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Purpose ______________  

In accordance with state law, this report 
informs the Legislature of OPPAGA’s 
verification of the error rate for valid license 
plates seized by recovery agents during the 
period following reorganization of the 
Department of Highway Safety and Motor 
Vehicles’ vehicle registration database. 1 

Background ___________  

Noncompliance with state driver insurance 
requirements is a long-standing problem in 
Florida. 2,3 The percentage of uninsured 

                                                           
1 Chapter 99-248, Laws of Florida. 
2 Florida’s vehicle owners or operators may be required to 

carry two types of insurance.  The Florida Motor Vehicle 
No-Fault Law (ss. 627.730-627.7405, F.S.) requires every 
person who registers a vehicle in Florida to carry personal 
injury protection and property damage liability insurance on 
the vehicle.  This insurance provides compensation for 
insured drivers’ physical injuries regardless of who is at fault 
in an accident and for property damage to others when an 
insured driver is at fault.  The Financial Responsibility Law 
(Ch. 324, F.S.), requires drivers to carry additional liability 
insurance if they have caused accidents involving bodily 
injury or have been convicted of certain offenses, such as 
driving under the influence.  

3 See Review of the Uninsured Motorist Program, OPPAGA 
Report No. 95-15, December 1995, and Follow-up Report on 
the Uninsured Motorist Program Administered by the Florida 
Department of Highway Safety and Motor Vehicles, 
OPPAGA Report No. 97-20, December 1997, for OPPAGA’s 
conclusions and recommendations regarding Florida’s 

http://www.oppaga.state.fl.us/reports/trans/r95-15s.html
http://www.oppaga.state.fl.us/reports/trans/r97-20s.html
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motorists on Florida highways is uncertain, 
but department estimates noted in a prior 
OPPAGA report ranged from 15% to 27%. 4  

To help address the problem of uninsured 
motorists in Florida, the 1995 Legislature 
directed the Department of Highway Safety 
and Motor Vehicles to conduct a pilot 
program in Broward, Dade, and Hillsborough 
counties.  This pilot program authorized 
licensed recovery agents to remove the 
license plates from vehicles owned by or 
registered to persons whose driver licenses 
were suspended for not maintaining required 
insurance. 

The department issued a report on the pilot 
program in October 1996 that indicated the 
information it was providing recovery agents 
on vehicles whose license plates were subject 
to being seized was often inaccurate.  Due to 
database accuracy problems, a large 
percentage (52%) of vehicles whose license 
plates were reported as subject to seizure 
were actually insured.  The prevalence of 
inaccurate information was attributed to 
several factors, such as delays in insurance 
companies notifying the department of 
insurance policy information.  A second 
department study conducted in 1998 
determined that during the period from 
January 1996 through October 1998, the error 
rate in seized license plates was 53%.  

To address the problem of database 
inaccuracy, the 1999 Legislature amended the 
law to make the pilot program’s expansion 
contingent upon the department 
implementing an improved vehicle 

                                                                                          
problems with uninsured motorists.  The issue of uninsured 
motorists is also being reviewed as part of a current OPPAGA 
program evaluation and justification review of the 
department’s driver license-related activities. 

4 We concluded in our Review of the Uninsured Motorist 
Program, OPPAGA Report No. 95-15, December 1995, that 
there was no verified estimate of the state’s percentage of 
uninsured drivers. We therefore presented a range of 
estimates based on department data and information from 
department staff.  Department staff are currently considering 
changing their methodologies for estimating Florida’s 
percentage of uninsured motorists. 

registration database and OPPAGA’s 
verification that the error rate in valid license 
plates seized by recovery agents was 2% or 
less. 5  The database referenced in this 
legislation became operational in September 
1999.  The legislation also repealed the pilot 
program on July 1, 2002, unless action was 
taken by the Legislature.  

In Fiscal Year 1999-2000, recovery agents 
seized 3,333 license plates from vehicles that 
were identified as owned or registered by 
uninsured drivers.  During this year, the 
department collected $175,850 in license plate 
reinstatement fees from vehicle owners 
whose license plates were seized and paid  
$123,666 to recovery agents. 6 

Results ______________  
In October 2000, department staff conducted 
a new study to estimate the error rate in 
license plates seized by recovery agents 
during the 13-month period following the 
improved database becoming operational in 
September 1999.  For this study, department 
staff reviewed data for a random sample of 
427 of the 6,713 tags seized during the period.  
With this sample size, department staff would 
have 95% confidence that their results were 
accurate to within ±2%.   

