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January 6, 2021 

 

RE: Law Enforcement Leaders Support for the Driving for Opportunity Act of 2020,  

        H.R. 8881 
 

Dear Chairpersons Nadler, DeFazio, and Norton, Vice Chair Scanlon, and Ranking Members 
Jordan, Graves, and Davis: 

We write on behalf of Law Enforcement Leaders to Reduce Crime & Incarceration in support of 
the Driving for Opportunity Act of 2020 (“the Act”), H.R. 8881. Our national coalition includes 
over 200 current and former law enforcement officials, across the political spectrum, dedicated to 
protecting public safety and reducing unnecessary arrests, prosecutions, and incarceration. We also 
draw from our experience to advocate for changes in practice that advance public safety while 
ending unnecessary contact with the criminal justice system. 

Our group supports federal legislation to end license suspensions due to unpaid traffic fees and 
fines, and the Act would be a significant step forward to end this practice nationwide.1 

The Act creates grants to encourage states to cease suspending driver’s licenses due solely to unpaid 
civil or criminal fines and fees and to reinstate those licenses already impacted by similar policies in 
the past.2 The bill would also repeal an existing federal law that withholds highway funding for states 
that do not suspend driver’s licenses for individuals convicted of drug offenses, whether or not the 
offenses were related to driving.3 

As localities across the country work on reimagining public safety and building trust between the 
police and their communities in response to the significant social unrest of this past summer, the Act 
could help to minimize police intrusion into peoples’ lives while also saving government resounces.4 
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The impact of driver’s license suspensions for unpaid fees and fines is profound. Estimates suggest 
that between seven and 11 million Americans have lost their licenses for failure to pay court debt.5 
Nationally, 40 percent of license suspensions are due to reasons other than driving-related offenses.6 
And these costs are not borne equally — debt-based license suspension policies disproportionately 
burden communities of color and people in poverty.7 These practices also trap people in poverty and 
create unnecessary criminal justice contact without a clear public safety rationale. 

Suspending licenses for non-payment of fines and fees is inherently counterproductive.8 It essentially 
creates “a catch-22: stop driving and fall deeper into poverty, or drive without a license and risk 
further tickets, fines, and possibly even arrest and criminal charges.”9 In a study conducted in New 
Jersey, researchers found that a majority of people who had their licenses suspended were low-
income, and, as a result of the suspension, 64 percent of low-income individuals were not able to 
maintain their employment.10 While there may be a legitimate relationship between driver’s license 
suspension and certain crimes, such as drunk or dangerous driving, unpaid criminal and civil fees 
due to poverty do not justify the suspension of someone’s license.  

Suspending licenses for reasons unrelated to safety also taxes scarce law enforcement resources — 
on traffic stops, prosecuting low-level violations, impounding vehicles, and, in some cases, 
incarcerating people who pose no threat to public safety. A study conducted in Washington state 
found that arresting one person due to driving on a suspended license could, when including time 
spent on paperwork, take up to nine hours of a police officer’s time.11 According to the American 
Association of Motor Vehicle Administrators, suspending driver’s licenses in Colorado took 8,566 
hours per year — the yearly hours of four full-time public employees.12 Further, license suspension 
due to debt discourages people from maintaining accurate and up-to-date licenses, which in turn 
creates challenges for law enforcement that can be detrimental to public safety.13  

We are devoted to advocating for laws that enhance public safety while reducing unnecessary 
incarceration and involvement in the criminal justice system. For all the reasons herein, and in our 
April 2020 report,14 we encourage the House Committees on the Judiciary, Transportation and 
Infrastructure, and the Subcommittee on Highways and Transit to vote in favor of the Driving for 
Opportunity Act of 2020, so that millions of Americans can lead more productive lives and maintain 
employment, while minimizing unnecessary contact with law enforcement. 

Respectfully yours, 

 

 
 

Ronal W. Serpas 
Executive Director  

Law Enforcement Leaders to 

Reduce Crime & Incarceration 

Former Police Superintendent  

New Orleans, Louisiana 

Taryn A. Merkl 

Senior Counsel  

Law Enforcement Leaders to 

Reduce Crime & Incarceration 

Former Assistant U.S. Attorney  

Eastern District of New York
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