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Executive Summary 
 
1 Every year, Ontario issues some 100,000 driver’s licence suspensions for failure 

to pay fines for offences that can be as minor as low-level speeding, obstructed 
licence plates, or neglecting to signal, or more serious, such as driving without 
insurance or while suspended. While drivers are ultimately responsible for paying 
their fines, the Ministry of Transportation is responsible for notifying them that 
they have lost their privilege to drive, and what they can do to reinstate it. But 
thousands of drivers never receive these notices, or are confused by them. 
Unaware that their licences are invalid, they continue to drive, at considerable 
personal and financial risk – to themselves and others.  

 
2 My Office receives hundreds of complaints each year about the Ministry, most 

related to driver licensing. Since 2014, we have closely monitored the Ministry’s 
administrative process for communicating with drivers about suspensions and 
reinstatements. Our work with Ministry officials in resolving these complaints 
resulted in incremental improvements in the notices sent to drivers. However, we 
continued to receive complaints, and in May 2017, I informed the Ministry that I 
was launching a systemic investigation into the underlying issues. We received 
an additional 107 complaints after the investigation was announced.  

 
3 For Ontario drivers, the licence suspension process begins when a police officer 

tickets you for an offence, usually under the Highway Traffic Act. The ticket 
indicates you must pay the associated fine or contest the ticket to avoid further 
consequences. If you do nothing, the local provincial offences court convicts you 
and sends you a notice by mail. This notice informs you that that your licence 
“may” be suspended if you do not pay the fine by a certain date. If you don’t pay, 
the court orders the Ministry to suspend your licence, and the Ministry mails you 
notification of this fact. 
 

4 However, every year, thousands of suspension notices are returned to the 
Ministry as undeliverable. Some drivers only discover they are suspended when 
they attempt to renew their licences or vehicle plates. Some find out through 
contact with police or insurance providers. Many unwittingly drive with suspended 
licences, sometimes for years. Driving while suspended can result in driving 
without insurance, which creates significant risks, not just for the driver but the 
public at large. Innocent third parties involved in accidents with suspended 
drivers may receive only limited compensation for their injuries. 

 
5 Mike,1 for example, made an illegal right-hand turn in Toronto in early 2011, while 

taking his mother, who was undergoing cancer treatment, to the hospital. Police 
issued him a ticket, and he later received a notice in the mail reminding him to 

                                            
1 All names in this report have been anonymized to protect confidentiality.  
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pay the fine. He decided to dispute the ticket, but his mother passed away and it 
slipped his mind.  
 

6 Two months later, Mike was involved in a car accident. At the scene, police 
checked his licence and informed him that it had been suspended that very day, 
for failure to pay the right-turn fine. Mike was stunned to learn of the suspension. 
The notice informing him of this fact was still in the mail. The Ministry’s practice is 
to mail suspension notices for unpaid fines on the day they take effect, with no 
grace period. In Mike’s case, the notice wasn’t delivered to him until almost a 
week later. 

 
7 After his accident, Mike was faced with a $1-million lawsuit, and his insurance 

company wouldn’t defend him because his suspended licence invalidated his 
coverage. Fortunately, he was able to obtain an extension of time to appeal his 
original driving offence fine. The court dismissed the charge and his insurance 
company defended the lawsuit.  

 
8 For most drivers, the consequences of not knowing of a suspended licence 

become worse with time. The longer your licence is suspended, the more difficult 
it becomes to regain your driving privilege. Even once you pay your unpaid fine, 
your licence is still cancelled until you follow the required steps to have it 
reinstated. If your suspension has been for less than a year, you must pay a 
reinstatement fee. If it has been more than a year, you must also complete a 
vision test. If your licence has been invalid for three years or more, you are 
essentially treated as a new driver and must take the tests required by Ontario’s 
graduated licensing system. 

 
9 Our investigators spoke to several suspended drivers who paid their outstanding 

fines, but didn’t realize they were also required to pay a reinstatement fee. For 
instance, Darcy, a Carleton Place mother who relied heavily on her car, received 
a speeding ticket in May 2012. She initially forgot to pay the fine, but did so in 
September 2012. It wasn’t until she moved to Ottawa in early 2016 and went to 
ServiceOntario to change the address on her driver’s licence that she learned it 
had been invalid for more than three years. In fact, it was suspended in August 
2012 and then cancelled, because she failed to pay a reinstatement fee after she 
paid her fine.  

 
10 Darcy told us she never received any notices from the Ministry and had no idea 

she had to pay a reinstatement fee to get her licence back. She was astonished 
to be told that after driving for almost 30 years, she had to go through the same 
tests as a novice driver. It cost her three days off work and hundreds of dollars in 
fees to regain her licence, all because of lapses in communication over a 
speeding ticket she had paid years earlier.  
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11 We also found that even when drivers do receive notices about unpaid fines and 
resulting suspensions, they are often confounded by the content. The notices are 
confusing, complicated, and poorly formatted, and never actually state that failure 
to pay a fine will result in licence suspension.  

 
12 Yet when drivers try to raise concerns or questions about their suspensions with 

the Ministry and ServiceOntario, they often encounter poor customer service or a 
runaround. Sophie, who had gone without a licence for more three years 
because she couldn’t afford to pay a speeding fine, wasn’t told until after she 
paid the licence reinstatement fee that she would have to pay for additional tests 
to regain her licence. Pierre and Pablo were shunted from one office to another 
in search of answers about how their licences were suspended without their 
knowledge. We also learned that the Ministry does little to monitor and document 
these interactions or to ensure drivers are receiving consistent, accurate and 
clear information. 

 
13 My investigation concluded that the Ministry of Transportation’s administrative 

process for notifying and communicating with drivers about licence suspensions 
and reinstatements related to unpaid fines is unreasonable, unjust, and wrong 
under the Ombudsman Act. This report makes 42 recommendations to address 
these serious issues.  

 
14 Drivers deserve clear, straightforward and timely notice that an unpaid fine will 

render their licences invalid. As a matter of fairness and road safety, the Ministry 
must do a better job of informing drivers of their status, rather than leaving them 
to be caught by surprise. 

 
 
Investigative Process 
 
Complaints about Ministry notices 
 
15 As the accompanying chart illustrates, our Office routinely receives hundreds 

of complaints about the Ministry of Transportation per year, most of them 
related to driver licensing. Beginning in 2013-2014, we noticed a trend in 
complaints from drivers who said they had no idea their licences had been 
suspended for unpaid fines. 
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Complaints received, April 1, 2014 to March 31, 2018 
 
Fiscal 
year 

Total complaints 
about Ministry of 
Transportation 

Complaints about 
driver licensing 

 

Complaints about 
suspensions for 

unpaid fines 
2013-2014 525 375 37 
2014-2015 566 443 27 
2015-2016 582 454 37 
2016-2017 474 327 27 
2017-2018 597 370 101* 

*Includes complaints received in wake of investigation launch in May 2017. 
 
16 In response to these complaints, Ombudsman staff began to assess the 

Ministry’s notification process and identify issues. These issues and the 
Ministry’s progress in responding to them were noted in our Annual Reports.  

 
17 For instance, in 2013-2014, we pointed out to the Ministry that its notice 

advising drivers of additional steps they must take to reinstate their licences 
after paying their fines was called “Notice of Reinstatement.” Many 
mistakenly took this to mean their licences were valid.2 In response to 
concerns brought forward by our Office, in January 2015, the Ministry 
renamed it “Notice of Outstanding Licensing Requirements.”3 Although our 
Office hoped that this would eliminate some confusion, we still continued to 
see issues with this notice. 

 
18 The Ministry also conducted a four-week pilot project in July and August 

2015 to study the impact of possible changes to the Notice of Suspension on 
the rate at which drivers paid fines and reinstatement fees. The study found 
that the alternative versions of the notice did not change drivers’ behaviour, 
and it did not result in any changes to the notice wording. 
 

19 In 2015-2016, we raised serious concerns with the Ministry about how it 
tracks the notices it mails out, in light of drivers’ complaints about not 
receiving them.4 The Ministry acknowledged that 4% to 5% of the mail it sent 

                                            
2 Ombudsman of Ontario, Annual Report 2013-2014, “Licence suspension letters,” online: 
https://www.ombudsman.on.ca/resources/reports-and-case-summaries/annual-reports/2013-2014-
annual-report#Licence_suspension_letters 
3 Ombudsman of Ontario, Annual Report 2014-2015, “Licence suspension letters,” online: 
https://www.ombudsman.on.ca/resources/reports-and-case-summaries/annual-reports/2014-2015-
annual-report#Licence_suspension_letters 
4 Ombudsman of Ontario, Annual Report 2015-2016, “Correspondence issues,” online: 
https://www.ombudsman.on.ca/resources/reports-and-case-summaries/annual-reports/2015-2016-
annual-report#Correspondence%20issues  

https://www.ombudsman.on.ca/resources/reports-and-case-summaries/annual-reports/2013-2014-annual-report#Licence_suspension_letters
https://www.ombudsman.on.ca/resources/reports-and-case-summaries/annual-reports/2013-2014-annual-report#Licence_suspension_letters
https://www.ombudsman.on.ca/resources/reports-and-case-summaries/annual-reports/2014-2015-annual-report#Licence_suspension_letters
https://www.ombudsman.on.ca/resources/reports-and-case-summaries/annual-reports/2014-2015-annual-report#Licence_suspension_letters
https://www.ombudsman.on.ca/resources/reports-and-case-summaries/annual-reports/2015-2016-annual-report#Correspondence%20issues
https://www.ombudsman.on.ca/resources/reports-and-case-summaries/annual-reports/2015-2016-annual-report#Correspondence%20issues
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out was returned as undelivered, with approximately 1% relating to unpaid 
fine suspensions. It pledged to study further improvements.5 

 
20 We continued to receive similar complaints, and on March 31, 2017, the 

Toronto Star published a front-page story about the Ministry’s process for 
suspending and reinstating drivers’ licences, featuring James Strachan, who 
drove for four years with no knowledge that his licence had been suspended 
for an unpaid fine.6 The article attracted substantial attention, and other 
drivers who had similar experiences shared their stories in two follow-up 
articles.7  

 
21 Despite the incremental improvements made by the Ministry over several years 

of working with our Office on this issue, the continued complaints and the 
response to the media stories demonstrated serious underlying issues. On May 
24, 2017, I notified the Ministry of Transportation that I was launching an 
investigation into the adequacy and effectiveness of the Ministry’s administrative 
process for notifying and communicating with drivers about licence suspensions 
and reinstatements. That same day, I publicly announced the investigation and 
invited affected members of the public to contact my Office. Between May 24, 
2017 and June 5, 2018, we received 107 complaints related to suspensions for 
unpaid fines.  
 

Scope of investigation  
 
22 Although drivers can be suspended for several reasons, I chose to limit my 

investigation to suspensions resulting from unpaid fines. Other types of 
suspensions involve different administrative processes and raise distinct 
considerations: For instance, drivers suspended for certain Criminal Code 
offences receive notice by registered mail, while drivers suspended for medical 
reasons receive notices tailored to their specific circumstances.  