The department’s study determined that 
34.8% of the license plates seized by recovery 
agents were from vehicles whose owners 
actually met insurance requirements at the 
time the license plates were seized.  This 
represented an improvement over the 53% 
error rate found in the department ‘s 1998 

                                                           
5 Chapter 99-248, Laws of Florida. 
6 Prior to the passage of Ch. 99-248, Laws of Florida, recovery 

agents received an advance payment from the department of 
$25 for each license plate seized and were entitled to receive 
one-third of the fees paid by a vehicle owner to reinstate the 
plate ($150 for a first offense, $250 for a second offense, and 
$500 for a subsequent offense).  If the reinstatement fee was 
paid, the advanced $25 fee was deducted from the amount 
owed the recovery agent.  Chapter 99-248, Laws of Florida, 
limited the department’s payments to recovery agents to $25 
for each eligible seized license plate. 

http://www.oppaga.state.fl.us/reports/trans/r95-15s.html
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study.  However, the 34.8% error rate still 
greatly exceeds the rate (2% or less) 
established by the Legislature as a threshold 
for consideration of expanding the pilot 
program to other Florida counties.  Based on 
this error rate, an estimated 2,336 of the 6,713 
license plates that were seized during the 
period from September 1999 to October 2000 
were taken in error. 

To verify the results of the department’s 
study, we reviewed the methodology used by 
department staff to determine the study’s 
sample sizes and tested the data used in 
determining the error rate in seized license 
plates.  We concluded that department staff 
used an appropriate methodology and that 
the study’s results were reasonable. 

Department staff attributed the continued 
high error rate in seized license plates to 
several factors.  

�� Insurance companies often delay 
reporting insurance policy information to 
the department.  As a result, the 
department does not have current, valid 
information as to whether vehicle owners 
are actually insured at the time their 
vehicle license plates are seized. 

��Drivers contacted by the department as 
suspected of being uninsured often fail to 
respond to a department notice to show 
proof of insurance prior to their license 
plates being seized.   

Department staff indicated that such factors 
are largely outside the department’s control. 
As a result, they believed it would not be 
possible for the department to achieve an 
error rate of 2% or less for license plates 
seized by recovery agents.   

The consistently high error rate is a major 
problem because vehicle owners whose 
license plates are seized in error must go 
through a time-consuming, inconvenient 
process to replace their plates.  They must 
first go to the nearest department driver 
license office and show proof of insurance. If 
they can prove they had valid insurance at 
the time their license plates were seized, the 
department authorizes them to be issued 
replacement plates.  The drivers then obtain 
the replacement plates from a tax collector’s 
office.  Drivers may have to take time off from 
work to complete this process despite the fact 
that they were in full compliance with the 
law. 

We recommend that the Legislature abolish 
the pilot program because of the consistently 
high error rate in seized license plates, the 
department’s belief that it will be unable to 
reduce the error rate to the level required by 
law, and the inconvenience to vehicle owners 
whose plates are seized in error. 

Agency Response _____  
OPPAGA provided the department's 
executive director with a preliminary and 
tentative report draft for his review.  He 
offered no response or suggested revisions. 
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Visit The Florida Monitor, OPPAGA’s online service.  See http://www.oppaga.state.fl.us. This 
site monitors the performance and accountability of Florida government by making OPPAGA's 
four primary products available online.   

��OPPAGA publications and contracted reviews, such as policy analyses and performance 
reviews, assess the efficiency and effectiveness of state policies and programs and 
recommend improvements for Florida government. 

��Performance-based program budgeting (PB²) reports and information offer a variety of tools.  
Program evaluation and justification reviews assess state programs operating under 
performance-based program budgeting.  Also offered are performance measures information 
and our assessments of measures. 

�� Florida Government Accountability Report (FGAR) is an Internet encyclopedia of Florida 
state government.  FGAR offers concise information about state programs, policy issues, and 
performance.  Check out the ratings of the accountability systems of 13 state programs. 

��Best Financial Management Practice Reviews for Florida school districts.  OPPAGA and the 
Auditor General jointly conduct reviews to determine if a school district is using best 
financial management practices to help school districts meet the challenge of educating their 
students in a cost-efficient manner. 

Subscribe to OPPAGA’s electronic newsletter, The Florida Monitor Weekly, a free source for 
brief e-mail announcements of research reports, conferences, and other resources of interest for 
Florida's policy research and program evaluation community. 

OPPAGA provides objective, independent, professional analyses of state policies and services to assist the Florida Legislature in 
decision making, to ensure government accountability, and to recommend the best use of public resources.  This project was 
conducted in accordance with applicable evaluation standards.  Copies of this report in print or alternate accessible format may 
be obtained by telephone (850/488-0021 or 800/531-2477), by FAX (850/487-3804), in person, or by mail (OPPAGA Report 
Production, Claude Pepper Building, Room 312, 111 W. Madison St., Tallahassee, FL  32399-1475). 

The Florida Monitor:The Florida Monitor:The Florida Monitor:The Florida Monitor:         http://www.oppaga.state.fl.us/    

Project supervised by Tom Roth (850/488-1024) 
Project conducted by A.B. Verhine (850/487-9276) 

John W. Turcotte, OPPAGA Director 

http://www.oppaga.state.fl.us/
http://www.oppaga.state.fl.us/
http://www.oppaga.state.fl.us/reports/reports.html
http://www.oppaga.state.fl.us/budget/pb2.html
http://www.oppaga.state.fl.us/government
http://www.oppaga.state.fl.us/school_districts/districtreviews.html
http://www.oppaga.state.fl.us/weekly/default.asp
http://www.oppaga.state.fl.us.
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