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assets as the proceeds of a drug crime. An exception to the constitutional rule that prohibits the government from seizing assets for debts incurred before charges are filed against a person is the “civil forfeiture” process. This means that the government can buy property with which it suspects the owner is
involved in illegal activity and keep it. California’s system provides a legal framework for forfeiting money and property to the state. The Constitution doesn’t say anything about such forfeitures and federal law requires a high standard of proof to take property from someone, but states can make their own

laws. The Supreme Court heard arguments Tuesday in a case involving a taxi owner, Charles Blum, who had to forfeit $15,000 in cash when police caught him with $100,000 worth of methamphetamine in his car. The question before the court is whether a man who doesn’t know how the money was
obtained can have his assets seized in a civil forfeiture. Prosecutors say the Constitution gives them the right to decide who is innocent and who is guilty. “Our government is one of laws, not men,” Attorney General Jeff Sessions argued in court. “And the law is clear – the forfeiture laws are designed to be a

powerful law enforcement tool used against criminals, not a tool used against people with ordinary means of income.” The 9th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals, however, ordered the forfeiture of Blum’s $15,000 because the federal government did not follow through on its promise to provide an independent
hearing to determine whether the money is his. The Supreme Court’s decision will most likely be made by a conservative majority. However, Justices Ruth Bader Ginsburg and Sonia Sotomayor are more skeptical of giving prosecutors an unfair advantage over the public, and Justices Stephen Breyer and

Elena Kagan are even more reluctant to allow the government too much power. The question of whether a person can be forced to forfeit assets without having them first go through a criminal process has been tested in several high-profile cases over the last decade. The government couldn’t force Billie,
William and Marie Jones to forfeit their home in 2003 because the case was settled without a trial, the Supreme Court ruled in their favor.
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