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Epidemic of Driver’s License Suspension in North Carolina 

Introduction 

Every day in North Carolina, people can’t go to work, shop for groceries, pick up their kids or 
do other ordinary activities because of a driver’s license suspension. These suspensions are 
not punishments for unsafe driving. They are administrative penalties that are triggered when 
a driver fails to pay a court debt or fails to appear in court in a motor vehicle case. Extenuating 
circumstances, like whether the court debt is affordable, are not considered. Once in place, 
the suspension remains active until the driver completes every step in a lengthy reinstatement 
process. Many suspensions last years—some last decades—turning a slap on the wrist into a 
permanent and debilitating condition. 

The first report in this series explains how Failure to Pay (FTP) and Failure to Appear (FTA) 
are all too often the result of economic hardship, rather than willful noncompliance. It also 
details the immense scale of the problem: nearly one million North Carolinians with a 
suspended license with millions of active suspensions statewide.1 

This second report examines the devastating collateral consequences of license suspension. 
Suspensions sabotage low-income North Carolinians’ efforts to build a better life by trapping 
them in a web of penalties and court involvement that typically extend for years. A person we 
interviewed drew a vivid comparison. Suspension, she suggested, is 

like cutting off someone's legs and arms and then setting them out of the courthouse 
and saying, “Go be productive. Go get a job so you can pay these fines and fees. Go 
take your kids to daycare.” And they can't even walk. You're crippling people and then 
asking them to stand on their feet.2 

Beyond individual consequences, the economically and racially disproportionate impact of 
license suspension in North Carolina implicates basic issues of fairness. It additionally hampers 
business, depresses employment, drags down the state economy, and drains valuable public 
resources from state agencies and law enforcement. 

North Carolina has an opportunity to join the growing number of states that have eliminated 
or curbed these types of suspension. A bill abolishing these suspensions, HB 980 (the Remove 
Barriers to Employment from Court Debt act), has been introduced in the statehouse. But, as 
this report outlines, the state can also take many smaller steps to reduce suspension’s harms. 
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Epidemic of Driver’s License Suspension in North Carolina 

Individual Harms of Suspension 

Driving is woven into our daily lives. A license, noted one attorney we interviewed, is “such a 
critical piece of being a functioning, fully capable adult in our society.” A person with a 
suspended license has three unappealing and costly options to choose from: drive anyway 
and risk additional charges, stay home, or rely on someone else for transportation. In reality, 
one or all of these options may not be possible; all come with serious disadvantages. License 
suspension strips people of mobility, autonomy and independence. 

Most people confronted with the threat of suspension do everything they can to avoid it. We 
interviewed an attorney who recalled a young woman in court, pleading with the judge to give 
her a little time so she could use her tuition money to pay her court debt. Reflecting on this 
exchange, the attorney observed that it “shows you how the system is working in a harmful 
way. It’s crazy to think that she was going to drop out of school. . . . If she had been able 
to stay in school, she probably would have a better job that would allow her to pay for a 
ticket up front.” 

Another interviewee noted how suspensions diminish lives and aspirations. Drivers with 
suspended licenses “will literally limit their life to only what they need to do,” she 
observed, “just to avoid getting in trouble with the system again.” 

Unemployment and Income Loss 

A person who loses their license will often lose their job too.3 In most of North Carolina, driving 
is the only practical way to get to work. About 95% of people who work outside the home drive 
to work alone or in a carpool.4 More than one-third of workers commute more than 30 minutes 
to their jobsites.5 

The need for a car is especially acute in rural areas. As one interviewee explained, “At least in 
Raleigh, maybe there’s a bus between the two places you go . . . but some of these rural 
counties, there’s zero opportunity to get from one place to the other, unless you’re 
driving or somebody's driving you.” Even where public transit exists, it may not be an 
efficient substitute if routes don’t go where work is or they take too long to get there. 
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Epidemic of Driver’s License Suspension in North Carolina 

For people who manage to keep their job, a suspension limits hours they can work or tasks 
they can do. It’s harder to consistently arrive on time or pick up extra shifts. Suspensions also 
block career advancement. We interviewed an attorney with a client whose suspension 
threatened his dream job as a chef. As the attorney explained, 

You have to have your license, because the chef is the one that goes and picks up the 
food deliveries from different stores. So they've given him a provisionary period to get 
his license restored and are making the logistics work of somebody else doing the food 
pickup, but . . . if he can’t get this figured out, he’s going to lose this great job. 

Another woman told us that she was about to earn her commercial driver’s license (CDL) when 
she received notice of a pending suspension. This was the first she had heard of it and, in her 
words, she “panicked.” She couldn’t believe that her license was about to be suspended 
without a chance to explain herself in court. “The DMV has all this information they collect 
on people,” she reasoned. “I should have had the opportunity to go to court, speak for 
myself, fight for myself. I should have had the opportunity to appeal it. All this could’ve 
been prevented.” 

She had worked hard to obtain her CDL—it represented a new life for her and her family—and 
a suspension would derail her efforts. Thankfully, a local nonprofit stepped in with a loan to 
help her pay her court debt, stopping the suspension just in time. 

For people who are unemployed, a suspended license is an obstacle to finding work. 
Suspensions limit the number of jobs people can reach and the types of jobs they are eligible 
for. The Bureau of Labor Statistics has estimated that 30% of jobs require the ability to drive.6 

Jobs in home healthcare, construction, trades, transportation, and public works are plentiful in 
North Carolina, but off-limits to anyone with a suspended license. 

Many job applications require a license, even when driving is not necessary for the position. 
With fewer employment options, people are often forced to take whatever work they can get, 
rather than jobs that match their skills or experience, resulting in lower wages and stalled 
careers.7 
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Epidemic of Driver’s License Suspension in North Carolina 

The income loss associated with suspension causes significant daily hardship.8 One survey of 
North Carolina drivers found that more than a quarter of those with a suspended license were 
evicted due to the suspension.9 A paralegal who helped people regain their licenses described 
the illogic of making life harder for people who are already struggling. 

Imagine people that have families and a one income household—they really have to 
figure out what is important. Groceries, bills or get your license reinstated? I would say 
that probably the biggest challenge [of the job] is seeing people working against a 
system that is working against you. 

