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DC DMV Practice Pointer 
 
The District of Columbia Department of Motor Vehicles (DC DMV) strives to be 
immigrant-friendly.  DC distinguishes between customers that have social security 
numbers and those who do not.  REAL ID licenses1 are issued to those with social 
security numbers.  These licenses are good for federal identification purposes.  See 
http://www.dhs.gov/real-id-enforcement-brief for background information on REAL ID. 
 
DC issues Limited Purpose Driver’s licenses to persons without social security numbers 
(most frequently, undocumented persons), pursuant to the Driver’s Safety Amendment Act 
of 2013.  It is DC’s position that everyone is safer if all drivers are licensed and can 
purchase car insurance. 
 
Both REAL ID and Limited Purpose Licenses are issued for a maximum of eight years.  
There are two different types of licenses issued under the REAL ID Act: full-term and 
limited duration. A full-term license is only available to U.S. Citizens and specific 
categories of immigrants whose lawful status is issued indefinitely: Lawful Permanent 
Residents, Conditional Permanent Residents, Asylees, and Refugees. A REAL ID full-
term license will be issued for a maximum of eight years.  If a non-US-citizen is eligible 
for a REAL ID license but does not qualify for a full-term license, the duration will be 
limited by the period of approved immigration status. If an applicant cannot 
demonstrate an approved period of stay (for example, if a non-citizen is an applicant for 
adjustment of status and does not have an approved employment authorization 
document), the license will be issued for six months. 
 
There are several important issues to remember when applying for a REAL ID or Limited 
Purpose license. 

− REAL ID licenses are required wherever federally-approved identification is 
required, such as for airline travel or entry into federal buildings. 

− REAL ID licenses only require proof of current DC residence, while Limited Purpose 
credentials require proof of residence within DC for at least six months. 

− Both REAL ID and Limited Purpose credentials require payment for each 
application, even if a credential is issued for no more than six months. 

− US citizens may apply for Limited Purpose credentials if they have never been 
issued a social security number. 
 

Once identification documents and permanent lawful immigration documents are accepted 
for driver’s license purposes, clients do not need to present them again at the time of 
renewal. Individuals with limited duration REAL ID Act licenses will need to continue to 
present proof of lawful immigration status at the time of renewal. 
 
Forms are available on the DMV web site for proof of DC residency certification and 6-
month residence certification.  Both are appropriate for people who live with roommates or 
spouses without utilities in their own names. 
 

                                                           
1 This document references licenses for brevity, but these requirements also apply to ID 
cards. 

http://www.dhs.gov/real-id-enforcement-brief
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According to the Director of the DMV, the primary reason that immigrants are denied 
driver’s licenses is because they fail the knowledge test.  Clients should be urged to study 
for the tests.  There is a 58% failure rate, which rises to 75 – 85% for limited purpose 
driver’s licenses.  Sample tests are on the web site. 
 
For Spanish-speaking clients, the Mayor’s Office of Latino Affairs can help clients get 
documents together. https://ola.dc.gov/ 
 
“REAL ID” LICENSES 
 
The REAL ID driver license requires a one-time validation of source documents when 
applying for or renewing one’s DC driver license.  First time DC applicants and existing 
DC driver license holders should expect to provide source documents as proof of identity 
(full legal name and date of birth), social security number, lawful presence in the United 
States, and current residence in the District of Columbia when applying for a DC REAL 
ID driver license. The DC DMV has outlined the specific process on the DMV’s website at 
https://dmv.dc.gov/service/obtain-a-real-id-driver-license. 
 
Applicants should check the required documents before applying to be sure they have all 
the items required for a successful application. The guide assists applicants to assemble 
the necessary evidence and steers them to book an online appointment to apply for the 
license. The DMV’s online guide can be found at: 
https://public.dmv.washingtondc.gov/BusinessPages/GS/PointSystem/Welcome.aspx  
 
A handout of the documents required, which is also attached, can be found at following: 
https://dmv.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/dmv/publication/attachments/REAL%20ID%
20Customer%20Handout_Nov%202015.pdf  A summary of the documents required is 
attached. 
 
To apply for a REAL ID license, an applicant must supply documents proving: 

− US citizenship, or legal permanent resident (LPR) status, or proof of lawful 
status; 

− Social Security number; 
o For applicants who have legally changed their name, the DMV usually 

requires that they first update their name with Social Security prior to 
coming to DMV 

− Proof of residence in the District of Columbia. 
 