 
23 Investigators from our Special Ombudsman Response Team, assisted by 

members of our Legal team and one Early Resolution Officer, carried out the 

                                            
5 Ombudsman of Ontario, Annual Report 2016-2017, “Correspondence issues,” online: 
https://www.ombudsman.on.ca/resources/reports-and-case-summaries/annual-reports/2016-2017-
annual-report#Correspondence%20issues  
6 Norris McDonald, “Toronto man battles to licence back amid bureaucratic nightmare,” Toronto Star (31 
March 2017), online: https://www.thestar.com/news/gta/2017/03/31/toronto-man-battles-to-get-licence-
back-amid-bureaucratic-nightmare.html  
7 Norris McDonald, “Ontarians’ lives in turmoil over arbitrarily suspended drivers’ licences,” Toronto Star 
(7 April 2017), online: https://www.thestar.com/news/gta/2017/04/07/ontarians-lives-in-turmoil-over-
arbitrarily-suspended-drivers-licences.html and Norris McDonald, “Ontario to review how it notifies drivers 
of licence suspensions,” Toronto Star (13 April 2017), online: 
https://www.thestar.com/news/queenspark/2017/04/13/ontario-to-review-how-it-notifies-drivers-of-licence-
suspensions.html  

https://www.ombudsman.on.ca/resources/reports-and-case-summaries/annual-reports/2016-2017-annual-report#Correspondence%20issues
https://www.ombudsman.on.ca/resources/reports-and-case-summaries/annual-reports/2016-2017-annual-report#Correspondence%20issues
https://www.thestar.com/news/gta/2017/03/31/toronto-man-battles-to-get-licence-back-amid-bureaucratic-nightmare.html
https://www.thestar.com/news/gta/2017/03/31/toronto-man-battles-to-get-licence-back-amid-bureaucratic-nightmare.html
https://www.thestar.com/news/gta/2017/04/07/ontarians-lives-in-turmoil-over-arbitrarily-suspended-drivers-licences.html
https://www.thestar.com/news/gta/2017/04/07/ontarians-lives-in-turmoil-over-arbitrarily-suspended-drivers-licences.html
https://www.thestar.com/news/queenspark/2017/04/13/ontario-to-review-how-it-notifies-drivers-of-licence-suspensions.html
https://www.thestar.com/news/queenspark/2017/04/13/ontario-to-review-how-it-notifies-drivers-of-licence-suspensions.html
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investigation. In addition, a dedicated team of five Early Resolution Officers 
and investigators helped triage and follow up on individual complaints we 
received.  

 
24 Investigators reviewed thousands of pages of documents, including emails, 

driving records, service provider agreements, relevant policies, briefing 
notes, internal communications, and other information provided by the 
Ministry at my request. For the first time, investigators used e-Discovery 
software to organize and review the documents we received.  

 
25 The team also conducted 70 interviews with complainants, Ministry staff, and 

other stakeholders, including the Ministry of the Attorney General, Ministry of 
Government and Consumer Services, Treasury Board Secretariat and the 
Ontario Provincial Police (Highway Traffic Division), as well as municipal 
court administrators, insurance companies, Canada Post, stakeholder 
associations, and regulatory bodies such as the Financial Services 
Commission of Ontario. As well, they reviewed driver notification processes 
in jurisdictions across Canada, attended briefing sessions by the Ministry of 
Transportation, the Ministry of the Attorney General, and ServiceOntario, 
and visited several ServiceOntario locations, its “contact centre” and the 
Ministry’s Driver Control Section, to observe how these organizations handle 
inquiries from members of the public. 

 
26 We received excellent co-operation from the Ministry and other public sector 

bodies during the course of the investigation. 
 
 
Driving in Ontario 
 
27 The Ministry of Transportation is responsible for driver licensing and vehicle 

registration in Ontario. At present, there are approximately 9.8 million licensed 
drivers and 12.3 million registered vehicles in the province.  

 
28 Driving is a privilege, not a right. Every driver must be in possession of a valid 

driver’s licence to legally operate a motor vehicle.8 The regulations associated 
with the Highway Traffic Act state that a valid driver’s licence is one that is not 
expired, cancelled, or under suspension.9 

 
29 If you are a novice driver, you must complete a three-step licensing process that 

consists of a vision test, knowledge test, and two road tests over at least 20 

                                            
8 Highway Traffic Act, RSO 1990 c H 8, s 31.  
9 O Reg 340/94, under the Highway Traffic Act, s 1(1). 
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months.10 Once you are fully licensed, you must renew your licence every five 
years.11 

 
30 The privilege to drive can be taken away for many reasons. Your licence can be 

suspended in various instances, such as if you accumulate too many demerit 
points, commit driving-related Criminal Code offences, or fail to pay a driving-
related fine under the Highway Traffic Act or other statute. It can be cancelled if 
you fail to pay the reinstatement fee after being suspended. Your licence is also 
cancelled if you voluntarily surrender it, as is typically required to obtain a licence 
in another province. 

 
Suspensions for unpaid fines 
 
31 The Ministry of Transportation began suspending drivers’ licences for unpaid 

fines in 1973. Today, just over half of all suspensions it issues are for defaulted 
fines. In 2016, there were almost 170,000 suspended drivers in Ontario. More 
than 90,000 of these drivers were suspended for unpaid fines.  

 
32 If you don’t pay or contest a traffic fine and miss the deadline for payment set by 

the local provincial offences court, section 69 of the Provincial Offences Act 
authorizes the court to order the Ministry to suspend your driver’s licence.12 In 
turn, section 46 of the Highway Traffic Act requires the Ministry’s Registrar, once 
informed of the court’s direction, to suspend your licence.  
 

33 Ontario is one of six Canadian jurisdictions that suspend drivers’ licences for 
unpaid fines – the others are Quebec, New Brunswick, Saskatchewan, 
Newfoundland and Labrador, and Yukon.13 Five others (British Columbia, 
Alberta, Manitoba, Nova Scotia, and the Northwest Territories) do not; instead, 
they rely on other mechanisms to encourage drivers to pay their fines, such as 
service restrictions that prevent them from renewing their licences or accessing 
some government services. 

 
Consequences of driving with an invalid licence  
 
34 When your driver’s licence is suspended or cancelled, you are prohibited from 

driving. If you do, you can be charged with an offence under the Highway Traffic 
Act.14 The penalty for driving with a suspended licence can be severe: Extension 
of the suspension for six months, plus a fine ($1,000 to $5,000 for a first offence, 

                                            
10 Highway Traffic Act, s 32(5) and O Reg 340/94 under the Highway Traffic Act.  
11 O Reg 340/94 under the Highway Traffic Act, s 23.1.  
12 Provincial Offences Act, RSO 1990, c P 33, s 69. 
13 Nunavut cancels licences for unpaid fines.  
14 Highway Traffic Act, s 32(16) and s 53.  



 
 

 

 

12 

Suspended State 
September 2018 

$2,000 to $5,000 for subsequent offences) and up to six months in jail.15 Driving 
with a cancelled licence can result in a fine of $200 to $1,000.16  

 
35 If you drive with a suspended or cancelled licence and get in an accident, you 

also risk having your insurance company deny certain types of coverage. This is 
a risk not only for you as a driver, but for anyone else involved in the accident 
who could potentially be deprived of damages for catastrophic injuries.17 

 
Accident in a suspended state – Mike’s story 
 
36 Mike, a married father of three from Toronto, was taking his ailing mother to the 

hospital when he made a time-prohibited right turn. Police issued him a $110 
ticket under the Highway Traffic Act, which he forgot about until he received a 
reminder from the municipal court. At that point, he discussed it with his wife, and 
decided to contest the ticket in court, rather than pay the set fine. But his mother 
had recently died of cancer and this plan fell by the wayside. 

 
37 Then he was involved in a car accident. He was shocked when police at the 

scene checked his licence and told him it had been suspended that same day, 
for his failure to pay the outstanding fine. His notice from the Ministry did not 
arrive in the mail for another week. Unfortunately for Mike, the other party to the 
collision sued him for $1 million.  
 

38 Initially, Mike’s insurer denied coverage for the accident and the resulting lawsuit 
because his licence had been suspended when the accident occurred. Mike was 
able to obtain an extension of time to challenge the original ticket, which was 
subsequently dismissed by the court. Ultimately his insurer agreed to defend him 
against the $1-million lawsuit.  
 

39 Although this was a positive ending for Mike, his experience demonstrates the 
potentially catastrophic consequences for drivers who are unknowingly 
suspended for unpaid traffic tickets.  
 

 
The Road to Suspension 
 
40 Several public sector bodies play a part in the process leading to suspension of a 

driver’s licence for unpaid driving fines, including local police, municipal courts for 
                                            
15 Highway Traffic Act, s 53(1).  
16 Highway Traffic Act, s 32(16). 
17 Insurance companies can deny coverage to suspended drivers in certain circumstances. An innocent 
third party without their own insurance (e.g., a pedestrian) who is injured by an uninsured driver must 
make an application to the Motor Vehicle Accident Claims fund and may be entitled to Statutory Accident 
Benefits and a maximum of $200,000 in damages. 
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provincial offences, the Ministry of the Attorney General, and the Ministry of 
Transportation. Drivers also engage with ServiceOntario, the frontline provider of 
most identification and official documents to the public, from birth certificates to 
marriage licences to driver and vehicle licences.  

 
Step 1: That’s the ticket 
 
41 Municipal and provincial police officers are responsible for enforcing the rules of 

the road, including charging drivers with driving-related provincial offences under 
the Highway Traffic Act. That Act outlines numerous offences punishable by a set 
fine, such as speeding, failing to use a turn signal, or failing to stop at a stop sign. 
 

42 If you, as a driver, are stopped by police and given an Offence Notice18 
(commonly known as a ticket) for one of these offences, you must choose one of 
three options within 15 days:  

• Plead guilty and voluntarily pay the fine; 
• Plead guilty but make submissions about the penalty; or  
• Request a trial.  

In some municipalities, you can also request to meet with a prosecutor to discuss 
early resolution of the charge. 

 
43 The Offence Notice warns you about the importance of exercising one of these 

options:  
 

Important – If you do not exercise one of the following options within 15 
days of receiving this notice, you will be deemed not to dispute the charge 
and a justice may enter a conviction against you. Upon conviction, 
additional costs will be added to the total payable. If the fine goes into 
default, an administrative fee will be added and steps will be taken to 
enforce your defaulted fine. For example, information may be provided to 
a consumer reporting agency and for certain offences, including 
speeding, your driver’s licence may be suspended. [emphasis 
added]19 

 
44 This is the first notification that drivers receive about the potential consequences 

of not paying a driving-related fine. It is drafted by the Ministry of the Attorney 
General, which establishes the procedures for prosecuting the provincial 
offences that can lead to licence suspension for unpaid fines.  

