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Good morning Chairperson Cheh, Committee members, and staff.  

 

I’m Ariel Levinson-Waldman, Director of Tzedek DC, a legal services non-profit 

organized by leaders of the Greater Washington Jewish, civil rights, business, and civic 

communities.  Proudly headquartered at the UDC David A. Clarke School of Law, 

Tzedek DC’s mission is to safeguard the legal rights of low-income DC residents facing 

debt-related legal crises.  The majority of Tzedek DC’s clients are low-income women 

living in DC, and nearly all are from our city’s communities of color.  Since our 

founding, Tzedek DC has been at the forefront of advocating for sensible driver’s 

license policies that give fair treatment to low-income DC residents facing debt-related 

problems. 

 

Thank you Councilmember Cheh and members of this Committee for your ongoing 

leadership on this issue.  Because of your work, in the year since this Committee’s 2018 

DMV oversight hearing, the Council and the DC Department of Motor Vehicles 

(“DMV”) have made important strides towards ensuring that vulnerable DC residents do 

not lose their ability to drive lawfully because they cannot afford to pay administrative 

fines or fees, specifically through two reforms spearheaded by this Committee and 

passed by the Council. 

 

A. Important Reforms Were Enacted in 2018. First, the Council enacted the 

operative Traffic and Parking Ticket Penalty Amendment Act (“TPTPAA”), a law 

ending the suspension of driver’s licenses for unpaid traffic debts or failure to appear at 

a traffic court hearing, and requiring the DMV to restore all licenses suspended on those 

bases within 30 days.  

 

Second, the Council passed, and the Mayor has signed, a bill that bars insurance 

companies from registering a civil court judgment with the Mayor and having the 

defendant’s license suspended until the judgment is satisfied. The bill is currently 

pending Home Rule Act congressional review and is scheduled to take legal effect on 

March 26, 2019. 

 

B. The DMV’s Oversight Responses Reveal Significant Impact of Reforms, as 

well as DMV’s Diligent Work. According to the DMV’s responses to the 2019 

Performance Oversight Questions responses, more than 65,000 people, including more 

than 15,000 DC residents, have had their DC driver’s licenses or driving privileges 

restored under the now-legally operative TPTPAA.  Many of these people have received 

notification letters from the DMV informing them of their rights under the new law, and 

we applaud the DMV’s efforts in this regard.  An additional 2,000+ people will have the 
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opportunity to have their licenses restored by approximately late March after the law pertaining to civil court 

judgments is enacted−a stunning figure that exceeds even Tzedek DC’s estimates regarding the extent of the problem.   

 

The real-life implications of these reforms for residents and non-residents alike cannot be overstated.   

 

Lack of a driver’s license or the ability to drive lawfully often prevents people from participating in basic everyday 

activities, such as getting to work, accessing healthcare, buying groceries, or taking their children to school. These 

obstacles should not be imposed on people as punishment for simply being unable to pay traffic tickets−more than a 

million of which were issued last year, as the DMV’s responses note, with corresponding penalties totaling $324 

million.  The recent reforms help mitigate this issue. 

 

The reforms will also reduce people’s exposure to severe and often life-changing criminal penalties for driving 

without a valid license−penalties that, under the prior legal regime, fell disproportionately on low-income 

communities of color.   

 

That said, important work remains to be done.   

 

C. The DMV’s Oversight Responses Highlight Four Areas of Particular Concern. 

 

1. The Responses Demonstrate the Need for Policy Reform of License Renewal Denials for Unpaid 

Ticket Debts.   The DMV’s oversight responses highlight the continued need for critical further reform on an issue 

that the Council has repeatedly considered, but has not yet been successful at addressing − the issue of denying 

license renewal under DC’s so-called “Clean Hands Law.” Pursuant to the Clean Hands Law, any person owing more 

than $100 to the District for unpaid parking or traffic tickets, taxes, or “outstanding fines, penalties or interest” of any 

kind will not be granted a driver’s license issuance or renewal by the District government.
1
  

 

