines for this traffic offense has been initiated.  A recent newspaper reported, “ Whether you’re driving a Porsche or a rusty van, it’s going to cost you a lot more if you get caught running a red light. The fine has just been increased from $90 to $270.”





My first thought was, “Good, running a red light can cause serious injury to innocent people.”  But a little later I thought, “ How significant is the $270 fine to the guy in the Porsches versus the guy in the rusty van?”  This made me realize that the dollar amounts for civil and criminal fines are set to be a deterrent to the average violator.  This means that those in the lower income brackets really get hurt and those in the higher income brackets are never penalized as severely as everyone else, especially for civil offenses.





The above fine of $270 represents the after tax pay for a full week of work for a $20,000 per year ($10 per hour) worker.  It represents a little more than one and one half days take home pay for the $100,000 per year ($50 per hour) worker.  Considering the higher paid worker probably has more money left over for recreational and other uses than the lesser paid worker, the impact is even heavier on the lower paid person.





Why not have a fine structure that includes a minimum fine or a percentage of the violator’s last year’s income, whichever is greater.  It could even be so many days gross pay based on a 250 day working year.  The point would be to make the severity of the penalty equal in the time it took the violator to earn it.





Here’s a change of subject that supports equal dollar amounts.





Those opposing any restrictions on election funding keep using the First Amendment of the Constitution, freedom of speech, as a reason that funding limits can’t be set.  The Supreme Court has upheld the position that political contributions are the equivalent of freedom of speech and can’t be restricted, so these politicians say.





This seems strange to me as everyone readily accepts the current limits placed on contributions (hard money) to a specific candidate.  What is so different about the so called “soft money” that can be donated in unlimited amounts to the political party of your choice?





Even if we agree, for now, that contribution to a political candidate or party is equivalent to freedom of speech, it has been accepted that freedom of speech doesn’t give you the right to yell “FIRE” in a crowded theater if there is no fire.  Limits can be applied, even on freedom of speech.





So, if monetary contributions are a form of free speech, is the amount of money equal to the volume and/or length of the person’s speech?  If I contribute a lot, do I get the right to speak louder and longer than someone who contributes less?  Would we accept a public meeting where some could only talk from their seats for one minute, others could walk to the microphone and talk for three minutes and still others could use an electronic bull horn for an hour?  No!  Of course not.





In Petaluma we accept a limited speaking time as a fair procedure.  Until our council sets a rule that someone who lives in a bigger house and pays more taxes than me should be able to speak longer, I’ll presume equal time is fair.  





Logically, putting a maximum cap on political contributions is not an infringement of free speech as long as the amount is fair and reasonable.   A political system controlled by those who contribute the most is not a democracy.