 

                                            
18 Examples of this and other notices referred to in this section are attached at Appendix A. 
19 Offence Notice, Form 3, O Reg 108/11 under the Provincial Offences Act, online: 
http://ontariocourtforms.on.ca/static/media/uploads/courtforms/poa/POA0848/poa-0848-e.pdf  

http://ontariocourtforms.on.ca/static/media/uploads/courtforms/poa/POA0848/poa-0848-e.pdf
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Step 2: Order of the court 
 
45 It might sound like a misnomer, but “provincial offences courts” are run by 

municipalities – to handle offences under certain provincial statutes. These 
courts are responsible for hearing disputed cases under the Highway Traffic Act, 
as well as notifying individuals of and collecting outstanding fines.20 

 
46 If you respond to your Offence Notice by pleading guilty and voluntarily paying 

your fine, the local provincial offences court collects the payment. Some 
municipalities have contracted with third parties to assist with this process.21 If 
you dispute the charge, your case is scheduled for trial.  

 
47 If you do nothing, your charge is added to a “fail to respond” docket. A justice of 

the peace reviews the charges, enters a conviction against you, and orders you 
to pay the fine.  

 
48 The court then sends you a Notice of Fine and Due Date by regular mail.22 This 

letter, drafted by the Ministry of the Attorney General, provides information about 
the conviction, the fine you must pay, and the consequences for failing to pay by 
the due date.  

 
49 The front of the notice includes a statement that failure to pay the fine “may” 

result in various consequences, including suspension of your driver’s licence and 
the imposition of a licence reinstatement fee. The back of the notice sets out 
additional legal measures that the government can take if payment is not 
received by the due date, including licence suspension and the imposition of a 
licence reinstatement fee, as well as refusal to renew a vehicle licence plate. 
 

50 Every night, the court’s case management software creates a list of drivers who 
have missed the payment deadline and are eligible for suspension. Court staff 
manually verify each suspension before transmitting information to the Ministry of 
the Attorney General’s Defaulted Fines Control Centre. This centre then 
automatically sends the suspension orders from the provincial offence courts to 
the Ministry of Transportation. 

 

                                            
20 Municipalities administer these courts and prosecute cases on behalf of the Ministry of the Attorney 
General under Memoranda of Understanding. 
21 For example, paytickets.ca, online: https://www.paytickets.ca/start  
22 Notice of Fine and Due Date, Form 10, O Reg 108/11 under the Provincial Offences Act, online: 
http://ontariocourtforms.on.ca/static/media/uploads/courtforms/poa/POA0854/poa-0854-e.pdf  

 
 

https://www.paytickets.ca/start
http://ontariocourtforms.on.ca/static/media/uploads/courtforms/poa/POA0854/poa-0854-e.pdf
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Step 3: In suspense 
 
51 The Ministry of Transportation is responsible for administering driver licensing, 

including licence suspensions resulting from court orders for unpaid fines.  
 

52 If the court has ordered your licence suspended, the Ministry immediately 
suspends it, then sends you a Notice of Suspension23 by regular mail. 

 
53 The notice indicates on the front that your licence is suspended under section 46 

of the Highway Traffic Act for non-payment of a fine, and includes the effective 
date. It notes that your licence will remain suspended until you pay the fine, in 
addition to any other outstanding licensing requirement, and that this might also 
affect some vehicle transactions, such as renewal of vehicle plates. Near the 
bottom of the page, it warns:  
 

Stop driving. You must not drive while you are suspended. You must 
return your driver’s licence to this Ministry.  

 
Below that, it states that a $198 fee must be paid to reinstate your licence. The 
back of the notice includes another warning to stop driving and information about 
the consequences of driving while suspended. It explains that if you do not pay 
your reinstatement fee “and/or the monetary penalty,” your licence will be 
cancelled “without further notice.” Near the bottom, it states: 
 

If your licence is “suspended, cancelled and/or expired for more than one 
year you will be required to complete vision, knowledge and/or road 
test(s), in addition to any other outstanding requirements, before a licence 
will be issued.  

 
54 By the time you receive this notice in the mail, your licence will have been 

suspended for at least a few days. This is because the suspension takes effect 
as soon as the Ministry receives the suspension order from the court, not when 
the notice is delivered to you.  

 
55 As the suspension notice indicates, if your driver’s licence is suspended for 

unpaid fines, you cannot renew your vehicle licence plate validation stickers (if 
you are the only registered owner of the vehicle).  

 
56 This measure was introduced on May 1, 2017, in co-ordination with the Ministry 

of the Attorney General, ServiceOntario, and municipalities. Ministry of 
Transportation officials told us that the new process was intended to give 
municipalities additional tools to encourage drivers to pay defaulted fines.   

                                            
23 Copies of this and other notices referred to in this section are attached at Appendix A. 
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Step 4: Outstanding news 
 
57 If you finally pay your fine after your licence has been suspended, the Ministry 

mails you a Notice of Outstanding Licensing Requirements24, listing what 
additional steps you must take to reinstate your driving privileges. The wording of 
the notice varies according to your circumstances, but it indicates that once you 
pay the fine, your licence is no longer “suspended.” However, the notice does 
not explain that your licence remains “cancelled” if you have other outstanding 
requirements.  

 
58 If you have paid your fine and reinstatement fee and aren’t required to complete 

additional tests, you receive a temporary driver’s licence with your letter, with a 
note saying a replacement will be sent to you. 

 
59 If you have not paid your reinstatement fee, or if you have to complete certain 

tests due to the length of time your licence was invalid (a year or more), your 
letter outlines these requirements; if you fail to complete them, your licence 
remains cancelled.  

 
60 However, if you paid your fine within 15 days of being suspended, your letter 

includes a temporary driver’s licence, whether or not you have paid your 
reinstatement fee. This licence is valid for 60 days from the date of suspension 
and is cancelled if you don’t pay the reinstatement fee by then.  

 
61 The back of the notice, at the bottom of the page, explains the consequences of 

neglecting the reinstatement fee, as well as any other outstanding requirements:  
 

Attention: A new licence will not be issued until your reinstatement 
fee/penalty is paid. If a temporary driver’s licence is attached you must 
pay before it expires or your licence will be cancelled without further 
notice. Licence invalidity will extend the length of your mandatory period if 
you are a novice driver. It is illegal to drive without a valid driver’s licence.  
 
In addition to any other licensing requirements, you will have to complete 
testing if your driver’s licence is suspended, cancelled and/or expired for: 

• More than one year – vision test required.  
• More than three years – vision, knowledge and road test(s) 

required. After 10 years mandatory Graduated Licensing System 
periods will apply.  

 
 

                                            
24 Examples of this and other notices referred to in this section are attached at Appendix A. 
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Escaped Notice: Delivery Problems 
 
62 Many drivers complained to my Office that they never received a notice of 

suspension and were shocked to learn – years later, in some cases – that they 
were driving with invalid licences. Several told us that they first learned their 
driver’s licence was suspended when they were stopped by a police officer for 
another reason.  
 

63 Many of these cases revealed issues stemming from the Ministry’s reliance on 
the mail to deliver important information to drivers. These include a failure to 
track undelivered mail, a lack of flexibility in using “residential” addresses versus 
“mailing” addresses, and a system that declares drivers’ licences suspended 
before the notices can actually be delivered to them. 

 
Returned mail 
 
64 Although it is difficult to verify individual drivers’ claims that they never received a 

suspension notice, undelivered mail is clearly a serious problem for the Ministry.  
 
65 The Ministry does not track notices related to unpaid fines that are returned as 

undeliverable. It simply shreds them without opening them. Although its computer 
system has the capacity to include information about suspension notices that are 
returned undelivered, officials told us that this functionality isn’t used because 
frontline staff can’t access and act on this information.  
 

66 In contrast, at least six other Canadian jurisdictions do add information about 
returned mail to drivers’ records.25 For instance, Alberta prints a unique barcode 
on each piece of mail sent to drivers. If that piece of mail is returned, staff can 
simply scan the barcode to automatically put a “returned mail flag” on the driver’s 
record. This alerts staff to obtain an updated address the next time the driver 
interacts with licensing officials.  

 
67 Our Office has raised this issue with the Ministry for more than two years. In 

response to our inquiries, it initiated a “return mail project” for six weeks in the 
summer of 2016. This project found 4,343 suspension notices (for all types of 
violations, not just unpaid fines) were returned during this period, indicating that 
potentially more than 20,000 notices per year were not reaching suspended 
drivers. The project also looked at what types of mail were returned, and from 
which types of addresses. 

 

                                            
25 They are: Alberta, British Columbia, Northwest Territories, Yukon, Quebec, and Newfoundland and 
Labrador. Prince Edward Island has no procedure for recording returned mail. 
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68 Once I launched this investigation in May 2017, we asked the Ministry to collect 
further data on returned mail, to get a sense of how many suspension notices 
specifically for unpaid fines were being returned. From May 25 to July 28, 2017, 
the Ministry mailed 23,813 notices of suspension relating to unpaid fines. During 
that same period, 963 were returned – about 100 per week. This would indicate 
that about 4% of these notices, or about 5,000 a year, are returned. However, 
the Ministry was unable to provide us with the total number of notices of 
suspension for unpaid fines that were sent out during the same period, making it 
impossible to determine the percentage of returned notices.  

 
69 A director in the Ministry told us that the returned mail project has already helped 

improve some processes. For instance, he said it found mail delivery problems in 
some areas in the remote north, and the Ministry consulted with Canada Post to 
identify the best means of delivery to reach drivers there.  

 
70 The consensus amongst the Ministry staff we interviewed is that the main cause 

of returned mail is drivers who fail to notify the Ministry of their new addresses 
after they move – even though they are legally required to do so within six 
days.26 But this onus on drivers to complete change-of-address information does 
not change the fact that all those undelivered suspension notices represent 
drivers who may be unaware that they have lost their driving privileges. They will 
likely continue to drive, committing further offences and risking significant 
financial liability in the event of an accident.  

 
71 Although the Ministry cannot force people to provide up-to-date addresses, it can 

take steps to improve its mail tracking and reduce the volume of returned mail. It 
should investigate methods such as the barcode method used by Alberta. A 
largely automated tracking method would allow the Ministry to better analyze the 
scope and root cause of returned letters and develop strategies to ensure drivers 
receive important notices. It would also allow the Ministry to flag drivers whose 
addresses are out of date.  

 
Recommendation 1  
The Ministry of Transportation should investigate methods for improving 
and automating its system for tracking returned mail and then implement 
an effective method for tracking returned mail.  

 
 
Residential and mailing addresses 
 
72 When you apply for a driver’s licence, you must provide the street address of 

your residence. You can also provide a separate mailing address. However, the 

                                            
26 O Reg 340/94 under the Highway Traffic Act, s 33(1).  
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Ministry always sends Notices of Suspension and Notices of Outstanding 
Licensing Requirements to residential addresses. Ministry officials told us the 
Highway Traffic Act requires that the Notice of Suspension be sent to a driver’s 
“latest current address,” which the Ministry has interpreted to be the driver’s 
residential address.27 The Act does not stipulate where the Notice of Outstanding 
Licensing Requirements is to be mailed. 

