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Shireen, a mother of six, first learned that her license was suspended when she was 
pulled over months after the suspension went into effect. She shares one car with the 

rest of her family, and another family member 
received a ticket for running a red light. The 
notice regarding the ticket was missing Shireen’s 
apartment number and was never delivered. 
She has taken a second job solely to pay off the 
hundreds of dollars in fines and fees that have 
accumulated that she owes the court. Shireen 
knows there’s a better way: “I’m certain that if 
you give people proper information, if you told 
people, if you can’t afford to pay now, here are your 
options...people would respond and pay what they 

could...Too many people live paycheck to paycheck. When you have to decide between 
paying for groceries and paying a ticket...I’m going to buy groceries for my family.”

SUSPENDED

Executive Summary
Today, almost 2 million Floridians have a suspended license, not 

because they are dangerous drivers, but because they are poor.  
That’s because Florida punishes people by suspending their driver’s license when they cannot afford 
to pay the steep fines and fees Florida law mandates for traffic tickets, toll violations and criminal 
convictions.  Without a driver’s license, people can no longer be self-sufficient – they can’t reliably get 
to work, take their children to school, keep a medical appointment, or attend church. Losing a driver’s 
license can trigger years of financial hardship and a cycle of poverty and punishment few can escape. 

In 2017, 1.1 million suspension notices were sent to Florida drivers because of overdue court debt. 
That’s one out of every fifteen drivers -- in just one year. Between 2015-2017, more than 3.5 million 
suspension notices were issued for unpaid court debt.  

Florida routinely suspends driver’s licenses when payments for traffic, toll violations and criminal 
fines and fees are late, with no assessment of a person’s ability to pay.  Few courts offer reasonable 
payment plans – despite state law that requires it. And after 90 days, court debt is sent to private 
collections agencies that can add up to 40% of the total amount due.

Driver’s license suspensions are counterproductive and ineffective.  The goal of Florida’s suspension 
policies is to force people to pay their fines and fees, but it doesn’t work. Driver license suspensions 
often last years. In the counties we analyzed, on average, 77.12% of suspensions issued from 2016-
2018 remain in effect today.1  

License suspensions are a financial issue for most Floridians, not an indication that people are 
unwilling to pay their debts. Indeed, evidence demonstrates that when people are given options to pay 
that are within their means, they pay. In 2014 Palm Beach County implemented a program that allows 
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for flexible payment plans.  As a result, they have seen the number of payments increase by 11%; their 
collection rate increase from under 60% to 80%; and their referrals to collections agencies decreased 
by 36%.2

In Florida, a driver’s license is a necessity.  Almost 90% of Floridians drive to work, and large parts of 
the state lack reliable public transportation. When people lose their license, they often lose their job; 
if they find a new job, it’s often at reduced pay or for fewer hours. Once their license is suspended, 
people are often forced to choose between driving illegally in order to provide for themselves and 
their families or complying with the law and losing the ability to pay the court debt that triggered their 
suspensions in the first place.

The legal consequences of driving on a suspended license are severe and escalate over time. People 
become trapped in the justice system.  They may even end up in jail or prison – all because of Florida’s 
futile license-for-payment scheme.

Florida’s suspension practices impact us all. Instead of targeting dangerous drivers or addressing 
serious crime, Florida spends its public safety resources stopping, prosecuting, and incarcerating 
drivers simply because they are poor. Business suffers when workers can’t reliably get to their jobs 
or are forced to quit because they can’t do their job without a license. Communities that most need 
financial investment are instead drained of economic vitality. Our research demonstrates that poor 
people and people of color are more likely to be affected by Florida’s suspension policies. 

These disproportionate effects matter because the harms of driver’s license suspensions may 
exacerbate existing inequalities. For every person who has a suspended license or goes to jail for 
driving on a suspended license, there is a child, parent, or spouse who is also impacted. 

THE FINDINGS IN THIS REPORT ARE SIGNIFICANT AND TROUBLING:
•	 Driver’s License Suspensions for Nonpayment Affect Over a Million People Each Year. Total 

suspension notices for failure to pay in 2017 represented 7.33% of the driving population in the 
state. 

•	 Currently Almost 2 Million Floridians Cannot Legally Drive Because of Unpaid Fines and Fees. 
•	 It Takes Years for Most People to Regain Their License Once Suspended - 75% of driver’s 

licenses suspended in 2016 remained suspended two years later. Plainly, suspensions are not an 
effective tool for coercing payment of fines and fees.

•	 Suspension Rates are Highest in Areas with Larger Proportions of People of Color and Low-
Income People. Black people have suspended driver’s licenses on average 1.5 times the rate they 
are represented in the general population.

•	 72% of Driver’s License Suspensions in Florida are for Unpaid Fines and Fees Not for Unsafe 
Driving. 

•	 In 2017, law enforcement issued over 232,000 citations for driving while license suspended 
– over 5 times as many citations as were issued for Driving Under the Influence (DUI).  Law 
enforcement, prosecutors and courts are diverting resources from serious crime and spending 
millions of dollars to “crack down” on people whose only crime is poverty. 

It should come as no surprise that support for license-for-payment laws is dwindling.  Lawmakers 
across the country are questioning the logic of license-for-payment policies. In the past two years, 
Virginia, Mississippi, Idaho, Montana, California, and the District of Columbia have all stopped 
suspending licenses for nonpayment. Legislation just passed in Texas will result in roughly 650,000 
drivers’ licenses being reinstated, an additional 500,000 people will become eligible for license 
reinstatement, and Texas will relieve $2.5 billion in debt. Support for reform is nonpartisan and ranges 



across the political spectrum from Koch Industries and the American Legislative Exchange Council 
(ALEC) to the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) and the Southern Poverty Law Center.

Florida legislators must take action and pass legislation that eliminates suspensions for nonpayment 
of fines and fees. Ending the state’s license-for-payment practices will prevent further harm to 
marginalized communities, improve the state’s economy, and better allocate public safety resources, 
ultimately making Florida a safer and more economically vibrant state.

 The State of Suspensions in the United States. www.freetodrive.org/maps
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Endnotes
1 Based on an analysis of data provided by Broward, Glades, Hillsborough, and Seminole Counties, on file with the Fines and Fees 
Justice Center. 
2 “Palm Beach County’s Court Compliance Program,” National Association of Counties (2017) http://explorer.naco.org/cf_naco/
cffiles_web/awards/Award_program.cfm?SEARCHID=107231.
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