She pointed out that a suspension itself imposes new costs beyond the court debt. “If you 
can't afford the fines and fees,” she said, “you've got to come up with more money, but 
you're spending that money on Ubers or giving gas money to people who are taking 
you to wherever you need to go or having to take the bus.” 

Low-income households, already scrambling to cover household necessities, are forced to 
make constant trade-offs as suspension-related costs pile up, pushing them closer to the 
financial edge. A judge in a Tennessee case laid out the economic perversity of license 
suspension. “Losing one’s driver’s license” he wrote, “simultaneously makes the burdens of 
life more expensive and renders the prospect of amassing the resources needed to 
overcome those burdens more remote.”10 

Suspension-related income loss also drives some people to seek public assistance they would 
not otherwise need. An attorney described a client, a mother who stopped driving after her 
license was suspended—as the law requires. She lost her job and could not find another. With 
a child to feed, she turned to public support. “I’m sure,” the attorney stated, “that the 
government did not want this lady to lose her job and then go on government assistance. 
. . . You pushed someone into welfare because she couldn't afford her ticket.” 

Whether through job loss or underemployment, the economic cost of suspension is 
staggering. North Carolinians with a suspended license lose an estimated $6.5 to $8.8 
billion in income in the first year of suspension alone.11 This is a catastrophic financial drain 
on low-wealth families and communities. 
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Epidemic of Driver’s License Suspension in North Carolina 

Harms to Mental and Physical Health 

Drivers’ health can suffer due to suspension.12 Losing reliable transportation—and possibly a 
job and employer-sponsored health insurance along with it—forces people to skip medical 
appointments, delay care and forego prescriptions. 

For some, this is literally a matter of life and death. One attorney recalled a client with cancer 
who lived in Raleigh but traveled to Duke University Hospital in Durham for treatment. In 
addition to managing the disease, the client had “to work out the challenges of medical 
transport or getting a friend to drive them.” Another attorney described a pregnant client with 
a suspended license who was debating whether to drive to her prenatal care appointment. As 
the attorney put it, no one should have to decide, 

“I'm not going to go to my medical appointment because I'm afraid I’m going to get 
pulled over and owe more money.” Or “I am not going to get this medication because 
I’m trying to pay my court debt back.” I don't think anyone should have to choose 
between their health and paying court debt. 

A suspension can also cause considerable mental harm. Drivers describe the stress associated 
with lost income, driving without a license and the struggle to meet basic needs. A driver in 
western North Carolina, described the weight of his suspension in a video interview. 

It was constantly on my mind to have to pay [court debt]. . . . That’s something that’s 
always over your shoulder, because it’s ‘I really need to get a place for my family. I really 
need to get food on the table, but if I don’t get these fines and fees paid . . . I’m still 
moving nowhere.’”13 

Not being able to provide for his family produced a feeling of “hopelessness.” Before his fines 
and fees were waived, “there wasn’t an end in sight.” With his license restored, his outlook 
changed dramatically. “I was able to get a house, a vehicle, a good job, and the mental 
wellbeing is what you call priceless. The fact that I can wake up and . . . I can provide for 
my family, that meant everything to me.” 

Poverty Research Project | The Justice Institute 8 
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Epidemic of Driver’s License Suspension in North Carolina 

Parents may feel shame or inadequacy around not being able to fully take care of or support 
their children. The individual quoted above put it this way: 

At some point in time, your kids are going to play sports. They’re going to want to do 
something, even taking them to a show. And then it bears down on your mental that 
you start feeling like “Hey, man, it’s not fair to my kids, I’m punishing my kids for 
something I did that I cannot fix.” 

Another interviewee emphasized the long-term effect on children. Poverty, homelessness and 
other childhood traumas shape children in the present and are linked to higher rates of mental 
health challenges and addiction later on. By limiting parents’ mobility and choices, suspensions 
are “passing on the crippling effects . . . to those children.” 

These financial, emotional and health-related burdens reinforce one another. Income loss 
makes it harder to take care of one’s health; poor health makes it harder to work or look for 
work; and shame and anxiety erode mental well-being. Together, they create a self-reinforcing 
cycle that pushes financial stability, and the possibility of license reinstatement, further out of 
reach. 

Suspensions Kickstart a Vicious Cycle of Legal Involvement 

A driver whose license is suspended can’t drive legally. Yet many people continue to do so.14 

They may be unaware that their license has been suspended, or they feel they have no choice. 
It’s not because “they're trying to be a rebel and buck the system,” as one attorney 
observed, “but because we live in North Carolina and in 90% of the state, probably more, 
you need a car, you need to be able to drive in order to do anything.” 

One individual described the reality she faced when her license was suspended. 

I lived all my life in rural areas where there was no public transportation. There were no 
sidewalks. There was no walking to the store or walking to a doctor’s office. There was 
none of that. I didn’t even have neighbors I could see. . . . The only way you can get 
groceries or get to a doctor or even get to court for a ticket [was to drive]. 

She also described the bind the suspension created when she had a court date. 

Poverty Research Project | The Justice Institute 9 



     

  
 

 

         
       

            
   

 
       
           

        
    

 
        

       
          

          
       

            
   

 
        

       
        

       
        

        
         

      
 

     
 

           
         

       
      

              
     

 
 
 

Epidemic of Driver’s License Suspension in North Carolina 

There’s only one way in and one way out of the courthouse. It’s a very small area and 
everybody knows everybody. For me to drive myself to court, in my car with no tags and 
no insurance, you know, it’s not a good plan. . . . So, you’re damned if you do and you’re 
damned if you don’t. 

Drivers who are caught driving with a suspended license are charged with Driving While 
License Revoked (DWLR), a misdemeanor offense in North Carolina. In addition to imposing 
its own fines and fees, DWLR is a criminal charge that can appear on background checks, with 
consequences for employment, housing and more. 

