
  
MVA Practice Pointer 
 

Maryland law does not allow individuals who are in the US without status to apply for a Maryland driver’s license, with 
one very narrow exception, discussed below.   The ban was enacted as part of the State’s compliance with the 
requirements of the REAL ID Act.  See http://www.dhs.gov/real-id-enforcement-brief for background information on 
REAL ID.  

“Compliant” Licenses  

Residents of Maryland who are in the US lawfully can obtain a Maryland driver’s license if their immigration status is 
verified in the DHS’s SAVE system.   The Maryland Motor Vehicle Administration (MVA) has outlined the specific process 
in the MVA’s website at http://www.mva.maryland.gov/drivers/apply/international-applicants.htm.  

Applicants should be encouraged to check the required documents before applying to be sure they have all the items 
required for a successful application.  The MVA’s online guide, which can be found at 
http://license.mva.maryland.gov/CheckList/default.aspx,, requires proof of residence in Maryland 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 MVA has with certain countries.) 

According to the MVA’s the Online Document Guide, evidence of lawful immigration status can include an unexpired 
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 case.  The guide assists applicants to assemble the necessary evidence and steers them to book an online 
appointment to apply for the license.  

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 MVA 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 
Maryland.   
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Once the verification has been successfully completed, the applicant can return to the MVA to obtain a license.  The 
validity period of the license will depend on the nature of the status documents submitted.  Generally, applicants with 
temporary status in the US will receive a license that expires the day his or her status expires.  Applicants who are 
obtaining a license while they await approval of an extension application pending with the US CIS will receive a license 
that is valid for 8 months.  Applicants with status of indefinite validity will receive a license that is valid for  5 or more 
years.  (The MVA is phasing in a license that is valid for 8 years, up from the prior 5 year validity period.) 

 “Non-Compliant” Licenses 

Individuals who are in the US without status might be eligible to seek a “non-compliant” license, i.e., a license that does 
not comply with the REAL ID provisions.   See  http://www.dhs.gov/real-id-enforcement-brief.  These sorts of licenses 
are not valid to authorize boarding aircraft or entering federal buildings.   

The criteria for non-compliant licenses are set out in the MVA’s website at 
http://www.mva.maryland.gov/announcements/sb715-information.htm.   Essentially, these applicants will have to 
demonstrate Maryland residency, and will also have to submit proof (certified by the Maryland Comptroller) that 
Maryland income Taxes were paid for the preceding two years.  These criteria mean that new residents in the state, e.g., 
people moving here to take up new jobs, cannot obtain a non-compliant license and must be able to obtain a compliant 
license.    Applying early will minimize any likely gaps in licensure.   

Problem Cases 

If you encounter a problem, please send the following information to me at ftaylor@taylor-ryan.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.  

Many times an applicant will claim that the license was “denied,” when what is actually happening, is that a final 
decision is pending the SAVE verification.   If that is the case, there is little that can be done; we can at least confirm that 
the SAVE process is the hold-up.  

I will gladly assist in any way I can, but I do ask you to have your clients apply as early as possible, e.g., between 60 and 
45 days before an existing license expires, so that there is time for this extended process to run before the ability to 
drive ends.   In appropriate cases, consider suggesting that the client obtain a non-compliant license.   
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