 
73 The Ministry is aware that this practice can be problematic for drivers who live at 

addresses that cannot receive mail – such as in some remote rural or northern 
communities. In such cases, the Ministry can record a residential address (e.g., 
123 Main St) and a mailing address (e.g., PO Box 123) in the “residential 
address” field of its electronic records system, and address a notice to both 
locations. However, this workaround doesn’t help drivers who provide a mailing 
address for some other reason, such as those who have more than one 
residence or move seasonally. 

 
74 The Ministry’s strict interpretation of the Highway Traffic Act as requiring it to 

send certain correspondence only to residential addresses is at odds with some 
drivers’ expectations that correspondence will go to their mailing address. Given 
the importance of notifying drivers of their licence status, the Ministry should 
ensure that all Notices of Suspension and Notices of Outstanding Licensing 
Requirements are sent to a driver’s preferred residential or mailing address. Or, if 
the Ministry continues to interpret the Highway Traffic Act as requiring it to send 
notices to a driver’s residential address, it can still ensure drivers receive 
notification of their licence status by sending a second notice to their mailing 
address. If necessary, the Ministry and the Government of Ontario should seek 
legislative change to ensure that it has flexibility to contact drivers via the 
address of their preference. 

 
Recommendation 2  
The Ministry of Transportation should take all necessary steps to ensure 
that all Notices of Suspension and Notices of Outstanding Licensing 
Requirements are sent to drivers’ address of preference – i.e., residential 
or mailing address – including seeking any required amendments to the 
Highway Traffic Act. 

 
 
Surprise suspension: The notice is in the mail 
 
75 Even when it works as intended, the Ministry’s system of mailing notices of 

suspension for unpaid fines is fundamentally flawed, because the notice is 
mailed the same day the suspension takes effect. Although drivers should have 

                                            
27 Highway Traffic Act, s 52(1). 
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previously received an offence notice and Notice of Fine and Due Date warning 
of a possible suspension, the notice that tells them this has actually occurred is 
not sent to drivers in advance. There is a built-in time gap between the date of 
suspension and the delivery of the notice, when the driver has little way of 
knowing that they should not be driving. The speed of mail service varies 
throughout the province, and can take several days for notices to reach their 
destination.  

 
76 This system has been in effect since October 1997. Prior to that, if you had an 

unpaid fine, the Ministry would send you a warning that your suspension was 
“pending” and would take effect in 21 days if your fine remained unpaid. If you 
paid in time, the suspension was dropped; if you failed to do so, your licence was 
suspended after 21 days, without further notice. 
 

77 Our investigators reviewed a Ministry briefing note from 1998 that said these 
notices of pending suspension prompted 30% to 50% of recipients to pay their 
defaulted fines and avoid suspension before the deadline. Although not an exact 
comparison, only around 8% of drivers suspended for unpaid fines in 2016 paid 
their fines within 15 days of the suspension. This suggests that imposing a 
licence suspension does not motivate drivers to pay fines as effectively as giving 
them a last chance to do so within a limited period. Put another way, a deadline 
drivers know about appears more likely to ensure compliance than a penalty they 
don’t know about. 

 
78 Ministry officials we interviewed were unable to explain why the grace period was 

removed, given that it was two decades ago. However, the briefing note from 
1998 states: 

 
The 21-day grace period was removed, as part of the implementation of 
the reinstatement fee program, to streamline the ministry’s business 
processes, to improve the collection of defaulted fines and to make drivers 
more accountable for timely payment. 

 
79 Another portion of the briefing note observes that “[i]t is expected this policy 

change will improve the rate of drivers who will pay their fines before the due 
date and decrease the default rate.” But a different rationale was suggested in a 
Ministry document we reviewed from 2014-2015 (a business case on the use of 
registered mail), which indicated that the 1997 change was intended to reduce 
the volume of suspension cancellations that the Ministry had to process.  
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Correspondence reports – Raymond, Kevin and Robert’s stories 
 
80 Among the many drivers we spoke to who were confounded by the Ministry’s 

mail-related practices was Raymond, a married father living in Scarborough, who 
was pulled over by police in March 2009. The officer informed Raymond that his 
licence had been suspended since 2005, when he had failed to pay a fine he 
received for not wearing a seat belt. Although the Ministry provided us with a 
copy of the notice, Raymond told us he never received it, even though the 
address on his licence was correct and he had been living in the same place for 
years. 

 
81 Kevin received a letter on August 14, 2017, indicating that his commercial 

driver’s licence had been suspended for unpaid fines on August 9, 2017. He told 
the Ministry he was completely unaware he had been driving illegally for those 
five days, and asked why he couldn’t have been notified before the suspension. 
The Ministry’s response was that “every effort is made to ensure drivers are 
informed of their suspension,” and that the Notice of Fine and Due Date sent out 
by the provincial offence court informs drivers of “the possibility of a licence 
suspension.” This notice was clearly insufficient for Kevin, who relies on his 
licence for his livelihood and had no idea it was in jeopardy due to an unpaid 
ticket. 

 
82 Robert, a bus driver, told us he learned of his licence suspension from his 

employer, before it arrived in the mail. He said he had intentionally not paid a 
traffic fine because he planned to contest the ticket in court and had been told 
the court would contact him when he needed to take further action. He had no 
idea his licence – and by definition, his employment – was at risk. 

 
Return to grace? 
 
83 In reviewing reasons for and against reintroducing a suspension grace period, 

the 2014-2015 business case also warned that it could reduce the Ministry’s 
revenues from reinstatement fees: 

 
Providing lead time to drivers suspended for defaulted payment of traffic 
fines will result in a large number of suspension cancellations as drivers 
hastily pay fines before their licence suspension takes effect. This could 
reduce cost recovery revenue from the regulated […] reinstatement fee by 
approximately $11M annually.  

 
84 In April 2017, the Ministry prepared an “options paper” in response to the Toronto 

Star’s articles about suspensions for unpaid fines, which included an assessment 
of the pros and cons of re-implementing a pre-suspension notification period, as 
follows: 
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Pros: 
• Allows [the Ministry of Transportation] to provide a grace period 

between [the Ministry of the Attorney General’s] order and actual 
suspension.  

• Provides a firm date for suspension in advance.  
• May further create a sense of urgency for driver to pay fine.  
• Provides the driver with another advanced warning of a pending 

suspension. 

Cons: 
• [Information technology] change costs and potential mailing costs.  
• Does not eliminate the ability of drivers to avoid accepting the notice or 

indicating “they did not receive the notice.” 
• Will require legislative, policy and business process changes.  
• Increase cost and loss of revenue for cancelled suspensions.  
• Will require [Ministry of the Attorney General] and municipalities’ 

agreement.  

 
85 This briefing document suggests that one of the primary considerations in not 

reinstating a grace period is financial. While reinstatement fees operate on a 
cost-recovery basis, it appears the Ministry is concerned about losing this 
revenue and the expense of implementing the necessary technological changes. 
Although a grace period could encourage earlier payment of fines, this would not 
necessarily benefit the Ministry financially, as provincial offence fines are 
retained by municipalities.28  

 
86 The note also lists one of the “cons” as a need for legislative change, although 

the wording of the Highway Traffic Act did not change when the Ministry 
abandoned the grace period in 1997. 29 The Act has always provided that the 
Ministry “shall” suspend a licence when it is informed of a court-ordered 
suspension.  

 
87 Despite the clear advantages to drivers of reinstating lead time, most government 

officials we spoke with were opposed to the idea. A manager at the Ministry 
argued that drivers were already provided two “pre-suspension notices” – the 
original traffic ticket and the Notice of Fine and Due Date from the court. Another 

                                            
28 Municipalities retain fine revenue, excepting the Victim Fine Surcharge. When a driver pays a defaulted 
fine through ServiceOntario, the provincial government retains a portion of the fine. 
29 Highway Traffic Act, s 46(3) provides that the Registrar, “on being informed” of an order to suspend, 
shall suspend a driver’s licence. This section has remained unchanged since 1993. 
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manager expressed the same view, asking: “Does that not sound like a little 
overkill?”  
 

88 However, lead time is not a novel concept for the Ministry. In response to our 
inquiries, it identified 14 different situations in which drivers are given lead time 
before their licences are suspended – for example, in cases of suspensions for 
medical reasons. Although these suspensions are somewhat different because 
drivers have typically not received prior notification from any source, they 
nonetheless show the Ministry’s capability to provide drivers with warning that 
their licence will be suspended prior to the suspension taking effect. 

 
89 Only one other province, New Brunswick, suspends drivers’ licences without 

providing any grace period.30 Saskatchewan, Quebec, Yukon Territory and 
Newfoundland and Labrador suspend drivers’ licences for unpaid fines, but only 
after specifically notifying them of their upcoming suspensions and giving them a 
grace period to pay their fines.31 

 
90 Given the serious consequences that flow from suspending a driver’s licence for 

unpaid fines, fairness requires that the Ministry of Transportation provide drivers 
with specific, advance notice of impending suspensions, as well as information 
about the steps they must take to avoid them. The Ministry should ensure that 
the pre-suspension grace period is sufficient to allow time for the notice to arrive 
in the mail and for the driver to avert the suspension, if desired.  

 
91 Some Ministry officials we interviewed suggested that legislative change would 

be required to reinstate a grace period for licence suspension, even though the 
wording of the legislation has not changed since the days when a grace period 
was in place. Still, if the Ministry is of the view that legislative amendment is 
necessary to make this change, it should take the necessary steps. 

 
Recommendation 3  
The Ministry of Transportation should take all necessary steps to provide 
drivers with specific advance notice of their impending suspensions, as 
well as information about the steps drivers must take to avoid 
suspension. The Ministry should ensure that the pre-suspension grace 
period is sufficient to allow time for the notice to arrive in the mail and for 
the driver to take steps to avert the suspension, if desired. The Ministry 

                                            
30 In New Brunswick notices of suspension, however, are sent by registered and not ordinary mail. 
31 In addition, Nunavut may cancel a driver’s licence for unpaid fines “where the time allowed for payment 
of the fine has passed and the fine is outstanding.” Motor Vehicles Act, RSNWT 1988, c M-16, s. 102(1). 
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should seek any required amendments to the Highway Traffic Act to allow 
for a pre-suspension grace period. 
 

 
Helping drivers help themselves 
 
92 Drivers are legally required to update their residential address within six days of 

moving.32 They can change their addresses online or in person at a 
ServiceOntario Centre.33 Still, many forget or neglect to do so – as many of the 
drivers we interviewed acknowledged. 

 
93 The Ministry has taken some initiatives to remind drivers to update their address 

information, including some web-based advertisements. However, given the 
importance of accurate addresses, it should investigate additional ways to remind 
drivers to provide updates, and emphasize the potential consequences for not 
doing so, including through posters, public awareness commercials, highway 
signage, and other outreach methods. For instance, the Ministry could consider 
partnering with truck rental companies and other moving-related businesses to 
increase public awareness of the importance of changing the address on your 
driver’s licence within six days of moving to a new home.  