North Carolina sees roughly 200,000 DWLR cases each year, making it the second most 
common source of Failure to Appear (FTA) and Failure to Pay (FTP) suspensions in the state.15 

Suspensions and DWLR are tightly intertwined. A minor motor vehicle violation can trigger a 
suspension; the suspension can then lead to DWLR. The DWLR, in turn, generates new court 
dates and debt, which can result in additional FTAs and FTPs and new suspensions. Roughly 
one in four North Carolinians with an FTA or FTP suspension also has at least one DWLR charge 
on their record.16 

Driving While License Revoked also drives up costs in other ways. Although the offense has 
nothing to do with unsafe driving, a DWLR conviction often increases insurance rates. In 2025, 
a DWLR charge nearly doubled the average auto insurance premium in North Carolina.17 As a 
result of accumulating bills and suspension-related income loss, some drivers drop their 
insurance coverage or registration. Driving without insurance and driving with expired or 
missing registration are among the most common offenses associated with FTA and FTP 
suspensions.18 In this way, a single incident can produce a dizzying series of violations, 
mounting debt and additional suspensions. 

One interviewee described the convolutions of this accelerating spiral. 

If you don't go to court, they suspend [your license]. If you do go to court and you can't 
pay it . . . they suspend it. Once it's suspended, you start getting Driving With License 
Revoked, you know, that's tons . . . of money. . . . Your insurance lapses because you 
don't have the money to pay it on the day it's due. Then you get a ticket because you're 
driving with no insurance. Odds are, you're not going to have the money to pay to have 
your insurance reinstated, to pay the fee for the court costs and the fine for driving with 
no insurance. 

Poverty Research Project | The Justice Institute 10 
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Epidemic of Driver’s License Suspension in North Carolina 

And if you don't go to court the day you're supposed to, because you're working and 
trying to get the money together to pay to get your insurance reinstated, you’re also 
going to incur a $200 per charge Failure to Appear fine. If you have a fine for $200 for 
not having insurance, and then the court costs on top of it, and you don't go to court, 
you also have a $200 fee [for the FTA] on top of that. . . . Then if your license is revoked, 
there's a license reinstatement fee on top of that. It's kind of like getting a credit card to 
pay for a credit card that you use to buy air with. You know, it's pretty vicious cycle in 
and of itself. 

This cycle is so pernicious that the same individual suggested, only half-jokingly, going to 
extremes to avoid it. 

The best advice I can give people is if you can, go without food. Pay your insurance and 
pay your fines. Because . . . once you start accumulating those fines, you're screwed. I 
mean, it's just going to get worse and worse and worse, until they get you to a point 
where you're homeless because you can't pay your rent and you can't pay your power 
because you can't drive anymore. 

Systemic Consequences 

Suspensions Are Racially Inequitable 

Although this report centers the voices and stories of people with suspended licenses, 
suspensions for Failure to Pay and Failure to Appear also produce systemic harms, including 
disproportionate impact on Black and Brown communities.19 Reflecting economic and racial 
inequities, Black and Hispanic drivers in North Carolina are more likely to have a suspended 
license than White drivers. Non-Hispanic Black adults make up 18.3% of the state’s 
population but account for 40% of all suspensions—more than twice their share of the 
population. In contrast, non-Hispanic White adults are 57.4% of the state’s population, but 
only 34.7% of suspensions.20 

Disparities among Hispanic drivers are harder to measure because the court system groups 
them with other racial and ethnic identities into a broad “other” category. Even so, that 
category accounts for 22% of all suspensions, of which Hispanic drivers are undoubtedly the 
largest portion. Hispanic adults make up only 12% of the state’s population, suggesting that 
Hispanic drivers, like Black drivers, are disproportionately harmed by suspension.21 
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Epidemic of Driver’s License Suspension in North Carolina 

Suspensions Are a Drag on Employers and the State 
Economy 

License suspensions hinder employers and limit economic activity. They prevent businesses 
across North Carolina from hiring otherwise qualified workers and contribute to the state’s 
ongoing labor shortage. In a 2024 survey of North Carolina small business owners, 68% 
reported difficulty finding qualified workers. More than three quarters (77%) said license 
suspensions negatively affected their ability to hire reliable employees, and 73% favored 
ending debt-based license suspension.22 

Additionally, North Carolina forfeits nearly $685 million in economic activity every year 
because of debt-based license suspensions.23 Early research indicates that comprehensive 
reform can improve a state’s overall employment rate, and even limited reforms contribute to 
employment growth for non-White groups.24 Restoring suspended licenses would help North 
Carolina build a stronger, more dynamic workforce. 

Suspensions Waste State Resources 

License suspensions consume valuable public resources.25 Every phase of suspension—from 
the initial moment of noncompliance to additional charges and court dates to the hearing to 
clear the suspension—requires considerable administrative effort from the courts. A study from 
Washington State estimated that a single filing for Driving With License Suspended (the 
equivalent of North Carolina’s Driving While License Revoked or DWLR) cost the court system 
nearly $1,000 in 2015.26 Between 2013 and 2017, roughly 160,000 DWLRs were filed annually 
in North Carolina courts.27 A rough but conservative estimate that assumes each North Carolina 
case cost half as much as in Washington suggests the state would have spent about $80 
million annually on DWLR prosecutions alone during those years. Since then, the annual 
number of DWLR cases has grown, pushing costs up. 

License suspension also diverts law enforcement away from core public safety responsibilities 
and toward policing people for non-driving reasons. Every traffic stop and citation for DWLR 
because of an FTA or FTP suspension, for example, represents resources sunk into a practice 
with little public benefit. Similarly, DMV staff time spent tracking suspensions and restoring 
licenses could serve other, more central purposes. The Colorado DMV estimated that it spent 
more than 8,500 staff hours annually on nearly 17,000 non-driving suspensions.28 North 
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Epidemic of Driver’s License Suspension in North Carolina 

Carolina issues upwards of 280,000 non-driving suspensions each year.29 Applying Colorado’s 
estimate to North Carolina yields 137,000 DMV staff hours—or about 68 full-time positions— 
annually devoted to non-driving suspensions. 

Barriers to License Reinstatement 

A driver seeking to reinstate their license must navigate a complicated legal process made 
more difficult by poverty. The first challenge is simply obtaining the necessary information. 
Many drivers are unaware of how many suspensions they have, where they originated or how 
much they owe—or even where to start. Court records are difficult to interpret. They use 
obscure abbreviations and codes. (By way of illustration, Appendix A consists of the first two 
pages of an 11-page record.) Records are sometimes inaccurate. Charges or suspensions that 
were previously resolved may still appear, while other information, like amount owed, may be 
entered incorrectly. 

