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North Carolina law (NCGS 20-24.1) requires individuals with
unpaid traffic debt have their driver’s license suspended
until the debt is satisfied. When individuals struggle to pay
these debts, the punishment ultimately functions as an
indefinite suspension.

The law states that individuals who are unable to pay due to their financial
circumstances can apply for a waiver in court. However, the waiver provisions are

confusing and underused, see box to the right for more details.

According to the Federal Reserve!, many adults cannot financially withstand even
small financial disruptions like traffic tickets—a hardship that is especially
pronounced among ethnic/racially minoritized groups and adults with lower
levels of education.

Our research with 39 individuals in Durham, NC who had their driver’s license
suspended because they could not afford to pay traffic citations finds that
these laws make it hard for workers to improve their financial circumstances
and to find and keep jobs, and may also make it difficult for employers to hire
the workers they need.

Findings and Implications for Individuals and Families

Debt-based driver’s license suspensions create additional financial hardship
for individuals by exacerbating already insecure financial situations, making it
even less likely that they will be able to pay their outstanding fines and fees—a
vicious cycle that does not generate local revenue and harms individuals,
employers, and communities.

“Naturally, losing my license, not being able to get around, | had to make more
money in order to get on the city bus, or having to pay for an Uber ride or a Lyft
ride, or having to give somebody gas money that could have been money for
me to save up for a car or to pay any bills with that were behind. That took a toll

financially.” (Interview participant)

* Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System, Economic Well-being of U.S. Households in 2023,
https://doi.org/ 10.17016/8960
2https://www.ncleg.gov/EnactedLegislation/Statutes/PDF/BySection/Chapter 20/GS _20-28.pdf

3https://www.aclu.org/cases/johnson-v-jessup?document=complaint-1

Confusing and underused waiver
provisions for individuals who
are unable to pay license
suspension fines is an ongoing
issue in North Carolina.

In 2018, a class action lawsuit against
the NC DMV argued that information
about exceptions for individuals not
able to pay fines, penalties, and court
costs was not adequately shared with
drivers facing license suspension. The
settlement reached in 2022 required
the DMV to include information about
the provision in official notices of
license suspension, provide motion
for relief forms upon request, and
fund a legal advocacy organization

to assist drivers.®
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Suspending Driver’s Licenses due to Outstanding Traffic Citations

Increases Financial Stress and Limits Job Opportunities

Debt-based driver’s license suspensions affect the employment opportunities of suspended drivers from our
study in three key ways:

Transportation limitations. Many of the individuals interviewed were not able to travel beyond their neighborhoods or city for
0 better job opportunities, especially because public transportation options are limited both within Durham and between Durham and

surrounding areas. “You need a license to get to where you're going. Half the time it seemed like all the good jobs are out. It don't seem
like there are no good jobs in the city, they on the outskirts, either out there in Raleigh, Cary, or Morrisville” (Interview participant)

Reduced employment opportunities. Others interviewed indicated that they were not able to maintain employment due to
o employment laws or business requirements (e.g. valid driver’s license is required for role or background check is a condition of

employment). “/ was working at [a hospital]. | was a valet, so | needed my license to drive, to park the cars. So, I had lost my job due to
the fact that | didn’t have my license no more.” (Interview participant)

Criminal-legal stigmatization. Driving with a suspended license is a criminal offense in NC2. If an employer runs a criminal background
e check, these charges often appear. “...actually got fired from a job because after they pulled the driving record and a lot of that stuff [traffic
offenses] showed up. So, | didn’t have a job for a little while.” (Interview participant)

Implications for Employers and Economic Growth

Based on the findings from our study, the implications also matter for employers,
specifically when focusing on hiring:

» If some suspended drivers are limited in their ability to travel from place-to-place,
employers will have difficulty hiring for vacant positions.

« If employers decline to consider job candidates based on criminal background checks
showing a suspended license, their candidate pool will be substantially smaller.

» Limited candidate pools due to lack of transportation and suspended licenses
may stifle economic growth across North Carolina and lead to inefficiencies
in the labor market.

» Inconsistent employment may also increase need for human services, including
government-provided supports.
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About the Sample and Data

The research team collected data for this study by in-depth interviewing (N = 39). Our sample was generated using a comprehensive list of all
motorists with outstanding traffic debt in Durham County, NC. We developed a contact list by restricting the data to only those records eligible
for financial relief through the Durham Expunction and Restoration (DEAR) program who had provided the city with some form of contact
information (phone number and/or email) (N =932). Using the contact list, we recruited study participants by voice calls, with accompanying
voicemails, text, and email messaging between May and December 2021. Interviews with participants were conducted via phone or videocall
and typically lasted between 60 and 90 minutes. All interviews were recorded, transcribed, and coded for analysis.
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