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Chairperson Cheh, and members and staff of the Committee: Good morning, 

I’m Ariel Levinson-Waldman of Tzedek DC.   

Tzedek DC is a non-profit legal services group 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 women, and 

nearly all are from our city’s communities of color.  Our organization has 

represented DC residents that have been negatively affected by the current, 

counterproductive driver’s license suspension rules in DC. 

I’m honored to be joined today by Darcy Hirsch of the Jewish Community 

Relations Committee of Greater Washington, Tzedek DC’s Partner, and by one 

of Tzedek DC’s clients -- Billy Peterson, who came today to share his story.  

Thank you Councilmember Cheh and to this Committee -- as well as 

Councilmember Silverman and other colleagues who have supported license 

suspension reforms -- for the important work you are doing on these issues.   

Under your leadership, a few weeks ago, this Committee sent to the full Council 

the Traffic and Parking Ticket Penalty Amendment Act of 2018.  That bill will 

end the suspension of licenses as punishment for unpaid traffic ticket debts and 

for the failure to attend a traffic hearing, and require the DMV to restore 

licenses suspended on those bases within 30 days.  Last week, that act (B 22-

204) received a vote in support at the full Council’s first reading.  We urge the 

full Council to adopt the bill at the second hearing, and have attached to this 

testimony a coalition letter sent to the full Council today in support of that bill’s 

license suspension reform provisions. 

As the Committee recently found when it voted unanimously to approve and 

send to the full Council a bill that will end license suspensions for unpaid traffic 

ticket debts owed to the DC Government, losing the right to drive can have 

devastating consequences for working families, and, as a result, the DC 

community overall.  Community members may be cut off from key life 

necessities like getting to work, healthcare, groceries, or childcare simply 

because they cannot afford to pay a traffic ticket.  The Committee’s June 20, 

2018 Report noted (at page 3) the dangerous exposure to the risks of criminal 

penalties that residents face when they choose, for life necessity reasons, to 

drive without a license, including penalties of up to a year in prison plus a fine 
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that can be thousands of dollars.    

In addition, the mere threat of losing a license due to unpaid debts can itself impose financial 

hardship on residents.  For example, Tzedek DC client Stephen McDowell has been homeless in the 

District for the last two years.  Mr. McDowell lives in his car.  He received tickets and could not pay 

them.  At risk of losing his license and car registration (and thus his current home), he arranged for 

his sister to take out a $2,000 loan, with interest charged, for him to pay the ticket debt to the DC 

Government.  The money from the loan could have otherwise gone towards providing him key 

medical care or other basic necessities.    

Today, this Committee is focusing on one of the aspects of Bill 22-618 not addressed in the bill that 

went to the full Council: the suspension of licenses that current law allows to occur from court debt 

in certain cases filed by insurance companies in DC court.  Tzedek DC strongly supports the sections 

of the bill that will put a stop to this practice. 

Under the current law and practice, private insurance companies are using driver’s license 

suspensions as a way to enforce certain civil case court judgments.  DMV is then required to suspend 

a driver’s license upon the request of a judgment creditor.  Data provided by DMV in response to 

Tzedek DC’s FOIA requests shows that the District suspended at least 1,350 licenses for these types 

of judgments between the years of 2010-2017.  This number undercounts the number of disputes 

where this coercive tool has been used because, as you are hearing today, people are threatened by 

the insurance company before any suit is filed, which can lead to pre-suit pressure to pay, even 

where there is no valid claim.  What this means is that, in these disputes, a private entity has the 

power to leverage public benefits to coerce payment from a defendant in a private suit.  This is 

wrong and, as with ticket-based suspensions, should be stopped by this Council.  Private companies 

should not get to decide which community members will be subject to loss of a driver’s license.  

Currently, a DC resident’s driver’s license (or a non-resident’s operating privileges) and vehicle 

registration can be suspended if s/he fails to pay a judgment “arising out of the ownership, 

maintenance, or use of any vehicle,” following an auto accident, within 30 days.  As a practical 

matter, these situations arise when an individual has an accident during a temporary lapse in 

insurance – for example, due to an overdue payment to renew insurance – since a case never reaches 

the judgment phase when the driver has insurance.  The license suspension provision is then 

triggered when the private car insurance carrier for the other driver or property owner sues and 

obtains a judgment against a person for damages resulting from the accident.  In this context, under 

current law, the DMV is required to suspend a driver’s license upon the request of the judgment 

creditor (i.e., the private insurance carrier).  The suspension takes effect even if the driver has long 

since obtained/renewed his/her insurance following the accident, until the judgment is satisfied or the 

insurer consents to lifting the suspension of the driver’s license.  

This system is not necessary to maintain an effective mandatory motor vehicle insurance scheme.  

Those rules are already separately laid out, complete with enforcement mechanisms and strict 

penalties, in Title 31, Chapter 24 of the Code and, importantly, would be left untouched by the 

provisions being considered by the Committee.  These provisions provide the DMV with real-time 

data from the insurance companies regarding the insurance status of DC drivers, allowing the DMV 

to suspend registrations, as appropriate, during coverage lapses.  This is precisely how the mandatory 

insurance scheme should be administered and enforced – by a government agency, based on public 

safety and other public considerations, during the period of a lapse of insurance. 

Instead, the current system supplements these provisions by turning the DMV into a debt collection 

tool utilized by private creditors. These license suspension provisions do not advance any separate 

purpose other than allowing the insurance company to leverage the current law to deny individuals 



 
   

who the company has sued from maintaining a driver’s license.  The result of the current system is 

financial and emotional harm for vulnerable DC families.   