Second, drivers have to pay all their accumulated court debt. The court debt for a single 
suspension can total several hundred dollars; multiple suspensions can exceed $1,000. As one 
paralegal stated, the people she assisted really wanted their license. “They're trying their 
very best to get the money to get reinstated. But there's just so many hoops that they 
have to go through—and they have to pay so much money—that it can be such a 
challenge.” 

A person who can’t afford their fines and fees—from a traffic ticket or any other charge— can ask the 
court to waive their court debt by filing Form 415 (click on bold text for link). However, even if the 
form is correctly filled out and filed, a judge can still deny it in whole or in part. 

Third, drivers seeking to clear their suspension have to go to court, often several times. They 
must overcome their fear or distrust of the legal system, determine how to file the proper 
motion in each county they have a suspension (it varies from court to court), and then appear 
for hearings—sometimes several times. As one attorney explained, “For folks that have to 
travel a lot or have lived in a bunch of different places that might mean going to five or 
six different counties in order to clean it up. It can be a pretty cumbersome process that 
is not feasible for folks without a driver’s license.” 
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Epidemic of Driver’s License Suspension in North Carolina 

Once in court, most individuals seeking license reinstatement must navigate the legal system 
without a lawyer by their side. Lawyers can make a critical difference by guiding their clients 
through what is often an intimidating and unfamiliar process.30 They are more likely to know 
how to seek financial relief from the court, what kinds of information to present and how to 
best prepare. As one attorney said, it helps “to know who you're talking to, what role they 
play in making the decision and what makes them most likely to grant relief.” 

Drivers who manage to resolve their suspensions with the courts are still not done. They must 
return to the DMV and pay license restoration and service fees. They might also have to attend 
a hearing that—depending on DMV backlogs—could be scheduled months in the future. Until 
this final step is completed, drivers remain unlicensed. If they drive, they run the risk of getting 
pulled back into the same suspension cycle they are trying to escape. 

The reinstatement process can deter even the most motivated driver. Sometimes it simply isn’t 
possible without outside assistance. This was the case for Lisa, the peer support specialist we 
interviewed. She relied on Benevolence Farm, the re-entry program she participated in, for 
help in clearing her suspensions in three counties: Surry, Stokes and Forsyth. In her interview, 
Lisa recalled the effort she made just to get the process started. 

Surry County, I had to go to Benevolence Farm to drive me from Burlington to Mount 
Airy, which is a pretty good hike to file the 415 Motion with the clerk's office and get a 
court date in person. Forsyth County, I had to go to the clerk's office to file the motion. 
Then when the motion was approved to go on the docket, I had to go back to get the 
court date. They would not do that over the phone or online. 

The judge in Surry County converted her court debt to a civil judgment, which—despite its 
drawbacks—allowed her to clear that suspension. The Stokes and Forsyth courts denied her 
request to waive her court debt, which was over $2,000. She borrowed money from 
Benevolence Farm to pay it. 

With her suspensions cleared, she regained her license from the DMV. But two DWLR 
convictions left her with an insurance policy that cost almost $400 per month. Benevolence 
Farm connected her with an attorney who succeeded in removing the DWLR convictions 
(though this meant she had to return to Stokes County again). Even then, Lisa had to finish out 
her existing six-month insurance policy before she could qualify for a lower rate. In total, it took 
Lisa seven or eight months, many cross-county trips, a significant loan and the help of an 
attorney to get her license. She credited Benevolence Farm for making it possible. 
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Epidemic of Driver’s License Suspension in North Carolina 

I would have never been able to do that had it not been for Benevolence, because we 
went from Burlington to Forsyth County five times, just to handle those cases. We had 
to go to Stokes County three times to handle those. We only had to go to Surry twice to 
handle those. If I had not had that supportive environment, I could have never pulled 
that off. 

Reflecting on her experience, Lisa highlighted the advantages she had that others do not. 

If I hadn't had a phone, if I hadn't had support that knew about the Form 415, you know, 
it came together perfect for me. I know other people that have no idea the Form 415 
exists. They don't have connections to get an attorney to help them get their stuff 
figured out. They don't have the phone to call these counties and find out what they 
owe and what the case numbers are and all the information you have to have to file a 
Form 415. They don't have a legal ride or ways or means to get to a bunch of different 
counties to handle issues like that. So, I'm among the very, very, very blessed and very 
fortunate. 

Lisa’s reinstatement journey demonstrates the many barriers related to information, money, 
transportation, and legal advice that drivers with a suspended license must overcome. She 
summed up the problem succinctly: “It should absolutely not be that hard to do things the 
right way and function as a legal, productive member of society.” 

A Path Forward for North Carolina 

Failure to Appear and Failure to Pay suspensions are bad for North Carolina and its residents. 
As one formerly suspended interviewee told us plainly, “You don't have to be a researcher 
to figure out that whatever it is they've been doing all these years isn't working.” 

To address this problem, North Carolina should join the majority of states that have eliminated 
license suspension for Failure to Appear and/or Failure to Pay.31 Ending these suspensions 
would remove a barrier to economic stability for hundreds of thousands of North Carolinians 
and prevent extensive and ongoing harm in the future.32 

Until broader reform is enacted, several smaller changes could reduce the damage caused by 
suspension by alleviating some of the conditions that make this a penalty imposed almost 
entirely on poor people. The following is a partial list of modest but important steps. 
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• Cap the suspension period so it is not indefinite but time limited. 
• Ability to pay determinations. Courts should set fines and fees at an affordable rate. 

To that end, the court system should adopt a standardized guideline for determining 
ability to pay. Fees should be automatically waived for people who receive public 
benefits or who are deemed indigent. 

• Reasonable payment plans. Drivers should be able to pay small, affordable amounts 
over time for no extra fee. 

• Opt-out text reminder system. Text reminders—especially those that include practical 
information about how to prepare for court—are a powerful but underused tool. North 
Carolina should adopt an opt-out text reminder system, in which people receive 
reminders unless they choose not to. 

• Adopt remote court hearings, alternative scheduling and other practices geared 
toward overcoming some of the challenges involved in going to court. 