 
Recommendation 4  
The Ministry of Transportation should investigate and implement ways to 
remind drivers to update the address on their driver’s licences and 
emphasize the importance of doing so. 

 
 
94 The Ministry should also explore modernizing the methods it uses to notify 

drivers. Not only are email, text messages and other electronic forms of 
communication used by most drivers, personal electronic contact information 
typically doesn’t change when someone moves to a new address within the 
province. The Ministry should explore the feasibility of these communication 
methods as additional or alternative ways to contact drivers. It should also 
explore other mechanisms, such as an online portal that drivers could use to get 
real-time updates on the status of their licence. 

 
95 In conducting this review, the Ministry should consult with the Ontario Digital 

Service, which was created in 2017 to support the government’s efforts to 
become a leading digital organization. The Ontario Digital Service works with 

                                            
32 O Reg 340/94 under the Highway Traffic Act, s 33(1). 
33 “Change an address on your driver’s licence, vehicle permit and health card,” ServiceOntario, online: 
https://www.ontario.ca/page/change-address-drivers-licence-vehicle-permit-and-health-card  

https://www.ontario.ca/page/change-address-drivers-licence-vehicle-permit-and-health-card
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ministries and other key partners to redesign government services around the 
needs of the end user.34 

 
96 Digital communication is not a novel idea for the Ministry, which already allows 

drivers to sign up for email reminders to renew their vehicle plate validation 
stickers.35 As well, ServiceOntario already allows drivers to perform transactions 
online, such renewing licences, updating addresses, and paying driving fines and 
reinstatement fees.   

 
Recommendation 5  
The Ministry of Transportation should explore and, if feasible, implement 
additional or alternative methods of notifying drivers about important 
information regarding their licence status, such as email and text 
message.  
 
Recommendation 6  
In conducting this review, the Ministry should explore digital solutions, 
such as a unified online portal for personal driving information, that would 
allow drivers to access real-time updates on their licence status. 
 
Recommendation 7  
The Ministry should consult with the Ontario Digital Service regarding 
digital solutions, such as electronic communication and online portals, to 
inform drivers of important information about their licence status.   

 
 
97 Some drivers we interviewed suggested that the Ministry send out additional 

and/or periodic notices about suspended or cancelled licences, while others 
proposed they be sent by registered mail, with the recipient’s signature required 
upon delivery. However, our investigation found no evidence that either of these 
practices would be more effective. Sending additional notices or registered mail 
won’t help if the addresses are out of date or otherwise wrong. The Ministry does 
use registered mail to notify drivers of suspensions related to criminal 
convictions, as it is required to do by law, but this is more expensive than regular 
mail, and a significant percentage of these notices are still returned to the 
Ministry as undeliverable.  

 
Proactive versus reactive approach 
 
98 Several of the Ministry officials we interviewed expressed the view that drivers 

are responsible for ensuring that their licences are valid. Some even suggested 
                                            
34 “Launch of the Ontario Digital Service”, Government of Ontario (29 May 2017), online: 
https://www.ontario.ca/page/news-secretary#2017-May-29  
35 Renew a licence plate sticker, online: <https://www.ontario.ca/page/renew-licence-plate-sticker>. 

https://www.ontario.ca/page/news-secretary#2017-May-29
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that drivers could visit ServiceOntario periodically to check their status. It is 
unclear why any driver would think to do this. The Ministry has little to no 
proactive measures to educate drivers that their licence will be suspended for 
unpaid fines, much less to advise them that they should check their licence 
status just in case a suspension notice has failed to reach them. 
  

99 A senior policy advisor told us he wasn’t aware of any proactive initiatives to 
raise drivers’ awareness of the consequences of unpaid fines. He said the 
Ministry’s approach is “more reactive – that once you’re suspended, that’s where 
we communicate with you.” The Deputy Registrar also wasn’t aware of any 
educational materials published by the Ministry about suspensions for unpaid 
fines. In fact, no one was able to point us to any Ministry notices at municipal 
court houses or ServiceOntario locations, informing drivers of the consequences 
of not paying their driving fines. 

 
100 As Mike put it in his interview with our investigators: “There’s no way that I would 

think that something like non-payment should result in the suspension of my 
licence without my knowing it.”  

 
101 A court manager we interviewed sympathized with this view: 
 

A lot of the people who come through these courts are like you and I. They 
are just everyday folks. They happen to get a ticket one day. Maybe they 
stuck it on their fridge and didn’t think much of it. They think it’s like a 
parking ticket. And then something serious happens to their licence. I’m 
not suggesting that they don’t have responsibility for that ticket. They 
absolutely have responsibility for that ticket. It’s a charge by an 
officer…but I am sympathetic to people that may not be aware of the 
consequences.  

 
102 In September 2017, the Ministry told us it would revise its “CentreLine” 

publication – which is mailed with every vehicle licence and driver’s licence 
renewal application (some 4.5-6 million households per year) – to include 
information about the consequences of unpaid driving fines.  

 
103 This change was implemented in April 2018, and the new CentreLine publication 

(pictured) includes the heading “Unpaid Driver Fines,” with the warning: 
 

If you have unpaid fines, your driver’s licence will be suspended. You will 
be unable to renew your plates. Once all outstanding fines are paid, your 
driver’s licence may be reinstated and you may renew your plates. For 
more information or to pay your fines, visit: ServiceOntario.ca/payfines.  
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Figure 1: CentreLine insert - arrow denotes warning about unpaid fines. 
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104 Although this is a positive step, suspending a driver’s licence is a serious 

consequence that all drivers need to know about, and one method of 
communication is clearly not sufficient. The Ministry of Transportation has 
primary responsibility for administering driver’s licensing in the province. It should 
work with its partner agencies, including the police, Ministry of the Attorney 
General, courts, municipalities, and ServiceOntario, to inform drivers proactively 
that their licences will be suspended for defaulted driving fines. Among the many 
ways it could communicate this message to drivers are informational posters, 
highway signage, social media, and mass media advertising. This kind of public 
outreach could also result in more timely and efficient fine collection and provide 
proactive notice to drivers that their licences will be suspended if they fail to pay 
fines. 

 
Recommendation 8  
The Ministry of Transportation should work with its partner agencies, 
including the police, Ministry of the Attorney General, courts, 
municipalities, and ServiceOntario, to inform drivers proactively that their 
licences will be suspended if they fail to pay driving fines.  

 
 
105 The Ministry should also review the content of its website to ensure that it 

provides clear information about the unpaid fine suspension process, including 
timelines for payment, consequences for failure to pay, consequences of driving 
while suspended, and requirements for reinstatement. It should work with its 
partner agencies to ensure that similar information is also available on their 
websites.  

 
Recommendation 9  
The Ministry of Transportation should review its website content to ensure 
that it provides clear information about the unpaid fine suspension 
process, including timelines for payment, consequences for failure to pay, 
consequences of driving while suspended, and requirements for 
reinstatement.  
 
Recommendation 10  
The Ministry of Transportation should work with its partner agencies to 
ensure that each organization’s website provides clear information about 
the unpaid fine suspension process.  

 
 
106 In addition, the Ministry could provide a way for drivers to check their own licence 

status that doesn’t involve visiting a ServiceOntario location, through a service 
that it already operates. The online “Driver’s Licence Check” tool is available on 
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its website, at a cost of $2 per licence number, which indicates whether or not a 
driver’s licence is valid.36 At present, this is primarily used by rental car 
companies to ensure that renters have valid licences, but we were told that the 
Ministry is seeking to make it a free service for the public.  

 
107 I strongly support this initiative and recommend that the Ministry make the online 

status checker available to the public without charge. It should also promote the 
tool as part of its efforts to educate drivers about their obligation to pay fines and 
ensure their licences are valid. This initiative could raise drivers’ awareness of 
their obligations and avert more surprise licence suspensions. 
 
Recommendation 11  
The Ministry of Transportation should allow the public to check the status 
of driver’s licences online without charge.  
 
Recommendation 12  
The Ministry of Transportation should provide public education about the 
online status checker tool so that drivers are aware of the website’s 
existence and their obligation to monitor their licence status.  

 
 
Lost in Translation: Communication Issues 
 
108 Many drivers told us that even when they received the Ministry’s Notice of 

Suspension and Notice of Outstanding Licensing Requirements, the information 
in them and the way it is presented left them confused about the status of their 
licences and what, if anything, they had to do to reinstate them. Several said they 
would have done something to avoid suspension if they had received clearer 
notices.  

 
Notice of Suspension 
 
109 If your licence is suspended, you receive a Notice of Suspension by regular mail 

from the Ministry – a double-sided document set out in ALL CAPS, with English 
on the left side and French on the right. The notice is crammed with information. 
The first paragraph refers to your licence suspension for non-payment, and the 
specific effect of suspension on enhanced drivers’ licences and some vehicle 
transactions. The next paragraph refers again to your suspension and that it 
might affect completion of some vehicle transactions. The third paragraph 
contains information about how to pay fines at ServiceOntario or provincial court 
offices.  

                                            
36 Driver’s Licence Check, Ministry of Transportation, online: 
https://www.dlc.rus.mto.gov.on.ca/dlc/OrderForm.aspx  

https://www.dlc.rus.mto.gov.on.ca/dlc/OrderForm.aspx
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110 It isn’t until the fourth paragraph, near the bottom of the first page, that you are 

actually warned to “STOP DRIVING.” After that, there is information about the 
reinstatement fee and where to pay it.  

 
111 The back of the notice includes: 

• Another caution to stop driving;  
• Reference to the consequences of driving while suspended; 
• Information about how to return your invalid driver’s licence; 
• A reminder to read the front of the notice carefully and/or contact the Ministry 

for more information; 
• A warning that if the reinstatement fee and/or monetary penalty are not paid, 

your licence will be cancelled without further notice; 
• Details about how to pay fees and fines; 
• Reference to additional requirements that might apply if you don’t reinstate 

your licence for more than a year.  
 
112 The back of the notice also includes several paragraphs relevant only to drivers 

who have been suspended for Criminal Code offences, such as impaired driving.  
 

113 The Ministry has long acknowledged that the format and content of the Notice of 
Suspension are not ideal. A Ministry “proposal outline document” from February 
2014 identified some accessibility issues with it, such as the lack of plain 
language and the poor typography. No changes resulted from this, although we 
were told there is an ongoing initiative to ensure notices are consistent with the 
Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act and other government standards 
by 2020.  

 
114 In July and August 2015, after Ombudsman staff raised concerns about the 

format and wording of the notice, the Ministry worked on a four-week pilot project 
with the Behavioural Insights Unit at the Treasury Board Secretariat to study the 
impact of alternative versions on driver behaviour. Five different versions of the 
notice were tested, to see if certain changes would improve the payment rate of 
fines and licence reinstatement fees, but the project found that changing the 
wording had no significant effect, and the Ministry opted to leave it as is. 

