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Governor Phil Murphy

Governor Murphy Signs Legislation
Mandating Comprehensive Disclosure and
Transparency Requirements for Civil Asset
Forfeiture

TRENTON – Governor Phil Murphy today signed legislation (S1963) mandating comprehensive disclosure
and transparency requirements for the system of civil asset forfeiture.

“New Jersey law enforcement agencies currently have no permanent statutory requirement to disclose civil
asset forfeitures,” said Governor Murphy. “This legislation would boost confidence in our justice system by
requiring county prosecutors to track and report data on this practice. Allowing the public to understand how
assets are being seized, where seized funds go, and where forfeited property is going is a huge step forward
for transparency and accountability.”

Under the bill, county prosecutors would submit quarterly reports to the Attorney General detailing seizure
and forfeiture activities by law enforcement agencies within their county. S1963 would also require specifying
the law enforcement agency involved in a confiscation; date, description, and details of a seizure; the amount
of funds or estimated value of a property; the alleged criminal offense associated with a seizure; and whether
the defendant was charged with an offense and if those charges were ultimately dismissed or the defendant
was acquitted, among other information. 

Using this data, the Attorney General would be required to create an online searchable database of civil asset
forfeitures across New Jersey. Law enforcement agencies that fail to comply with the mandate would be
required to return seized property or proceeds resulting from forfeited property.

“As of right now, New Jersey has no reporting requirements for law enforcement agencies regarding property
seizures, which has resulted in lacking transparency and protections for property owners,” said
Assemblywoman Angela McKnight.  “With this law the people of New Jersey and our state officials will
finally have access to much needed data concerning which agencies are profiting from property seizures,
what is being taken, and how the proceeds are being used.”

“Everyone – law enforcement, watchdog groups, and, most importantly, our residents – benefits from the
confidence and accountability that transparency provides,” said Assemblyman Jay Webber.  “The only way
we ultimately can police the process of asset forfeiture is through honest and comprehensive tracking,
reporting, and public accessibility of the facts of forfeiture. This legislation will make New Jersey a national
leader in asset forfeiture transparency.”

“It’s un-American to take people’s property under the premise that it was gained through criminal activity
when a person has not been convicted of a crime,” said Assemblyman Erik Peterson. “When homes, cars,
money, and other property worth millions of dollars are seized every year, there must be adequate controls in
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place to prevent abuses. There’s no uniform seizure policy across the state making the reporting in this bill
necessary. It shines a light on who is taking assets and ensures the money is used benefit taxpayers.” 

“Civil forfeiture has an extremely high potential for abuse, and it’s nearly impossible to challenge – and yet it
remains one of the most opaque practices in law enforcement. Now, New Jersey takes the important step of
shining a light on civil asset forfeiture through increased transparency and reporting, which we hope will be
the first step among many to curb its use and rein in the harms it inflicts. This law moves our state closer to
curtailing and ultimately ending the use of civil forfeiture and the racially disparate over-policing it
encourages, disproportionately occurring in communities that are already some of New Jersey’s most
vulnerable. We applaud Gov. Murphy for signing this law, and we commend the Legislature for passing it,”
said ACLU-NJ Policy Director Sarah Fajardo.
“We applaud Governor Murphy and the legislature on taking this step toward reforming civil asset forfeiture in
New Jersey," said Tony Howley, State Director of the Americans for Prosperity and AFP Foundation. 
"We look forward to continue working with a broad coalition of organizations to further ensure that our
liberties, private property, and civil rights are protected.”

“We believe the Civil Asset Forfeiture bill signed by Governor Murphy today takes steps toward achieving a
goal of fairness and equal justice in civil asset forfeiture proceedings, particularly for those with low income
and limited means – who are unfortunately vulnerable and the hardest hit by these laws,” said Akil Roper,
Vice President and Assistant General Counsel Legal Services of New Jersey. “The loss of property can
disrupt employment, healthcare, family and other obligations and personal freedom.  Disproportionate
impact on racial minorities is also likely, given the higher rates of arrest for persons of color and its frequent
employ in urban areas.  Asset forfeiture litigants often have to go unrepresented, navigating a complex civil
legal system which requires filing formal answers with costly fees, submitting evidence and making legal
arguments."

“By itself, improved transparency cannot fix the fundamental problems with civil forfeiture—namely, the
property rights abuses it permits and the temptation it creates to police for profit,” said Jennifer McDonald,
Senior Research Analyst at the Institute for Justice. “This bill is vitally important for bringing forfeiture
activity and spending into the light of day and an important first step on the road towards comprehensive
forfeiture reform.”

 

With today’s signing, New Jersey becomes the 34th state in the nation to pass civil asset forfeiture reform
and the 24th state specifically instituting disclosure and transparency requirements.
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