• Expand the statewide Driver’s License Restoration Project and other local 
initiatives that help people get their licenses back. 

• Mass relief efforts. Encourage your district attorney to forgive the court debt of a 
group of people at one time. 

• For help filling out Form 415 asking the court to waive fines and fees, individuals and 
advocates can use the county-level guides (click on bold text for link) developed by 
the North Carolina Fines and Fees Coalition. 

The indefinite suspension of driver’s licenses does little to enforce compliance with the courts 
and does a lot to create and entrench poverty. Drivers with a traffic ticket aren’t willfully evading 
justice but are prevented—by economic hardship and the rigidity of the legal system—from 
following court orders. Suspensions hurt people, communities, businesses, and the state. As 
one attorney suggested, “We need to figure out a solution that will actually meet the problem.” 
It’s time North Carolina left the suspension highway and got on the road to greater fairness and 
prosperity. 
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Appendix 
Two Pages of 11-Page Court Record of License Suspension 
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School of Law. We conduct rigorous yet accessible nonpartisan research on economic 
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advance solutions to reduce poverty in the state. Our work focuses on three central goals: 
increasing awareness of poverty-related issues, collaborating with partners, and providing 
students with meaningful research and learning opportunities. 

Website: https://www.nccu.edu/law/academics/poverty-research-project 
LinkedIn: https://www.linkedin.com/company/nccu-poverty-research-project/about/ 
Bluesky: https://bsky.app/profile/nccupovresproject.bsky.social 
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	Introduction 
	Introduction 
	Every day in North Carolina, people can’t go to work, shop for groceries, pick up their kids or do other ordinary activities because of a driver’s license suspension. These suspensions are not punishments for unsafe driving. They are administrative penalties that are triggered when a driver fails to pay a court debt or fails to appear in court in a motor vehicle case. Extenuating circumstances, like whether the court debt is affordable, are not considered. Once in place, the suspension remains active until 
	The first report in this series explains how Failure to Pay (FTP) and Failure to Appear (FTA) are all too often the result of economic hardship, rather than willful noncompliance. It also details the immense scale of the problem: nearly one million North Carolinians with a suspended license with millions of active suspensions statewide.
	1 

	This second report examines the devastating collateral consequences of license suspension. Suspensions sabotage low-income North Carolinians’ efforts to build a better life by trapping them in a web of penalties and court involvement that typically extend for years. A person we interviewed drew a vivid comparison. Suspension, she suggested, is 
	like cutting off someone's legs and arms and then setting them out of the courthouse and saying, “Go be productive. Go get a job so you can pay these fines and fees. Go take your kids to daycare.” And they can't even walk. You're crippling people and then asking them to stand on their feet.
	2 

	Beyond individual consequences, the economically and racially disproportionate impact of license suspension in North Carolina implicates basic issues of fairness. It additionally hampers business, depresses employment, drags down the state economy, and drains valuable public resources from state agencies and law enforcement. 
	North Carolina has an opportunity to join the growing number of states that have eliminated or curbed these types of suspension. A bill abolishing these suspensions, HB 980 (the Remove Barriers to Employment from Court Debt act), has been introduced in the statehouse. But, as this report outlines, the state can also take many smaller steps to reduce suspension’s harms. 

	Individual Harms of Suspension 
	Individual Harms of Suspension 
	Driving is woven into our daily lives. A license, noted one attorney we interviewed, is “such a critical piece of being a functioning, fully capable adult in our society.” A person with a suspended license has three unappealing and costly options to choose from: drive anyway and risk additional charges, stay home, or rely on someone else for transportation. In reality, one or all of these options may not be possible; all come with serious disadvantages. License suspension strips people of mobility, autonomy
	Most people confronted with the threat of suspension do everything they can to avoid it. We interviewed an attorney who recalled a young woman in court, pleading with the judge to give her a little time so she could use her tuition money to pay her court debt. Reflecting on this exchange, the attorney observed that it “shows you how the system is working in a harmful way. It’s crazy to think that she was going to drop out of school. . . . If she had been able to stay in school, she probably would have a bet
	Another interviewee noted how suspensions diminish lives and aspirations. Drivers with suspended licenses “will literally limit their life to only what they need to do,” she observed, “just to avoid getting in trouble with the system again.” 
	Unemployment and Income Loss 
	Unemployment and Income Loss 
	A person who loses their license will often lose their job too.In most of North Carolina, driving is the only practical way to get to work. About 95% of people who work outside the home drive to work alone or in a carpool.More than one-third of workers commute more than 30 minutes to their jobsites.
	3 
	4 
	5 

	The need for a car is especially acute in rural areas. As one interviewee explained, “At least in Raleigh, maybe there’s a bus between the two places you go . . . but some of these rural counties, there’s zero opportunity to get from one place to the other, unless you’re driving or somebody's driving you.” Even where public transit exists, it may not be an efficient substitute if routes don’t go where work is or they take too long to get there. 
	For people who manage to keep their job, a suspension limits hours they can work or tasks they can do. It’s harder to consistently arrive on time or pick up extra shifts. Suspensions also block career advancement. We interviewed an attorney with a client whose suspension threatened his dream job as a chef. As the attorney explained, 
	You have to have your license, because the chef is the one that goes and picks up the food deliveries from different stores. So they've given him a provisionary period to get his license restored and are making the logistics work of somebody else doing the food pickup, but . . . if he can’t get this figured out, he’s going to lose this great job. 
	Another woman told us that she was about to earn her commercial driver’s license (CDL) when she received notice of a pending suspension. This was the first she had heard of it and, in her words, she “panicked.” She couldn’t believe that her license was about to be suspended without a chance to explain herself in court. “The DMV has all this information they collect on people,” she reasoned. “I should have had the opportunity to go to court, speak for myself, fight for myself. I should have had the opportuni
	She had worked hard to obtain her CDL—it represented a new life for her and her family—and a suspension would derail her efforts. Thankfully, a local nonprofit stepped in with a loan to help her pay her court debt, stopping the suspension just in time. 
	For people who are unemployed, a suspended license is an obstacle to finding work. Suspensions limit the number of jobs people can reach and the types of jobs they are eligible for. The Bureau of Labor Statistics has estimated that 30% of jobs require the ability to drive.Jobs in home healthcare, construction, trades, transportation, and public works are plentiful in North Carolina, but off-limits to anyone with a suspended license. 
	6 