Neither the DMV nor the Office of the Chief Financial Officer (“OCFO”), nor any organ of the DC Government, 

currently makes any attempt to evaluate applicants’ income or ability to pay before the DMV denies license issuance 

or renewal under the law.  Not only does this system fail to generate much revenue for the District from low-income 

residents, as indigent debtors cannot be coerced or threatened into paying money that they do not have and have no 

way of getting, it means that – even after the current reforms – people lose access to the ability to drive lawfully to 

their job, childcare, or medical appointment, and suffer both financial and quality of life harms as well as increased 

risk of criminal justice system exposure due to unpaid traffic or parking tickets.  Additionally, for reasons detailed in 

our prior testimony to this Committee, DC’s license denial scheme is legally dubious under the due process and equal 

protection clauses of the Constitution because it exacts a punishment based on nonpayment of debt with no attempt to 

distinguish between those who can pay – and whose nonpayment is therefore willful – and those cannot pay.  
 

The significant legislative protections spearheaded by this Committee in 2018, and the Council’s considered policy 

judgments embodied in those protections, are undermined by the current law’s ongoing authorization of debt-based 

license denials, and the current DMV’s ongoing enforcement of such denials.  It makes little sense to end suspensions 

for unpaid debts but continue to authorize what are, in effect, suspensions with a delayed effective date, i.e. slow-

motion suspensions, for the same class of people the Council is seeking to protect through the reforms just enacted.  It 

is instead directly counterproductive: many of the 60,000+ people who have had their driving privileges restored 

under the TPTPAA will be denied the ability to drive again as soon as their licenses expire, simply because they 

                                                      
1
 See D.C. Code §47-2862. 
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cannot afford to pay off their debts to the District Government.  Indeed, Tzedek DC has spoken to many DC residents 

unable to drive lawfully as a result of Clean Hands-based license denial and hurting as a result.   

 

And the current system is not working: as the DMV responses to the Oversight Questions show, even people who lost 

the legal ability to drive decades ago due to unpaid fines and fees have not been successful at repaying their debts and 

getting their licenses reinstated. Presumably, if repayment were within their financial reach, these individuals would 

have satisfied these debts long ago rather than choose to go without a driver’s license for years at a time.  

 

2. The DMV is Not Tracking Key Data Regarding License Renewal Denials for Unpaid Debt.  The DMV’s 

responses confirm what the DMV has told our organization in the past – that it does not even currently track the 

number of people denied license issuance or renewal due to unpaid debts or the amount of outstanding debt recovered 

from individuals following rejection of their applications for driver’s license issuance or renewal.  This information is 

crucial to DC policymakers’ ability to fully assess the scope of the problem and craft solutions that are data-driven 

and fiscally prudent.  But the DMV is apparently giving this so little priority that it is not tracking or analyzing the 

frequency of debt-based license denials.  We urge the DMV to make the appropriate modification to its license and 

registration issuance and renewal data management system to record the data necessary to end these slow-motion 

suspensions, and look forward to partnering with the Executive and this Committee to explore how this can be done 

in a practical manner.   

 

3. The DMV is Not Tracking Returned Notices. The DMV’s responses also reveal that it has not been 

tracking returned mail on letters notifying people that their licenses or driving privileges have been reinstated.  This is 

particularly troubling given that low-income households move more frequently than other households, and are more 

likely to experience negative mobility in the form of evictions and episodes of homelessness.    

 

4. The DMV’s Demand for Payment of a Reinstatement Fee from People Whose Licenses Will Be 

Restored by Statute is Counterproductive.  Finally, the DMV’s responses to this Committee also indicate that 

people whose licenses are currently suspended as a result of a civil judgment must pay a fee to have their licenses 

reinstated.  These reinstatement fees make it harder for low-income people to access the benefits of the reformed civil 

judgement law, which was passed by the District Government precisely because these civil judgment-based 

suspensions were found to be improper, as a matter of policy, in the first instance.   

 

*** 

Councilmember Cheh, we look forward to working with you, your colleagues, and the Executive to continue to 

address this issue of civil rights and economic mobility for low-income District residents. 

 

Thank you for considering Tzedek DC’s views, and we welcome your questions. 


