
 
Balanced Driver’s License Suspension Reform  

Driver’s licenses should be suspended or revoked when drivers have proven themselves to be a 
danger to themselves or the public. However, as driver’s licenses are also necessary for employment, 
healthcare, and other critical needs they should only be suspended when drivers have committed a 
public safety infraction. They should not be suspended merely due to unpaid court fines and fees or 
failure to appear in a case involving only fines and fees. There are other mechanisms to hold driver’s 
accountable that are more effective and prioritize public safety over revenue generation. Washington 
currently holds drivers accountable and suspends licenses through the following mechanisms: 

1) Driving with an invalid license (RCW 46.20.342); 
2) DUI or Refusal to take an alcohol or drug test (RCW 46.61.5055); 
3) Received 3 or more convictions of serious offenses or twenty or more separate moving 

violation convictions in a five year period (RCW 46.65.020); 
4) In excess of 6 moving violations in a 12 month period or seven moving violations in a 24 

month period (WAC 308-104-025). 

Eliminating Driving with a Suspended License in the Third Degree would not impact law 
enforcement’s ability to protect drivers and remove those from the road who are a danger to others. 

Other State Accountability Measures 

There are four states geographically close to Washington that have eliminated the suspension of 
driver’s licenses for failure to pay court costs – and all of these states still retain the ability to 
suspend driver’s licenses when a driver is a documented threat to safety, mostly using the same 
mechanisms as Washington. The American Association of Motor Vehicle Administrators, the 
nation’s motor vehicle and law enforcement educational association, has also supported this 
approach. Currently ten states do not suspend licenses for failure to pay and seven do not suspend 
licenses for failure to appear at cases involving fines and fees. 

Oregon 

The Oregon legislature passed HB4210 during the first special session of 2020. This bill eliminated 
the court’s ability to suspend driver’s licenses for failure to pay court costs. It did not, however, 
impact the court’s continued ability to suspend or revoke a driver’s licenses for safety related 
reasons. If the direct consequence of a violation is a suspension (such as DUI), court suspensions 
will remain in place. Only suspensions for failure to pay court costs are eliminated. Reasons for 
suspensions/revocations include: 

1) Failure to appear; 
2) Failure to pay child support; 
3) Four convictions, three accidents, or a combination of four in a 2 year period (30 day 

suspension); 
4) Driving while under the influence of intoxicants; 
5) Revoked license if three or more of the following in a five year period: serious crime (e.g., 

murder, assault), DUI, driving with suspended license, reckless driving, failure to perform 
duties after a collision, or fleeing from a peace officer; 

6) And if you have twenty or more traffic violations within five years your license is revoked. 

https://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=46.20.342
https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/supdefault.aspx?cite=46.61.5055
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=46.65.020
https://app.leg.wa.gov/wac/default.aspx?cite=308-104-025
https://www.aamva.org/Suspended-and-Revoked-Drivers-Working-Group/
https://olis.oregonlegislature.gov/liz/2020S1/Measures/Overview/HB4210
https://www.oregon.gov/odot/DMV/docs/735_064_0220.pdf


 
Idaho 

HB599 was enacted in 2018, eliminating the ability of courts to suspend driver’s licenses for a failure 
to pay fines and fees. It also decriminalized driving on a suspended license – the first two in a 
five-year period are only punishable by a fine, not jail time. You can still have your license suspended 
for several public safety reasons including: 

1) 12 or more points on a driver’s record (which results from multiple minor traffic infractions 
or a major infraction); 

2) DUI conviction; 
3) Driving without insurance; 
4) Serious driving-related violation: reckless driving or at-fault in fatal accident; 
5) Failure to appear to court appearance (although not in cases involving fines or fees); 
6) Failure to pay child support. 

Montana 

In 2019, the state legislature passed HB217 which eliminated the ability of court’s to suspend 
driver’s licenses for failure to pay fines and fees. Licenses may still be suspended for: 

1) DUIs or refusal to submit to alcohol testing; 
2) Non-appearance on a notice to appear; 
3) Failure to pay child support; 
4) Conviction of certain serious offenses; 
5) Three reckless driving offenses within 12 months. 

California 

California eliminated suspensions for failure to pay court fines in its 2017 omnibus budget bill. The 
state found that most suspensions did not lead to increased debt collection – and uncollected debt in 
the previous fiscal year was $9.7 billion. Drivers are still held accountable through suspensions for 
the following violations: 

1) Failure to have automobile insurance; 
2) Failure to report an accident; 
3) DUI conviction; 
4) Underage drinking; 
5) Failure or refusal to take a drug or alcohol test; 
6) Excessive points on a driving record (for multiple low level or single high level vehicular 

violations); 
7) Vandalism; 
8) Failure to appear to a court date; 
9) Failure to pay child support. 

https://legislature.idaho.gov/sessioninfo/2018/legislation/h0599/
https://leg.mt.gov/bills/2019/billpdf/HB0217.pdf
https://leg.mt.gov/bills/mca/title_0610/chapter_0050/part_0020/section_0050/0610-0050-0020-0050.html
http://www.ebudget.ca.gov/2017-18/pdf/Enacted/BudgetSummary/PublicSafety.pdf