	Many job applications require a license, even when driving is not necessary for the position. With fewer employment options, people are often forced to take whatever work they can get, rather than jobs that match their skills or experience, resulting in lower wages and stalled careers.
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	The income loss associated with suspension causes significant daily hardship.One survey of North Carolina drivers found that more than a quarter of those with a suspended license were evicted due to the suspension.A paralegal who helped people regain their licenses described the illogic of making life harder for people who are already struggling. 
	8 
	9 

	Imagine people that have families and a one income household—they really have to figure out what is important. Groceries, bills or get your license reinstated? I would say that probably the biggest challenge [of the job] is seeing people working against a system that is working against you. 
	She pointed out that a suspension itself imposes new costs beyond the court debt. “If you can't afford the fines and fees,” she said, “you've got to come up with more money, but you're spending that money on Ubers or giving gas money to people who are taking you to wherever you need to go or having to take the bus.” 
	Low-income households, already scrambling to cover household necessities, are forced to make constant trade-offs as suspension-related costs pile up, pushing them closer to the financial edge. A judge in a Tennessee case laid out the economic perversity of license suspension. “Losing one’s driver’s license” he wrote, “simultaneously makes the burdens of life more expensive and renders the prospect of amassing the resources needed to overcome those burdens more remote.”
	10 

	Suspension-related income loss also drives some people to seek public assistance they would not otherwise need. An attorney described a client, a mother who stopped driving after her license was suspended—as the law requires. She lost her job and could not find another. With a child to feed, she turned to public support. “I’m sure,” the attorney stated, “that the government did not want this lady to lose her job and then go on government assistance. . . . You pushed someone into welfare because she couldn't
	Whether through job loss or underemployment, the economic cost of suspension is staggering. North Carolinians with a suspended license lose an estimated $6.5 to $8.8 This is a catastrophic financial drain on low-wealth families and communities. 
	billion in income in the first year of suspension alone.
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	Harms to Mental and Physical Health 
	Harms to Mental and Physical Health 
	Drivers’ health can suffer due to Losing reliable transportation—and possibly a job and employer-sponsored health insurance along with it—forces people to skip medical appointments, delay care and forego prescriptions. 
	suspension.
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	For some, this is literally a matter of life and death. One attorney recalled a client with cancer who lived in Raleigh but traveled to Duke University Hospital in Durham for treatment. In addition to managing the disease, the client had “to work out the challenges of medical transport or getting a friend to drive them.” Another attorney described a pregnant client with a suspended license who was debating whether to drive to her prenatal care appointment. As the attorney put it, no one should have to decid
	“I'm not going to go to my medical appointment because I'm afraid I’m going to get pulled over and owe more money.” Or “I am not going to get this medication because I’m trying to pay my court debt back.” I don't think anyone should have to choose between their health and paying court debt. 
	A suspension can also cause considerable mental harm. Drivers describe the stress associated with lost income, driving without a license and the struggle to meet basic needs. A driver in western North Carolina, described the weight of his suspension in a video interview. 
	It was constantly on my mind to have to pay [court debt]. . . . That’s something that’s always over your shoulder, because it’s ‘I really need to get a place for my family. I really need to get food on the table, but if I don’t get these fines and fees paid . . . I’m still moving nowhere.’”
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	Not being able to provide for his family produced a feeling of “hopelessness.” Before his fines and fees were waived, “there wasn’t an end in sight.” With his license restored, his outlook changed dramatically. “I was able to get a house, a vehicle, a good job, and the mental wellbeing is what you call priceless. The fact that I can wake up and . . . I can provide for my family, that meant everything to me.” 
	Parents may feel shame or inadequacy around not being able to fully take care of or support their children. The individual quoted above put it this way: 
	At some point in time, your kids are going to play sports. They’re going to want to do something, even taking them to a show. And then it bears down on your mental that you start feeling like “Hey, man, it’s not fair to my kids, I’m punishing my kids for something I did that I cannot fix.” 
	Another interviewee emphasized the long-term effect on children. Poverty, homelessness and other childhood traumas shape children in the present and are linked to higher rates of mental health challenges and addiction later on. By limiting parents’ mobility and choices, suspensions are “passing on the crippling effects . . . to those children.” 
	These financial, emotional and health-related burdens reinforce one another. Income loss makes it harder to take care of one’s health; poor health makes it harder to work or look for work; and shame and anxiety erode mental well-being. Together, they create a self-reinforcing cycle that pushes financial stability, and the possibility of license reinstatement, further out of reach. 