According to the DMV’s the Online Document Guide, evidence of lawful immigration status 
can include an unexpired Permanent Resident Card, Employment Authorization Document 
(EAD), passport with alternatives such as a valid I-94 record, with or without a valid visa 
stamp OR an I-797 receipt notice for an extension of status case. Individuals eligible for a 
full-term license should NOT present an EAD as their only proof of status and should also 
bring proof of their “indefinite” status as listed in the attached chart (such as the I-94 
asylum or refugee stamp, refugee approval letter, or asylum approval letter); otherwise, 
they will be issued a limited duration license valid only through the expiration date of the 
EAD rather than the full-term license. 
 

https://ola.dc.gov/
https://dmv.dc.gov/service/obtain-a-real-id-driver-license
https://public.dmv.washingtondc.gov/BusinessPages/GS/PointSystem/Welcome.aspx
https://dmv.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/dmv/publication/attachments/REAL%20ID%20Customer%20Handout_Nov%202015.pdf
https://dmv.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/dmv/publication/attachments/REAL%20ID%20Customer%20Handout_Nov%202015.pdf
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H-4 spouses are eligible for REAL ID licenses if they provide proof of residence in DC 
along with evidence of lawful immigration status and either a Social Security Card or a 
letter from the Social Security Administration confirming that the applicant is ineligible 
for such a number. (There is added information for some special cases, e.g., diplomats 
and others who may benefit from reciprocity agreements that the DMV has with certain 
countries.) 
 
Applications in a variety of languages can be found at: 
https://dmv.dc.gov/publication/driver-license-or-identification-cardapplication-0 
 
The forms for proof of DC residence can be found at:  https://dmv.dc.gov/page/proof-dc-
residency-certifications 
 
At the appointment, the applicant will need to present ALL the required documents; if 
any documents are not supplied, the application will not be accepted and the applicant 
will have to return with the missing items.  Once the applicant has submitted all the 
documents, the applicant’s status will be verified through the Department of Homeland 
Security’s SAVE system, the “Systematic Alien Verification for Entitlements.” See 
http://www.uscis.gov/save 
 
The applicant should receive a case number for the SAVE verification and will be able to 
use that number to check on the status of the SAVE inquiry at 
https://save.uscis.gov/casecheck/CaseCheck.aspx 
 
When the status check has been successfully completed, the case check system will 
confirm that fact, and the applicant can return to the DMV to obtain his or her license.  
Sometimes the verification will take an extended period of time because the case is 
escalated up various levels for verification, owing to the nature of the documents 
submitted and the information in the SAVE database. The worst case scenario may 
require a delay of up to 20 business days, which can end up being a month or more before 
a license can be issued.  That makes it critical to urge potential applicants to apply      as 
soon as they can to extend licenses, e.g., between 45 and 60 days before the current 
license expires; otherwise, there may be a gap in licensure and the ability to drive. 
 
You may find it surprising to learn that this process is applied to ALL applicants who 
present any status document other than a US birth certificate.  This means that 
applicants who submit a US passport, a Certificate of Naturalization, or a Permanent 
Resident card are all run through the SAVE system prior to being allowed to receive a 
driver’s license in DC. 
 
LIMITED PURPOSE LICENSES 
 
The Driver’s Safety Amendment Act prohibits the use of Limited Purpose credentials for 
consideration of an individual’s citizenship or immigration status or as a basis for a 
criminal investigation, arrest, or detention. The Limited Purpose driver license 
requires a one-time validation of source documents when applying. The driver knowledge 
and road tests will be required for all applicants applying for the Limited Purpose driver 
license.  First time DC applicants must be a resident of the District of Columbia for at least 
6 months. Applicants must have never been issued a social security number; or previously 

https://dmv.dc.gov/publication/driver-license-or-identification-cardapplication-0
https://dmv.dc.gov/page/proof-dc-residency-certifications
https://dmv.dc.gov/page/proof-dc-residency-certifications
http://www.uscis.gov/save
https://save.uscis.gov/casecheck/CaseCheck.aspx
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issued a social security number but no longer eligible; or not eligible for a social security 
number. The Limited Purpose driver’s license may not be used for federal purposes. 
Applicants must schedule an appointment to obtain a Limited Purpose driver license. 
Limited purpose license drivers’ licenses are good for up to 8 years. 
 
Required and acceptable identification documents for limited purpose credentials can be 
found in a variety of languages at: https://dmv.dc.gov/page/limited-purpose-credential-
required-and-acceptable-documents 
 
Appointments for Limited Purpose licenses are only required on Tuesdays and walk-in 
services are available Wednesday – Saturday. 
 
PROBLEM CASES 
 
The AILA Liaison for the DC DMV is currently Karen Burke.  If you encounter a problem, 
please send the following information to her at karen@burkeimmigration.com: 
 

1. The applicant’s name and date of birth; 
2. The MVA location where the application was submitted; 
3. The date the application was submitted; 
4. The SAVE case number; 
5. A copy of the status document submitted; and 
6. A brief statement of problem encountered. 

 
 

https://dmv.dc.gov/page/limited-purpose-credential-required-and-acceptable-documents
https://dmv.dc.gov/page/limited-purpose-credential-required-and-acceptable-documents
mailto:karen@burkeimmigration.com
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