
A Guide to 
Going Fine 

Free



Current State of Fine 
Free in PrairieCat

◦ 138 member libraries

◦ 91 public libraries fully participating or 
basic online

◦ 41 of those are fine free→ 45%!

◦ Plus, 3 large school libraries are fine free.



Why go Fine Free?
• Remove barriers to access
• Promote positive perceptions of the library
• Reduce unpleasant interactions at the service desk, 

increase staff morale
• Are overdue fines serving the purpose they were 

created for? 
• Are overdue fines equitable or are they primarily 

impacting your lower-income patrons?
• Could see an increase in materials returned, as fear 

of fines is reduced 
• Is the amount of fines owed worth more than the 

perception of the library in the community?



Why go Fine Free?

“Fine income 
was less than 1% 
of our budget”

“All the 
surrounding 

libraries were 
going fine 

free”

“Not having 
fines during 

COVID 
helped make 
the decision”

“One of the best things we’ve done to 
better serve our community”

“Fine free 
does not 

mean 
patrons are 

not 
accountable”

“Staff love it. They don’t 
have to argue over a 10-
cent fine or have to turn 
away a child because of 

old overdue fines”

“Reduced 
animosity 

toward 
staff”

“We’ve had a few 
people say they 

would have been 
afraid to bring their 
overdue materials 

back before”



Where do 
you start?
Log a help desk 
ticket!

It’s recommended 
to contact 
PrairieCat several 
weeks before your 
board meeting.



What happens 
next?

We’ll schedule a one-on-
one Zoom meeting to 
discuss how items 
circulate at your library:

- Patron types

- Patron blocks

- Locations limited

- Loan rules



What do you need to know?

There is no single setting in Sierra that controls 
fines. 

Instead, fines are controlled via your library’s 
loan rules. 

The process to implement fine free is a 
collaborative one that requires:

1. a review of your existing loan rules

2. re-writing those rules to their fine-free 
versions

3. Your final approval before the new loan 
rules are implemented



You’ll need to 
consider:

• Do you want all patron types to be fine 
free?

• Do you want all item types to be fine 
free? Or, do you want to maintain fines 
on some item types like hotspots, stem 
kits, or library of things items?

• IMPORTANT! It is not possible to make 
only juvenile materials fine free. 



When do you want patrons to be billed?

For fine free libraries, the replacement bill is 
created earlier than the normal 44 days. You have 2 
options:

- Bill at 21 days after the due date

- Bill at 28 days after the due date

- Patrons will receive a courtesy notice prior to their 
due date, a “Friendly Reminder” at 7 days, the First 
Overdue Notice at 14 days, and a replacement bill 
at 21 or 28 days after the due date.



When do you want 
patrons to be blocked?

Patrons will be automatically 
blocked when the replacement bill 
is created at either 21 or 28 days. 

You do have the option to block 
patrons earlier at 14 days. This 
option is controlled by the patron 
type.



Additional considerations:

• What is your planned implementation 
date? PrairieCat recommends that you 
select a date that is easy to remember 
because items checked out prior to your 
implementation date are still subject to 
your old loan rules, even if they are 
renewed.

• If you’re currently using the “fine-free” 
circ login, how long do you want to 
continue to use that?



Do you want fines purged?

• PrairieCat can purge fines for your library’s 
patrons on your library’s items only.

• Only overdue and overdue renewal charges 
are purged. 

• Bills, manual charges, and charges on other 
library’s items will not be purged.



Why purge?
• Patrons won’t see fines that are 
no longer applicable in Encore.

• Patrons won’t be blocked 
unnecessarily in Encore.

• Staff won’t have to manually 
waive small amount fines.



Audit trail!



Money Owed report



How does fine free affect your 
patrons?

In PrairieCat, the checkout location (in conjunction 
with patron type, item type, and item location) 
determines how the item circulates. The checkin
location does not!
Patrons who check materials out at your library are 
subject to your loan rules. So if you’re fine free, they 
will not incur fines, even if they return the item to 
another library.
However, if your patron goes to another library, they 
are subject to that library’s loan rules and could incur 
fines, no matter where they return the item. In other 
words, fine free does not follow the patron!



Additional Resources

◦ PUG Day 2020 Fine Free Panel Discussion

https://support.prairiecat.info/documentati
on/65376

◦ Fine Free Policies Report (Library 
Consortium in CT)

https://www.libraryconnection.info/docum
ents/fine_free_policies_report_SC-2019-03-
22.pdf

https://support.prairiecat.info/documentation/65376
https://www.libraryconnection.info/documents/fine_free_policies_report_SC-2019-03-22.pdf


Additional Resources

• Economic Barriers to Information Access, Library Bill of 
Rights

https://www.ala.org/advocacy/intfreedom/librarybill/interpret
ations/economicbarriers

• Powerpoint: Impact of Library Fines, April 2022

https://accessola.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/2022-04-
Impact-of-Library-Fines-Web-Version.pdf

https://www.ala.org/advocacy/intfreedom/librarybill/interpretations/economicbarriers
https://accessola.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/2022-04-Impact-of-Library-Fines-Web-Version.pdf


Additional Resources

• Article: Overdue Fines: Advantages, Disadvantages, and How 
Eliminating Them Can Benefit Public Libraries

https://ischool.syr.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Overdue-
Fines-Advantages-Disadvantages-and-How-Eliminating-Them-
Can-Benefit-Public-Libraries.pdf

• Article: Fine (Free) and Dandy: Libraries Say Good-bye to 
Overdue Charges

https://www.ila.org/publications/ila-reporter/article/21/fine-
free-and-dandy-libraries-say-good-bye-to-overdue-charges

https://ischool.syr.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Overdue-Fines-Advantages-Disadvantages-and-How-Eliminating-Them-Can-Benefit-Public-Libraries.pdf
https://www.ila.org/publications/ila-reporter/article/21/fine-free-and-dandy-libraries-say-good-bye-to-overdue-charges


Any questions?



Thank 
you for 
joining us 
today!



What data can you present to your 
board?

• What percentage of your budget is attributed to overdue fines?
• How many/what percentage of your current cardholders are 

blocked?

• Is the amount of fines owed worth more than the perception of 
the library in the community?