	Suspensions Kickstart a Vicious Cycle of Legal Involvement 
	Suspensions Kickstart a Vicious Cycle of Legal Involvement 
	A driver whose license is suspended can’t drive legally. Yet many people continue to do so.They may be unaware that their license has been suspended, or they feel they have no choice. It’s not because “they're trying to be a rebel and buck the system,” as one attorney observed, “but because we live in North Carolina and in 90% of the state, probably more, you need a car, you need to be able to drive in order to do anything.” 
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	One individual described the reality she faced when her license was suspended. 
	I lived all my life in rural areas where there was no public transportation. There were no sidewalks. There was no walking to the store or walking to a doctor’s office. There was none of that. I didn’t even have neighbors I could see. . . . The only way you can get groceries or get to a doctor or even get to court for a ticket [was to drive]. 
	She also described the bind the suspension created when she had a court date. 
	There’s only one way in and one way out of the courthouse. It’s a very small area and everybody knows everybody. For me to drive myself to court, in my car with no tags and no insurance, you know, it’s not a good plan. . . . So, you’re damned if you do and you’re damned if you don’t. 
	Drivers who are caught driving with a suspended license are charged with Driving While License Revoked (DWLR), a misdemeanor offense in North Carolina. In addition to imposing its own fines and fees, DWLR is a criminal charge that can appear on background checks, with consequences for employment, housing and more. 
	North Carolina sees roughly 200,000 DWLR cases each year, making it the second most Suspensions and DWLR are tightly intertwined. A minor motor vehicle violation can trigger a suspension; the suspension can then lead to DWLR. The DWLR, in turn, generates new court dates and debt, which can result in additional FTAs and FTPs and new suspensions. Roughly one in four North Carolinians with an FTA or FTP suspension also has at least one DWLR charge 
	common source of Failure to Appear (FTA) and Failure to Pay (FTP) suspensions in the state.
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	on their record.
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	Driving While License Revoked also drives up costs in other ways. Although the offense has nothing to do with unsafe driving, a DWLR conviction often increases insurance rates. In 2025, As a result of accumulating bills and suspension-related income loss, some drivers drop their insurance coverage or registration. Driving without insurance and driving with expired or missing registration are among the most common offenses associated with FTA and FTP In this way, a single incident can produce a dizzying seri
	a DWLR charge nearly doubled the average auto insurance premium in North Carolina.
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	suspensions.
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	One interviewee described the convolutions of this accelerating spiral. 
	If you don't go to court, they suspend [your license]. If you do go to court and you can't pay it . . . they suspend it. Once it's suspended, you start getting Driving With License Revoked, you know, that's tons . . . of money. . . . Your insurance lapses because you don't have the money to pay it on the day it's due. Then you get a ticket because you're driving with no insurance. Odds are, you're not going to have the money to pay to have your insurance reinstated, to pay the fee for the court costs and th
	And if you don't go to court the day you're supposed to, because you're working and trying to get the money together to pay to get your insurance reinstated, you’re also going to incur a $200 per charge Failure to Appear fine. If you have a fine for $200 for not having insurance, and then the court costs on top of it, and you don't go to court, you also have a $200 fee [for the FTA] on top of that. . . . Then if your license is revoked, there's a license reinstatement fee on top of that. It's kind of like g
	This cycle is so pernicious that the same individual suggested, only half-jokingly, going to extremes to avoid it. 
	The best advice I can give people is if you can, go without food. Pay your insurance and pay your fines. Because . . . once you start accumulating those fines, you're screwed. I mean, it's just going to get worse and worse and worse, until they get you to a point where you're homeless because you can't pay your rent and you can't pay your power because you can't drive anymore. 


	Systemic Consequences 
	Systemic Consequences 
	Suspensions Are Racially Inequitable 
	Suspensions Are Racially Inequitable 
	Although this report centers the voices and stories of people with suspended licenses, suspensions for Failure to Pay and Failure to Appear also produce systemic harms, including disproportionate impact on Black and Brown Reflecting economic and racial inequities, Black and Hispanic drivers in North Carolina are more likely to have a suspended license than White drivers. Non-Hispanic Black adults make up 18.3% of the state’s population but account for 40% of all suspensions—more than twice their share of th
	communities.
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	only 34.7% of suspensions.
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	Disparities among Hispanic drivers are harder to measure because the court system groups them with other racial and ethnic identities into a broad “other” category. Even so, that category accounts for 22% of all suspensions, of which Hispanic drivers are undoubtedly the largest portion. Hispanic adults make up only 12% of the state’s population, suggesting that 
	Hispanic drivers, like Black drivers, are disproportionately harmed by suspension.
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	Suspensions Are a Drag on Employers and the State Economy 
	Suspensions Are a Drag on Employers and the State Economy 
	License suspensions hinder employers and limit economic activity. They prevent businesses across North Carolina from hiring otherwise qualified workers and contribute to the state’s ongoing labor shortage. In a 2024 survey of North Carolina small business owners, 68% reported difficulty finding qualified workers. More than three quarters (77%) said license suspensions negatively affected their ability to hire reliable employees, and 73% favored 
	ending debt-based license suspension.
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	Additionally, North Carolina forfeits nearly $685 million in economic activity every year Early research indicates that comprehensive reform can improve a state’s overall employment rate, and even limited reforms contribute to Restoring suspended licenses would help North Carolina build a stronger, more dynamic workforce. 
	because of debt-based license suspensions.
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	employment growth for non-White groups.
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	Suspensions Waste State Resources 
	Suspensions Waste State Resources 
	License suspensions consume valuable public Every phase of suspension—from the initial moment of noncompliance to additional charges and court dates to the hearing to clear the suspension—requires considerable administrative effort from the courts. A study from Washington State estimated that a single filing for Driving With License Suspended (the equivalent of North Carolina’s Driving While License Revoked or DWLR) cost the court system nearly $1,000 in 2015.Between 2013 and 2017, roughly 160,000 DWLRs wer
	resources.
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	in North Carolina courts.
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	License suspension also diverts law enforcement away from core public safety responsibilities and toward policing people for non-driving reasons. Every traffic stop and citation for DWLR because of an FTA or FTP suspension, for example, represents resources sunk into a practice with little public benefit. Similarly, DMV staff time spent tracking suspensions and restoring licenses could serve other, more central purposes. The Colorado DMV estimated that it spent more than 8,500 staff hours annually on nearly
	License suspension also diverts law enforcement away from core public safety responsibilities and toward policing people for non-driving reasons. Every traffic stop and citation for DWLR because of an FTA or FTP suspension, for example, represents resources sunk into a practice with little public benefit. Similarly, DMV staff time spent tracking suspensions and restoring licenses could serve other, more central purposes. The Colorado DMV estimated that it spent more than 8,500 staff hours annually on nearly
	suspensions.
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	Carolina issues upwards of 280,000 non-driving suspensions each year.Applying Colorado’s estimate to North Carolina yields 137,000 DMV staff hours—or about 68 full-time positions— annually devoted to non-driving suspensions. 
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	Barriers to License Reinstatement 
	Barriers to License Reinstatement 
	A driver seeking to reinstate their license must navigate a complicated legal process made more difficult by poverty. The first challenge is simply obtaining the necessary information. Many drivers are unaware of how many suspensions they have, where they originated or how much they owe—or even where to start. Court records are difficult to interpret. They use obscure abbreviations and codes. (By way of illustration, Appendix A consists of the first two pages of an 11-page record.) Records are sometimes ina
	Second, drivers have to pay all their accumulated court debt. The court debt for a single suspension can total several hundred dollars; multiple suspensions can exceed $1,000. As one paralegal stated, the people she assisted really wanted their license. “They're trying their very best to get the money to get reinstated. But there's just so many hoops that they have to go through—and they have to pay so much money—that it can be such a challenge.” 
	A person who can’t afford their fines and fees—from a traffic ticket or any other charge— can ask the court to waive their court debt by filing (click on bold text for link). However, even if the form is correctly filled out and filed, a judge can still deny it in whole or in part. 
	Form 415 