 
115 Still, concerns about the notice persisted, as we discovered in a January 2017 

email from a manager at the Ministry to other senior staff. The email raised 
several questions about the notice – including these comments: 
 

[The use of ALL CAPS] sounds like we are shouting…is there a reason 
everything is in CAPS?  
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How many people have [enhanced drivers’ licences]? I would assume 
most do not. If so, why are we putting that so front and centre on the 
letter?  
 
Would it be better to have the “stop driving” as the first thing you read in 
the letter? 

 
116 We were told that the manager’s observations were made during the Ministry’s 

work on a project related to restricting drivers with suspended licences from 
renewing vehicle plates, and they did not result in changes to the Notice of 
Suspension because this was outside the timeline and scope of the project. 

 
Lack of directions - Darcy’s story 
 
117 Darcy, a mother from Carleton Place who drove hours each day to work and her 

children’s school and daycare, paid her speeding ticket fine in September 2012, 
after her licence had been suspended the previous month. However, she failed to 
pay the licence reinstatement fee. Although Darcy’s suspension technically 
ended when she paid the fine, her licence remained cancelled for more than 
three years because she hadn’t paid to reinstate it.  
 

118 Darcy told us she did not receive any notices from the Ministry about the 
suspension or reinstatement fee. In 2016, when she discovered her licence 
wasn’t valid and complained to her Member of Provincial Parliament, she was 
told “the onus is on the driver to ensure his/her licence is valid.” In frustration, 
Darcy responded:  

 
I have held a valid (or thought valid) licence for almost 30 years and I have 
never taken it upon myself to contact the Ministry to ensure my licence 
was valid. Is this a common practice? Are people expected to call the 
Ministry or present themselves at ServiceOntario routinely to ensure their 
licence is valid? I certainly couldn’t find ANY direction on this anywhere I 
searched.  

 
119 For Darcy, the consequences of unknowingly having a cancelled licence were 

severe. She told us she had to complete three graduated licensing tests, at a 
cost of $236 in testing fees, plus three days off work. 
  

120 Many Ministry officials we spoke to acknowledged that the notices are difficult to 
understand. A senior Ministry employee said the Notice of Suspension 
“absolutely” needed to be clearer. Another said notices should avoid jargon and 
phrasing that only makes sense to Ministry employees. A senior business advisor 
commented that the Ministry should remember that notices are sent to “the 
average person who drives a car,” most of whom are not lawyers.  
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121 Providing suspended drivers with clearer information about the status of their 

licences and what they must to do regain them has broad potential benefits: It 
would promote road safety by ensuring they know they must stop driving, and 
could improve the collection of unpaid fines by better outlining the consequences.  

 
122 The lacklustre results of the Ministry’s 2015 pilot project to test different versions 

of the notice demonstrated the challenges in improving its effectiveness. But the 
difficulty of the task is no excuse for inaction. The Ministry should conduct a 
review of the Notice of Suspension to ensure that it uses plain language to 
convey information in a clear and understandable way. The Ministry should draw 
on internal and external experts in driver behaviour and accessibility when 
redesigning the notices. The need to stop driving and the steps necessary to 
reinstate the licence should be front and centre.  
 

123 In addition, the Ministry should investigate the feasibility of tailoring notices to 
individual circumstances. For instance, it could send different notices depending 
on the nature of the suspension and the driver’s circumstances, eliminating 
information about Criminal Code suspensions or the enhanced driver’s licences 
when it is not relevant. The notice should also proactively inform drivers about 
electronic resources that can help them understand and remedy their licence 
status – such as the Ministry’s online licence status checker tool.  
 
Recommendation 13  
The Ministry of Transportation should conduct a review of the Notice of 
Suspension and revise it using plain language to convey information in a 
clear and understandable way. 
 
Recommendation 14  
The Ministry of Transportation should draw on internal and external 
experts in driver behaviour and accessibility when redesigning the Notice 
of Suspension. 
 
Recommendation 15  
To maintain road safety for all drivers, the Ministry of Transportation 
should ensure that the revised Notice of Suspension emphasizes that 
drivers must stop driving, as well as the steps necessary to reinstate their 
driving privilege.  
 
Recommendation 16  
The Ministry of Transportation should investigate the feasibility of 
tailoring the Notice of Suspension to the individual circumstances of the 
recipient, and only include information that is relevant. 
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Recommendation 17  
The Ministry of Transportation should ensure that the Notice of 
Suspension proactively informs drivers about electronic resources that 
are available to help them understand and remedy their licence status.  

 
 
Notice of Outstanding Licensing Requirements  
 
124 Many of the problems with the Notice of Suspension, including the density, 

confusing language, and poor formatting, also plague the Notice of Outstanding 
Licensing Requirements. After you pay your defaulted driving fine, you receive 
this notice to inform you of any additional steps you must take to regain a valid 
licence. The notice, which is also in ALL CAPS with English on one side and 
French on the other, comes in different versions, based on the driver’s particular 
circumstances. 

 
What outstanding requirement? 
 
125 If you have paid your licence reinstatement fee and do not need to complete 

additional tests, you will receive a temporary driver’s licence and notification that 
your permanent licence will be mailed in due course. In this scenario, although 
there are no outstanding requirements, you still receive the “Notice of 
Outstanding Licensing Requirements.” 

 
126 When asked about this clearly confusing notice, a Branch Issues Advisor told us, 

frankly:  
 

I don’t know why an individual that has been reinstated is getting a 
document saying “Notice of Outstanding Licensing Requirements.” It 
causes them to call. They don’t read [past the title]… 

 
127 As noted in our Office’s 2013-2014 Annual Report, Ombudsman staff first raised 

concerns about the confusing nature of this notice when it was called “Notice of 
Reinstatement.” At that time, it was sent to all drivers seeking reinstatement, 
including those who had completed all the requirements, and those who still had 
to pay fees or take tests, and were therefore not yet reinstated. For the latter 
group of drivers, the title was misleading, and in response, the Ministry changed 
it to “Notice of Outstanding Licensing Requirements.” However, it continued to 
send the same notice to both sets of drivers, essentially replacing one group’s 
confusion with another’s. 

 
128 Drivers deserve clear information about the status of their licences and should 

not have to call the Ministry or ServiceOntario after receiving ambiguous notices. 
The Ministry should create a new or renamed notice (e.g., Notice of 
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Reinstatement) for drivers who have been reinstated and do not have any 
outstanding licensing requirements. The need for such a notice is likely to grow, 
given that drivers can now (as of May 2017) pay defaulted fines and 
reinstatement fees in one transaction via ServiceOntario, online or in person.37 

 
Recommendation 18  
The Ministry of Transportation should create a new or renamed notice 
(e.g. Notice of Reinstatement) to send to drivers who have been reinstated 
and do not have any outstanding licensing requirements. Like the existing 
notice, it should inform drivers that their privilege to drive has been 
reinstated and include a temporary driver’s licence.  
 
 

Paying the price 
 
129 If you have to complete additional steps to obtain a valid licence, the version of 

the Notice of Outstanding Licensing Requirements that you receive lists what you 
have to do – e.g., pay your reinstatement fee, or retake certain driving tests. 
Nevertheless, many suspended drivers we spoke to had no idea that they were 
required to pay a reinstatement fee to regain their licences.  

 
130 In 2016, some 90,000 drivers paid the fines that led to their suspensions.  

However, about 40,000 of them – nearly half – had their licences cancelled 
because they failed to pay the required reinstatement fee, even though most of 
them presumably received the Notice of Outstanding Licensing Requirements 
from the Ministry. From June 2017 to June 2018, the number of drivers paying 
their reinstatement fee substantially improved, but roughly 14,000 drivers still had 
their licences cancelled because they failed to pay a reinstatement fee. The 
Ministry attributed this improvement to the introduction of the May 2017 system 
that allows drivers to pay most fines and reinstatement fees at ServiceOntario. 
However, it is quite possible that many of the 14,000 drivers who didn’t pay their 
reinstatement fees still have no idea that their licences are invalid.  

 
131 Notices sent by the Ministry should be straightforward and to the point, with 

important and relevant information in a prominent location. You should not have 
to read fine print or flip to the back of the notice to understand the status of your 
licence and the steps you must take to continue driving. As with the Notice of 
Suspension, the Notice of Outstanding Licensing Requirements should be in 
plain language and provide clear information that is relevant to the driver’s 
particular situation. The Ministry should conduct a review of this notice to ensure 
that it is clear, drawing on internal and external experts in driver behaviour and 
accessibility. 

                                            
37 Drivers can only pay fines dating back to May 1, 2010. Any fines older than this must be paid at a 
provincial courthouse. 
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Recommendation 19  
The Ministry of Transportation should conduct a review of the Notice of 
Outstanding Licensing Requirements and revise it using plain language to 
convey information in a clear and understandable way. 
 
Recommendation 20  
In conducting its review and in any redesign of the Notice of Outstanding 
Licensing Requirements, the Ministry of Transportation should draw on 
internal and external experts in driver behaviour and accessibility. 

 
 
Temporary licence 
 
132 If you pay your defaulted fine within 15 days of your licence suspension, your 

Notice of Outstanding Licensing Requirements arrives with a temporary driver’s 
licence attached – even if you have not paid your licence reinstatement fee. This 
situation can be particularly confusing. Your temporary licence is valid for 60 
days from the suspension date. If you still do not pay your reinstatement fee 
within this period, your licence is cancelled, with no further notice. But unless you 
are vigilant in reading the notice and the small print on the temporary licence, you 
might not realize that you still owe the fee and your permanent licence is at risk. 
 

133 A Ministry official told us that drivers receive the temporary licence because they 
haven’t been provided sufficient notice that they must also pay a reinstatement 
fee. Although this is a longstanding Ministry practice, there are no legislative or 
regulatory provisions that support it. To minimize the potential for confusion, 
notices that are sent with a 60-day temporary licence should include a prominent 
warning to drivers that their licence will be cancelled in 60 days if they don’t pay 
the reinstatement fee.  
 
Recommendation 21  
The Ministry of Transportation should ensure that when temporary 
licences are sent to drivers who have not yet paid their reinstatement 
fees, there is a clear and prominent warning that their licences will no 
longer be valid if they do not take additional steps within 60 days. 

 
 
Graduated licensing 
 
134 The information that the notice contains about graduated licensing requirements 

can also be confusing for many drivers. It says that if your licence has been 
suspended or cancelled for more than three years, you must redo your road test, 
vision test and driving knowledge test. It also indicates that after 10 years, the 
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mandatory Graduated Licensing System periods will apply. These requirements 
are set out in Regulation 340/94, which governs the granting of driver’s 
licences.38  

 
135 Designed to ensure novice drivers practice and are tested on their skills over 

time, the graduated licensing process normally takes about two years. There are 
three levels – G1, G2, and G, which is a regular licence. If you are a new driver, 
you must wait 12 months after obtaining your G1 licence before you can take the 
G1 road test (this can be reduced to eight months if you complete a government-
approved driver education course). Once you pass that test, you obtain a G2 
licence, but must wait another 12 months before taking the G2 road test, to 
obtain a full G licence.39 
 

136 However, if you previously had a valid licence but it has been invalid for three to 
10 years (in other words, you are not a new driver), you do not have to observe 
the waiting periods between tests. Several of the drivers we interviewed were not 
aware of this. 

