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Most states are in the midst of unprecedented
fiscal crises. They have huge budget deficits with no
easy way to raise revenue or cut spending.1 Yet there
is an untapped revenue source state lawmakers
could immediately turn to that would help them
alleviate their fiscal crises: delinquent income taxes,
which total billions of dollars.

Pointing to a potential revenue source is easy;
collecting that revenue is a different story. However,
collection does not have to be a challenging enter-
prise. State lawmakers could try something novel:
Refuse to renew residents’ driver’s licenses unless
they are current on their tax payments.
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residents’ driver’s licenses unless
they are current on their tax
payments.

Consider two salient facts: Most people place a
high premium on driving, and all states place a high
premium on taxpayers paying their fair share of
taxes. State lawmakers should connect the privilege
of driving to payment of one’s income taxes. That
connection is equitable and would apply universally,
regardless of a taxpayer’s socioeconomic class or
outstanding tax debt.

In the past, states have tried several ways to
collect delinquent income taxes. One recently publi-
cized way is to use shaming, that is, publicly disclos-
ing (in newspapers and on the Internet) the names

of delinquent taxpayers.2 Although that and other
methods have proven somewhat effective, given the
significant delinquency rate in most states, they
have not proved to be a panacea.

How would the proposal tying driving privileges
to being current with one’s income taxes operate in
practice? Once an income tax assessment had been
made against a taxpayer, the state would add the
taxpayer’s name to a ‘‘No-Drive List.’’ When that
taxpayer’s license was to be renewed, that state’s
motor vehicles agency would deny his renewal
application. Only when the tax in question was paid
in full or, alternatively, when the taxpayer entered
into an installment payment plan with the state,
would his name be removed from the list, at which
time he could then reapply for renewal of his
driver’s license.

Some commentators would undoubtedly argue
that this proposal is too draconian. They would aver
that by denying automobile use to tax delinquents,
lawmakers would deprive them of the ability to
earn a living and to pay the tax delinquency in
question, which, the commentators would argue,
would cause tax delinquents to fall deeper in debt.
When that argument is more fully examined,
however, it rings hollow: If a person can afford to
pay for a car, gas, and automobile insurance, he
should be able to meet his tax obligations. In other
words, driving an automobile is a luxury that
signifies an economic ability to meet one’s financial
obligations.

Suspending driver’s licenses for delinquent be-
havior has been tried before and has a proven track
record of success. The national Child Support
Enforcement Program has instituted several mea-
sures to ensure that noncustodial parents finan-
cially support their children. One measure that the
program has instituted is to require states to have

1National Conference of State Legislatures, State Budget
Update: July 2010 (Preliminary Report), 5-6, 13 (2010).

2See, e.g., Darren Azman, ‘‘Don’t Tell Mom I Didn’t Pay My
Taxes: The Efficacy of State Shaming Campaigns on Tax-
payer Compliance and Ideas for the Future,’’ 63 Tax Law 1251
(2010) (discusses the advantages and disadvantages associ-
ated with state shaming campaigns).
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procedures to suspend, withhold, or restrict the
driver’s licenses of noncustodial parents who are
delinquent in paying child support. Although the
nature of those procedures varies from state to
state, their long-standing usage (the underlying
enabling legislation was enacted over a decade ago3)
across the country is a clear testament to their
effectiveness.4

It is the duty of state lawmakers to remind people
that driving is a privilege, not a right. If people
choose not to fulfill their obligations, including their
responsibility to shoulder their tax burdens, they
should forfeit privileges that the state otherwise
accords them. By connecting automobile license re-
newal with fulfilling one’s tax obligations, state
lawmakers can help their states drive out of fiscal
despair. ✰

3Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconcili-
ation Act of 1996, P.L. 104-93, 110 Stat. 2105.

4See, e.g., ‘‘Congressional Research Service, Child Support
Enforcement and Driver’s License Suspension Policies,’’
http://www.crs.gov, R41762, issued Apr. 11, 2011 (this report
summarizes the success states have experienced in using
those programs in enforcing child support obligations).
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