	Third, drivers seeking to clear their suspension have to go to court, often several times. They must overcome their fear or distrust of the legal system, determine how to file the proper motion in each county they have a suspension (it varies from court to court), and then appear for hearings—sometimes several times. As one attorney explained, “For folks that have to travel a lot or have lived in a bunch of different places that might mean going to five or six different counties in order to clean it up. It 
	Once in court, most individuals seeking license reinstatement must navigate the legal system without a lawyer by their side. Lawyers can make a critical difference by guiding their clients They are more likely to know how to seek financial relief from the court, what kinds of information to present and how to best prepare. As one attorney said, it helps “to know who you're talking to, what role they play in making the decision and what makes them most likely to grant relief.” 
	through what is often an intimidating and unfamiliar process.
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	Drivers who manage to resolve their suspensions with the courts are still not done. They must return to the DMV and pay license restoration and service fees. They might also have to attend a hearing that—depending on DMV backlogs—could be scheduled months in the future. Until this final step is completed, drivers remain unlicensed. If they drive, they run the risk of getting pulled back into the same suspension cycle they are trying to escape. 
	The reinstatement process can deter even the most motivated driver. Sometimes it simply isn’t possible without outside assistance. This was the case for Lisa, the peer support specialist we interviewed. She relied on Benevolence Farm, the re-entry program she participated in, for help in clearing her suspensions in three counties: Surry, Stokes and Forsyth. In her interview, Lisa recalled the effort she made just to get the process started. 
	Surry County, I had to go to Benevolence Farm to drive me from Burlington to Mount Airy, which is a pretty good hike to file the 415 Motion with the clerk's office and get a court date in person. Forsyth County, I had to go to the clerk's office to file the motion. Then when the motion was approved to go on the docket, I had to go back to get the court date. They would not do that over the phone or online. 
	The judge in Surry County converted her court debt to a civil judgment, which—despite its drawbacks—allowed her to clear that suspension. The Stokes and Forsyth courts denied her request to waive her court debt, which was over $2,000. She borrowed money from Benevolence Farm to pay it. 
	With her suspensions cleared, she regained her license from the DMV. But two DWLR convictions left her with an insurance policy that cost almost $400 per month. Benevolence Farm connected her with an attorney who succeeded in removing the DWLR convictions (though this meant she had to return to Stokes County again). Even then, Lisa had to finish out her existing six-month insurance policy before she could qualify for a lower rate. In total, it took Lisa seven or eight months, many cross-county trips, a sign
	I would have never been able to do that had it not been for Benevolence, because we went from Burlington to Forsyth County five times, just to handle those cases. We had to go to Stokes County three times to handle those. We only had to go to Surry twice to handle those. If I had not had that supportive environment, I could have never pulled that off. 
	Reflecting on her experience, Lisa highlighted the advantages she had that others do not. 
	If I hadn't had a phone, if I hadn't had support that knew about the Form 415, you know, it came together perfect for me. I know other people that have no idea the Form 415 exists. They don't have connections to get an attorney to help them get their stuff figured out. They don't have the phone to call these counties and find out what they owe and what the case numbers are and all the information you have to have to file a Form 415. They don't have a legal ride or ways or means to get to a bunch of differen
	Lisa’s reinstatement journey demonstrates the many barriers related to information, money, transportation, and legal advice that drivers with a suspended license must overcome. She summed up the problem succinctly: “It should absolutely not be that hard to do things the right way and function as a legal, productive member of society.” 

	A Path Forward for North Carolina 
	A Path Forward for North Carolina 
	Failure to Appear and Failure to Pay suspensions are bad for North Carolina and its residents. As one formerly suspended interviewee told us plainly, “You don't have to be a researcher to figure out that whatever it is they've been doing all these years isn't working.” 
	To address this problem, North Carolina should join the majority of states that have eliminated license suspension for Failure to Appear and/or Failure to Pay.Ending these suspensions would remove a barrier to economic stability for hundreds of thousands of North Carolinians 
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	and prevent extensive and ongoing harm in the future.
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	Until broader reform is enacted, several smaller changes could reduce the damage caused by suspension by alleviating some of the conditions that make this a penalty imposed almost entirely on poor people. The following is a partial list of modest but important steps. 
	• 
	• 
	• 
	Cap the suspension period so it is not indefinite but time limited. 

	• 
	• 
	Ability to pay determinations. Courts should set fines and fees at an affordable rate. To that end, the court system should adopt a standardized guideline for determining ability to pay. Fees should be automatically waived for people who receive public benefits or who are deemed indigent. 

	• 
	• 
	Reasonable payment plans. Drivers should be able to pay small, affordable amounts over time for no extra fee. 

	• 
	• 
	Opt-out text reminder system. Text reminders—especially those that include practical information about how to prepare for court—are a powerful but underused tool. North Carolina should adopt an opt-out text reminder system, in which people receive reminders unless they choose not to. 

	• 
	• 
	Adopt remote court hearings, alternative scheduling and other practices geared toward overcoming some of the challenges involved in going to court. 

	• 
	• 
	Expand the statewide and other local initiatives that help people get their licenses back. 
	Driver’s License Restoration Project 


	• 
	• 
	Mass relief efforts. Encourage your district attorney to forgive the court debt of a group of people at one time. 

	• 
	• 
	For help filling out Form 415 asking the court to waive fines and fees, individuals and advocates can use the (click on bold text for link) developed by 
	county-level guides 
	the North Carolina Fines and Fees Coalition. 



	The indefinite suspension of driver’s licenses does little to enforce compliance with the courts and does a lot to create and entrench poverty. Drivers with a traffic ticket aren’t willfully evading justice but are prevented—by economic hardship and the rigidity of the legal system—from following court orders. Suspensions hurt people, communities, businesses, and the state. As one attorney suggested, “We need to figure out a solution that will actually meet the problem.” It’s time North Carolina left the su
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