 
137 The Ministry’s notice should explicitly inform drivers about whether or not the 

mandatory waiting periods for graduated licensing tests apply to them. The notice 
should also clearly state the date when the driver last held a valid licence, as well 
as when certain tests are required (e.g., after three years). 
 
Recommendation 22  
The Ministry of Transportation should ensure that when it sends out 
Notices of Outstanding Licensing Requirements or similar notices, those 
drivers required to re-take driving tests are informed about whether there 
is a mandated waiting period between each test. 
 
Recommendation 23  
The Ministry of Transportation should ensure that the Notice of 
Outstanding Licensing Requirements informs drivers of the date when 
their licences were last valid, to allow them to calculate which retesting 
requirements, if any, apply to their circumstances 

 
 
138 It came as a shock to some of the drivers we interviewed – including those who 

had never stopped driving, since they were unaware of their invalid licences – to 
be required to retake basic driving tests. But when they asked the Ministry for an 
exception, they were told there was no discretion to waive the requirement 
because it was mandated by regulation.  

 
                                            
38 O Reg 340/94, under the Highway Traffic Act. 
39 Ibid at s 29(6). 
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139 Ministry officials told us that this regulatory requirement has been in place since 
the Graduated Licensing System was introduced in 1994. It is intended to ensure 
drivers continue to have the necessary knowledge and competencies to drive 
safely; someone who hasn’t had a valid licence in three or more years could 
have diminished driving skills. The retesting requirements are consistent with 
other provinces’ practices, which require retesting after two to five years of 
invalidity.40 However, as the stories of several of the drivers who complained to 
us demonstrate, there can be extenuating circumstances behind a long-invalid 
licence; not all drivers in this situation are safety risks. 

 
140 While ensuring road safety is paramount, the Ministry should take steps to 

amend Regulation 340/94 to give its staff discretion to waive the graduated 
licensing requirements in extenuating circumstances. In exercising this 
discretion, the Ministry should create a fair process that takes into account 
whether the licence was invalid for administrative reasons (such as an unpaid 
reinstatement fee), and whether the person has continued driving with no risk to 
public safety. 

 
Recommendation 24  
The Ministry of Transportation should seek to amend Regulation 340/94 to 
provide staff with discretion to waive the graduated licensing 
requirements in extenuating circumstances.  
 
Recommendation 25  
The Ministry of Transportation should create a fair process regarding staff 
discretion to waive the graduated licensing requirements in extenuating 
circumstances. The process should take into account whether the licence 
in question was invalid for administrative reasons, such as an unpaid 
reinstatement fee, and whether the person has continued driving with no 
risk to public safety in the intervening period.   

 
 
“May” versus “will” 
 
141 Many Ministry officials we spoke to in the course of this investigation told us that 

they had little sympathy for drivers who failed to heed repeated warnings that 
their licences were going to be suspended. But in fact, neither the Offence Notice 
(ticket) from the police, nor the Notice of Fine and Due Date from the court state 
that your licence will be suspended if you don’t pay the fine.  

 
                                            
40 Like Ontario, Alberta, British Columbia, Quebec, Nova Scotia, and Prince Edward Island require 
retesting of drivers whose licences have been invalid for three or more years. New Brunswick and Yukon 
require retesting after two years, while Saskatchewan requires retesting after four years. Two provinces, 
Manitoba and Newfoundland and Labrador, require retesting after five years.  
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142 The Offence Notice, in small print on the back, merely says: 
 

“[i]f the fine goes into default…your driver’s licence may be suspended.” 
[emphasis added] 

 
143 The Notice of Fine and Due Date also says a failure to pay “may” result in 

suspension and the imposition of a licence reinstatement fee. The next notice 
you receive informs you that your licence has been suspended. At no point in this 
process are you told you will be suspended for not paying your fine.  

 
144 Our investigators were told “may” is used because the same notices are used for 

all provincial offence fines, and there are some circumstances where a failure to 
pay would not result in a licence suspension.41  

 
145 Other provinces have developed tailored notices that clearly warn drivers that 

their licences will be suspended for unpaid fines. New Brunswick, for instance, 
warns that if fines aren’t paid in 90 days, “[t]he Registrar will revoke your licence 
and suspend your driving privileges until the fine is paid in full.” Saskatchewan 
also tells drivers that their licences “will be suspended” for failure to pay.  

 
146 Unfortunately, Ontario’s one-size-fits-all approach comes at the expense of 

clarity for the majority of drivers. Most provincial offences convictions are for 
offences under the Highway Traffic Act that will result in a licence suspension for 
failure to pay. The Ministry of Transportation should work with the Ministry of the 
Attorney General to explore the feasibility of drafting an Offence Notice and a 
Notice of Fine and Due Date for those offences that inform drivers that defaulted 
fines will result in licence suspension.  

 
Recommendation 26  
The Ministry of Transportation should work with the Ministry of the 
Attorney General to explore the feasibility of drafting a specific Offence 
Notice and Notice of Fine and Due Date that inform drivers that defaulted 
fines for the specified offence will result in licence suspension.  

 
 
Searching for Answers: Customer Service 
 
147 Some of the confusion about the rules relating to licence suspension and 

reinstatement arises from the fact that multiple parties are involved and the 
system is inherently difficult to navigate.  
 

                                            
41 E.g., cases involving unlicensed drivers or drivers who pay a fine after it is defaulted but before the 
suspension is imposed. The Provincial Offences Act only says that a licence “may” be suspended for a 
defaulted fine. 
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148 Drivers seeking information about the status of their licences or the process often 
have to consult multiple sources, including municipal provincial offences courts, 
the Ministry of Transportation’s Driver Control section, ServiceOntario locations, 
and ServiceOntario’s Driver and Vehicle Contact Centre. 
 

Driven to distraction 
 

149 A common complaint from the drivers we interviewed was that they were unable 
to get answers about their licence status without being shunted from one official 
or office to another – and sometimes not even then. 

 
Going in circles – Pierre’s story  
 
150 Pierre was unaware that his driver’s licence had been suspended for an unpaid 

speeding fine until he attempted to register a new car. He immediately paid the 
outstanding fine and reinstatement fee, and was able to complete the vehicle 
registration. A few days later, he was surprised to receive a “Notice of 
Outstanding Licensing Requirements” in the mail – although it simply advised 
him that his licence was valid and no further steps were required.  

 
151 As someone who has difficulty walking and relies heavily on his car to get 

around, Pierre told us he was relieved to get his licence reinstated relatively 
quickly. However, getting answers about what led to the suspension and when it 
began proved more challenging.  

 
152 He first contacted ServiceOntario, but he said staff there couldn’t tell him when 

the suspension began, because of “privacy considerations.” He then tried the 
provincial offences court, but was told they couldn’t provide any information “for 
privacy reasons.” Finally, Pierre thought to contact the Ministry of Transportation, 
but officials there said they couldn’t provide the information either, and suggested 
he try ServiceOntario. He told us he gave up, since he had “completed the circle” 
without getting anywhere.  

 
153 With the help of our Office, Pierre was able to piece together what happened. He 

received a speeding ticket in September 2011. He had tried to pay it online right 
away, but received a message saying the ticket hadn’t been registered yet. He 
acknowledged that he forgot to try again later. He told us he received no notices 
and knew nothing of his suspension until 2017, when he bought his new car. 
However, the Ministry provided our Office with a copy of his Notice of 
Suspension, issued in 2017.  
 

154 Even though his original driving offence was in 2011, his suspension did not take 
effect until February 2017. He never received any explanation for this time gap of 
almost six years. 
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Delayed reaction – Pablo’s story 
 
155 Pablo received a speeding ticket in February 2017 and promptly paid it online 

through a third-party payment service – but he accidentally directed the payment 
to the wrong municipal court office. In May 2017, he received an email saying his 
payment was being refunded because that court had no record of his ticket. One 
week later, before he was able to sort out the matter, he received a Notice of 
Suspension due to the unpaid fine. 
  

156 Pablo told us he was in “total shock” and “disbelief” upon learning about the 
suspension for a ticket that he had tried to pay on time. Although he was 
ultimately able to reinstate his licence (after paying the $198 reinstatement fee 
along with the original fine of $40), he pointed out that he could have resolved 
the issue and avoided the suspension entirely if only the Ministry had notified him 
before it took effect.  

 
157 When he first received the suspension, Pablo tried to resolve the issue at 

ServiceOntario, but the employee at the counter was unable to help him. While 
still in the ServiceOntario location, he spoke by telephone with the provincial 
offences court and the Ministry of Transportation’s Driver Control Section.  
 

158 Like Pierre, Pablo found that each organization referred him to someone else for 
answers. He told us he felt there was “a complete lack of interest, on anybody’s 
part” to resolve his concerns, and that “somewhere in the system…there is a 
human factor that is missing.” 
 
 

“A really mean trick” - Sophie’s story 
 
159 Sophie, a divorced mother who suffers from post-traumatic stress disorder, back 

issues and arthritis, told us about her experience dealing with a $35 speeding 
ticket that she received in January 2008. She did not pay the ticket at the time 
because she was struggling to make ends meet and relying on a food bank after 
a difficult divorce. She was repeatedly given extra time by the court to pay, 
resulting in four suspensions and four reinstatements. In 2013, Sophie was on 
somewhat better financial footing and was able to pay the ticket and the 
reinstatement fee. 
 

160 She went to a ServiceOntario location and paid the reinstatement fee, expecting 
that she would then receive a new licence. Instead, staff told her they could not 
issue her a licence and that she would have to speak to someone on the phone 
about her situation. Sophie told us she was dumbfounded:  
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I remember standing there, going: “but the licences are issued here, I’ve 
just paid the fee, why am I calling somebody?” And [the ServiceOntario 
employee] says: “Well, this is just the way it works, you have to call.”  

 
161 On the phone with ServiceOntario’s call centre, Sophie was told that because 

she had not held a valid licence in the past three years, she would have to retake 
and pay for the graduated licensing tests. She was especially frustrated that she 
was only told this after she had paid the reinstatement fee: 

 
I thought it was a really mean trick…a really cruel thing, and very 
misleading to tell people that you are giving them back their licence in 
exchange for this reinstatement fee, taking the money, and then telling 
them “go and start your driving all over again through the graduated 
system.” [emphasis added] 

 
162 Noting that she still has to watch her budget closely, Sophie said ServiceOntario 

should have told her all of the steps and related fees that were required for her to 
obtain a valid licence, before she paid the reinstatement fee. ServiceOntario also 
did not tell her that the graduated licensing wait times would not apply to her. 
Faced with the prospect of what she thought would be a two-year testing 
process, Sophie gave up on trying to get her licence back.  

