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For years, North Carolina has been at the forefront of adopting measures that 
improve safety on the roads, from graduated driver’s licenses for first-time drivers 
to texting bans to strict requirements on the transportation of children. But one 
simple measure has been ignored: ensuring all drivers have a driver’s license, 
regardless of their immigration status.   
 
Doing so can improve public safety while giving an economic boost to workers and 
employers.  A growing number of states—12 as of 2013— have adopted this 
straightforward policy, finding that there is minimal or  no additional cost to the 
state and benefits that include a more  inclusive economy and society.
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While North Carolina policymakers considered legislation in 2013 that would have 
provided a driver’s privilege to some unauthorized immigrants, it was coupled with 
enforcement procedures that would have minimized the benefits.

2
  Lawmakers 

should go back to the drawing board and come up with a more workable plan, 
since there is a growing need to license all drivers in the state in order to keep up 
with trends in immigration and our economy.  

North Carolina Impacts: Reach is great, costs are minimal 

Based on estimates of the number of undocumented immigrants in North Carolina 
and the state’s adult population, as many as 254,545 people would benefit from 
making driver’s licenses available regardless of immigration status.

3
  Some of 

these drivers would undoubtedly be heads of households, thereby delivering 
benefits to their children as well. However, these are only rough estimates, since 
the exact number of undocumented immigrants in the state is unknown. 
 
For many North Carolinians being able to get to work, take their kids to school, buy 
groceries and perform other routine tasks requires the ability to drive because of 
limited public transportation and the growing distance between where the jobs are 
and where people can afford to live.
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More than 90 percent of North Carolinians use a car to get to work, either by driving 
alone or carpooling.  For foreign-born residents, the figure is similar although the 
proportion carpooling is much higher than in the non-foreign-born population.
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  As the 

mismatch between where workers live and where the jobs are persists, reliable, 
consistent and affordable transportation is a key component to improving the economic 
well-being of working families.
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Many immigrants, including unauthorized immigrants, are working in industries where 
operating machinery or vehicles could be required.  For example, many immigrants in 
the Southeastern United States work in agriculture, manufacturing and warehousing.

7
  

Immigrants are also well-represented in the construction industry, where driver’s 
licenses could be needed.
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Studies conducted in other states have found that as a result of not having a valid 
driver’s license, immigrant community members have trouble scheduling hours at work 
and accomplishing basic daily tasks like going to the grocery store. Many immigrants 
also restricted their activities at church and with community groups, and reduced their 
large consumer purchases.
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Businesses in North Carolina are increasingly dependent on immigrants as both workers 
and customers. A recent report from the Department of Public Safety based on industry 
interviews with farmers, retailers, construction firms, and manufacturers, found that 
some employers “depend heavily on seasonal, manual labor by immigrants because 
certain crops cannot be easily cultivated by mechanized methods.”
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The report also found that “if more unauthorized immigrants mean an overall increase in 
customers, then retailers will likely sell more products and make more profit.  In fact 
some retailers have begun to cater specifically to immigrant population preferences by 
expanding their available products in response to particular demand represented by 
immigrant communities in a particular region.” 
 
When unauthorized immigrants have safe, legal access to transportation, it improves 
their ability to get to work regularly and on time and gives them greater opportunities to 
fully participate in local economies. This, in turn, benefits the state’s economy. 

Public safety goals are supported 

Another reason to provide driver’s licenses to unauthorized immigrants is to promote 
public safety by increasing the likelihood that drivers know the rules of the road, pass 
vision tests and have insurance. This, in turn, can help lower insurance rates for all 
drivers.  In addition, law enforcement agencies in other states have supported this policy 
because it can help them identify motorists and access accurate traffic records.  
 
Unlicensed drivers are five times more likely to be involved in a fatal car crash, 
according to the AAA Foundation for Traffic Safety.
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  In North Carolina, an estimated 1 

out of every 7 drivers are unlicensed.
12

  Not everyone who is unlicensed is an 
unauthorized immigrant. However, these figures show that licensing more drivers could 
improve public safety while also improving law enforcement’s access to accurate 
records and first responder’s ability to identify victims.  There would also be fewer traffic 
infractions to tie up limited court resources, allowing them to be spent on more crucial 
priorities in the justice system.   
 
Evidence from other states supports this potential public safety benefit.  After New 
Mexico enacted a law in 2003 to license all drivers, its rate of uninsured vehicles 
decreased from 33 percent to less than 9.1 percent by 2011.
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Costs minimal to state, benefits potentially positive for taxpayers 

When it comes to the cost of licensing unauthorized immigrants, the state is likely to 
come out ahead. Application fees for the driver’s license, which would generate $8.1 
million for the state, would cover the cost of processing.

14
  Given that the number of 

unauthorized immigrants who would be eligible represents just 4 percent of the total 
licensed drivers in the state, it is unlikely that significant expansion of personnel or 
infrastructure at Division of Motor Vehicle offices would be required.  Other states have 
found that implementation costs were fully covered by fees by the second year of the 
law’s implementation.
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While more difficult to estimate, more state revenue is likely to be generated through 
an increase in vehicle registrations and license plate fees, as well as additional 
property taxes paid to local governments.  
 
One area where the state could potentially lose money is in the collection of fines for 
driving without a license.   In fiscal year 2012-13, 127,797 cases for “No Operator’s 
License” were filed statewide in District Court, and nearly 47,000 more were pending.

16
  

It is difficult to estimate how much these cases would decline. The reduction in this 
particular case load, however, would eliminate the judicial costs associated with 
processing those cases, and would allow limited court resources to be used on other, 
more serious cases, with the potential to achieve critical public safety goals and 
generate other legal fees. 
 
Beyond the impacts on state finances, allowing undocumented immigrants to get 
driver’s licenses could save all North Carolinians money. If more drivers are insured, 
insurance losses nationwide could drop by over $4.1 billion per year.

17
 This could help 

licensed, insured drivers avoid higher premiums for accidents and injuries caused by 
unlicensed, uninsured drivers. One Illinois study estimated that accidents caused by 
unlicensed and uninsured immigrant drivers add $116.90 per person, per year to the 
cost of auto insurance policies in the state.

18
  The North Carolina Department of 

Insurance noted, however, that any impacts for individual consumers would likely lag 
implementation by five years or more.
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Given that any applicant for a driver’s license must show evidence of being insured, 
the state’s auto insurance industry could see additional profits as well.  The average 
cost of the minimum coverage required in North Carolina is slightly more than $1,000 a 
year.

 20
   The average premium paid by many undocumented immigrants would likely 

be higher than that, since those who have not been licensed before will be insured as 
new drivers.  Given that North Carolina requires auto insurance companies to accept 
all who apply, the industry could earn at least an additional $270 million annually.

 21
 

Driver’s licenses can support the state’s priorities in public safety and 
economic opportunity 

Being able to drive a car is increasingly important in North Carolina to the ability to get 
to work, take kids to school and meet daily family needs. Ensuring that all drivers are 
licensed and insured also supports broader public safety goals that are important to 
every North Carolinian. Finally, expanded access to driver’s licenses will reduce 
administrative burdens including costs on law enforcement and the court system. 
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