You are hearing today directly from Mr. Peterson, a lifelong DC resident and veteran who served our 

country in the Korean War, and cancer survivor.  In 2017, an insurance company based in Illinois 

threatened Mr. Peterson with license suspension.  Ultimately, as it turned out, after months of 

anxiety for Mr. Peterson and his family engaging in the process with legal counsel, the insurance 

company conceded that Mr. Peterson did not actually owe any debt to the insurance company and 

withdrew its threat.   

You are also hearing today (by proxy through a translation read aloud of his hand-written letter 

written in Spanish) from Tzedek DC client Pedro Amaya, who was sent a DMV Notice of 

Suspension of his license after the insurance company GEICO obtained a default judgment in a 

Superior Court suit against him and then, as the current allows, registered the judgment with the 

DMV and demanded that it suspend Mr. Amaya’s drives license.  Mr. Amaya drives a truck for a 

living and is the sole breadwinner for a family of four.  Through many days of stress and time 

allocated to responding, the Amayas obtained legal help, got GEICO’s meritless default judgment 

and suit dismissed in court, and got the DMV license suspension rescinded.   

Had the insurance company’s attempts at leveraging the judgment into a license suspension, and thus 

loss of his job, been successful, the Amaya family would have been devastated.  But many DC 

families are not so lucky: residents in our city regularly suffer from court-debt suspensions or the 

threat of them by an insurance company – over 1,300 suspensions since 2010 and many additional 

threats made against residents that the data does not capture. 

Of course, there will be times when a demand or tort suit brought by an insurance company on behalf 

of the injured party may be valid. The ordinary court process ought to be the framework for those 

disputes and the enforcement of those judgments. Plaintiffs in debt cases already have substantial 

tools at their disposal under current law. And, especially in cases like those you are hearing today 

where the claims by the insurance company were baseless; these cases highlight the problems of 

putting the tools of the government in the hands of private companies to use as a sword against DC 

residents when the coercive threat of license suspension is in their financial interest.    

Private insurance companies acting as a debt collector in those disputes should not have the 

additional power in that private dispute to coerce payment through the threat of the denial of a public 

benefit – especially one so critical to basic life necessities as the ability to lawfully drive a car.   

This conclusion is especially warranted where this Committee has already determined that the 

government should no longer use driver’s license suspension as a means of debt collection for its 

debts.  The observation of a federal judge -- issued just four days ago in a decision finding  

provisions of Tennessee’s license suspension provisions similar to DC’s to be unconstitutional -- is 

apt here: “Losing one’s driver’s license simultaneously makes the burdens of life more expensive 

and renders the prospect of amassing the resources needed to overcome those burdens more 

remote.”1  District law should not allow our government or corporations acting as debt collectors to 

add to the challenge of low-income residents already saddled with the burdens of life by suspending 

their driver’s license as punishment for unpaid debt.  

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

                                                      
1 Thomas v. Haslam, 3:17-cv-00005 (M. D. Tenn. July 2, 2018) (Memorandum and Order granting summary judgment in favor of 

plaintiffs on the grounds that Tennessee’s driver’s license suspension statute violates the Fourteenth Amendment) at 9. 
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 My name is Billy Peterson, I live in Ward 6, at 1503 D Street NE here in DC. I am a lifelong 

resident of the District. I am also a Korean War veteran, and cancer survivor. I worked with the 

Washington Elderly Handicap Transportation Services before retiring. I currently am unable to walk 

easily, but at the time this all happened, I was able to drive.  

 In October of 2015, I was hospitalized for several weeks.  During this time, someone who had 

access to my home took my car keys without my permission from my home and drove my car without 

my knowledge or permission. While driving my car intoxicated, the person lost control of the vehicle and 

hit a post in a parking lot, causing damage to my car and their property.  

 After the accident, I got calls from the insurance company that represented the owner of the 

parking lot. There was about $10,000 in damage and they wanted me to pay for it. 

 When they called, I tried to explain to them that I wasn’t the person who crashed the car. I tried 

to explain to them that the person who did crash my car didn’t have permission to use it.  In April 2017, 

a year and a half after the car incident, I received a letter from a representative of the insurance 

company -- a company based in Illinois called Gallagher Bassett Services – threatening that if I didn’t 

respond to their satisfaction they would “be contacting the Washington DC Department of Motor 

Vehicles and initiating the steps necessary to have your driving privileges and vehicle suspended.” 

I didn’t have the money to pay the roughly $10,000 they were asking for. And also did not think it was ` 

my accident.  At that time, they only gave me 10 days to pay up or they were going to the DMV.  

 I had to go out and find an attorney to help me understand what was going on, and to stop the 

insurance company from taking my license. I went initially to the Legal Counsel for the Elderly, and was 



ultimately referred to Tzedek DC., where I got the help I needed to successfully fight the insurance 

company. If I hadn’t had help, I would have lost my driver’s license.  

 I don’t think that this insurance company should have had the power to do this. It was unfair, 

and placed me in a bad position of having to defend against their mistake. During this time I thought 

that I was going to have to pay thousands of dollars of debt that wasn’t mine and it was very stressful on 

me and my family members, especially my niece, who regularly provides me with help. If I had been 

forced to make payments to the insurance company which would have negatively impacted me because 

I am on a fixed income. This is money that normally goes to food, my medical costs, and basic living 

expenses.  

 In the end, after receiving help, I found out that the insurance company would have had to go to 

court to get a judgment against me to take away my license, on top of the fact that they had threatened 

me when I was not at fault. They used their knowledge of the system and ability to play a role in getting 

licenses suspended to try and bully me into paying a debt that I didn’t actually owe.  I am told that the 

way the law stands today, this is within their power.  That is wrong and should be changed.  I hope you 

will use your power to make the change.  

 

Thank you. 


	July6hrgTzedek DC Testimony DRAFT Clean
	Peterson DC Council Testimony 7.3.18 FINAL