 
163 It was only after speaking with our Office that Sophie learned that the graduated 

licensing wait times would not apply to her. She was delighted by this news and 
said she would pursue the retesting after all. 

 
Levels of service 
 
164 An issue that baffled Pierre, Pablo, Sophie and several other drivers we spoke to 

was the limited information they were able to receive from staff at ServiceOntario 
or the Ministry of Transportation. One reason for this is that not every employee 
who deals with driver’s licences is able to view all aspects of a driver’s record. 
 

ServiceOntario locations 
 

165 ServiceOntario, a part of the Ministry of Government and Consumer Services, is 
responsible for collecting most fines, driver’s licence reinstatement fees and 
processing reinstatements. There are 206 privately-operated ServiceOntario 
centres across the province, and 80 government-operated ones. 

 
166 ServiceOntario staff can provide drivers with some information about the status 

of their licences, such as whether or not it is suspended. However, staff at 
privately-operated ServiceOntario centres cannot see certain information about 
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drivers, such as the source of the suspension or the date it took effect – they can 
tell you that your licence is suspended, but not why. 
 

167 Staff at government-operated locations can see more information, but no frontline 
ServiceOntario staff are trained to read driver records in detail. For more complex 
issues, they instead have to call ServiceOntario’s Driver and Vehicle Hotline to 
get information about a driver and authorization to complete certain 
transactions.42  

 
168 ServiceOntario officials told us counter staff are instructed to refer many drivers’ 

questions, such as those regarding graduated licensing tests for drivers whose 
licences have been invalid for more three years, to their Driver and Vehicle 
Contact Centre or the Ministry of Transportation’s Driver Control section. 

 
ServiceOntario Driver and Vehicle Contact Centre  
 
169 ServiceOntario’s Driver and Vehicle Contact Centre is a call centre that answers 

questions from members of the public. Staff at the centre deal exclusively with 
calls related to the Ministry of Transportation, so they are more knowledgeable 
about driver issues than ServiceOntario counter staff, who are trained to deal 
with a broad range of services spanning several ministries. The centre receives 
about 70,000 calls per month. Its phone number appears on the top of the Notice 
of Suspension that drivers receive from the Ministry of Transportation.  

 
170 Contact centre staff can view information in a driver’s record, explain processes, 

and answer questions. A manager there told us staff can usually handle complex 
and difficult inquiries relating to suspensions without referring drivers to the 
Ministry. In fact, contact centre staff told us they are trained never to refer a 
suspended driver to the Ministry, except in special circumstances (e.g., a court 
error). However, contact centre staff cannot perform any transactions, take 
payments or edit driver-related information – they cannot even change a driver’s 
address. For these matters, they direct callers to ServiceOntario’s website or 
office locations. 

 
Ministry of Transportation Driver Control Section  
 
171 Part of the Ministry’s Driver Improvement Office, this section’s telephone number 

is provided on the top of the Notice of Outstanding Licensing Requirements. The 
section has more than 25 staff members who respond to calls from the public 
regarding drivers’ records and driver improvement programs, including 
suspensions for unpaid fines. Driver Control analysts have full access to the 
licensing system and can perform all driver-related transactions. In 2016, the 
section received more than 120,000 calls and some 6,000 emails.  

                                            
42 The Driver and Vehicle Hotline does not take calls from the public. 
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172 Ministry officials told us the Driver Control Section receives relatively few calls 

about suspensions for unpaid fines, although the section did not track call topics 
until April 2018. 

 
One government, one-stop service 
 
173 With so many organizations playing a role in the process of suspending drivers 

for unpaid fines, co-operation and communication are essential. However, this 
can be hard to achieve. A 2011 white paper prepared by the Ontario Association 
of Police Services Boards – Provincial Offences Act: Unpaid Fines a $Billion 
Problem – found that the organizations involved in this process often worked in 
silos.43 

 
174 When we asked the Manager of the Ministry of Transportation’s Driver 

Improvement Office if this silo mentality still existed in 2017, he acknowledged 
that it was a problem in the past and that it would be foolish to say it has been 
completely resolved. However, he said the Ministry has begun to see the benefits 
and value of working more collaboratively with the Ministry of the Attorney 
General and ServiceOntario. Among the steps taken to improve its working 
relationship with ServiceOntario are developing a governance structure, creating 
joint committees, and refreshing the existing Memorandum of Understanding.  

 
175 Drivers should not have to make numerous visits and calls to obtain basic 

information about the status of their licences, and they should be able to count on 
courteous service that provides relevant information in a timely fashion. Ontario’s 
highly segmented approach to suspensions for unpaid fines means that there is 
no “one-stop shop” where drivers can go to have their questions and concerns 
addressed. It is reasonable for them to expect to get answers to all of their 
suspension-related questions in one place, without having to be concerned about 
the distinctions between the municipal courts, the Ministry of Transportation, the 
Ministry of the Attorney General, and ServiceOntario.   

 
176 The Ministry of Transportation is responsible for driver licensing and vehicle 

registration. It must take the lead to ensure drivers receive complete and 
accurate responses to their questions without being shunted off to multiple 
organizations. As one court employee put it, in the mind of the average driver, 
“the government is the government.”  

 
177 Other jurisdictions have already developed innovative solutions along these lines. 

New York, for instance, allows residents to access online services from various 
                                            
43 Ontario Association of Police Services Boards, “Provincial Offences Act – Unpaid Fines, A $Billion 
Problem” (1 November 2011), online: http://ottawa.ca/calendar/ottawa/citycouncil/opsb/2011/12-
19/item7atta.pdf  

http://ottawa.ca/calendar/ottawa/citycouncil/opsb/2011/12-19/item7atta.pdf
http://ottawa.ca/calendar/ottawa/citycouncil/opsb/2011/12-19/item7atta.pdf
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state agencies using a single username and password.44 After creating an 
account, drivers can check the status of their licences, change their addresses, 
access their driving records, and even request licence reinstatements online. The 
same account also lets them access such other government services as 
unemployment benefits and tax records. This unified platform provides a central 
place to access key government information in an easy and convenient way.  

 
178 The Ministry should work with its partner agencies to explore ways to improve the 

customer service experience for drivers who have questions related to their 
suspensions for unpaid driving fines. As part of this improvement exercise, the 
Ministry should consult with internal and external stakeholders, including frontline 
staff, managers who deal with escalated complaints, and drivers who have been 
suspended for unpaid fines. The Ministry should investigate providing staff at 
partner organizations with access to the information required to answer the most 
common questions from suspended drivers, as well as training on how to 
interpret this information. It should also work with its partners to ensure that, 
before they accept a reinstatement fee, they have informed the driver of all other 
relevant requirements and fees, such as graduated testing.  

 
179 We were told that the Ministry has already begun taking steps to address some 

of these concerns, including an initiative within the Driver Control Section to 
provide a more co-ordinated response to public inquiries. Under this system, 
analysts are encouraged to deal with issues from the perspective of the average 
driver, who tends to see the courts, police, ServiceOntario and relevant ministries 
simply as “the government.” This is a promising start, but more work must be 
done to ensure that drivers consistently receive accurate, complete and timely 
information.  
 
Recommendation 27  
The Ministry of Transportation should work with its partner agencies to 
explore and implement ways to improve the customer service experience 
for drivers who have questions related to their suspensions for unpaid 
driving fines. 
 
Recommendation 28  
The Ministry of Transportation should consult with internal and external 
stakeholders, including frontline staff, managers who deal with escalated 
complaints, and drivers who have been suspended for unpaid fines, when 
investigating ways to improve the customer service experience for drivers 
with suspensions for unpaid fines. 
 

                                            
44 “MyDMV”, New York State, online: https://dmv.ny.gov/mydmv/mydmv   

https://dmv.ny.gov/mydmv/mydmv
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Recommendation 29  
The Ministry of Transportation should investigate whether it is possible to 
provide staff at its partner agencies with access to the information 
required to provide complete answers to common questions from drivers 
suspended for unpaid fines, as well as training on how to interpret this 
information. 
 
Recommendation 30  
The Ministry of Transportation should work with its partner agencies to 
ensure that drivers are provided with complete and timely information 
about all steps necessary to reinstate their licences, including retesting.  
 
Recommendation 31  
The Ministry of Transportation should work with its partner agencies to 
ensure drivers are informed of any graduated licence requirements before 
paying their reinstatement fees.  
 
 

This Call May Not be Recorded: Monitoring Issues 
 
180 In addition to the stories we heard from drivers about problems with frontline 

customer service, our investigation also found serious issues with how the 
Ministry oversees and monitors the process for responding to drivers’ concerns 
about licence suspensions.  

 
Recording and quality assurance  
 
181 We requested recordings and notes related to several of the drivers highlighted 

in this report, but found this information was typically unavailable because few 
calls are recorded, those that are recorded are soon deleted, and Ministry staff 
often do not document their calls with drivers in any fashion.  

 
“It’s not my job” - Javier’s story  
 
182 Javier was unexpectedly pulled over by a police officer in February 2017 and told 

that his licence had been invalid for more than three years. He later learned that 
the suspension was related to a speeding ticket he received in March 2013. 
Javier did pay the ticket in July 2013, but he was unaware the suspension had 
already gone into effect in June. He also didn’t know a reinstatement fee was 
required, so his licence remained “cancelled,” even though he paid the speeding 
fine. 
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183 Once he learned his licence was invalid, Javier went to ServiceOntario to pay his 
reinstatement fee, where he was told he would have to complete the graduated 
licensing tests. He then called the Ministry’s Driver Control Section to find out 
more about why his licence was cancelled, the retesting requirements, and the 
statutory authority for each. He said the analyst who dealt with his call had little 
information or empathy to offer, and instead told him it wasn’t her job to provide 
this information.  

 
184 Dissatisfied with this response, Javier complained to the analyst’s manager. The 

manager told our investigators she reviewed a recording of the call and that, in 
her opinion:  

 
We provided terrible customer service to [Javier]. It was essentially he 
called and said that he was suspended and that he had to do testing and 
wanted to know what […] section of the [Highway Traffic Act] that 
requirement fell under. That was his question. And he was told […] pretty 
much “it’s not my job to decipher the Highway Traffic Act for you.”  

 
185 When Javier persisted and asked to speak to somebody who could give him the 

information, he was told this wasn’t possible and that he would have to send an 
email to the general address for the Ministry’s Driver Improvement Office if he 
wished to make a complaint. He did so, which resulted in the manager’s review 
of the call and a letter providing basic information about licence suspensions for 
unpaid fines.  

 
186 In assessing the customer service provided during the call, the manager told us 

the analyst’s tone was sharp, rude and disrespectful. This was similar to Javier’s 
view that the analyst was “beyond rude” and had “no interest in engaging” with 
his question. Unfortunately, our investigators were unable to directly assess the 
customer service provided by the Ministry because the recording was deleted 
automatically after 90 days, before we requested it as part of this investigation.  

 
Improving control 
 
187 We were told that only about 2% of calls are recorded by the Ministry’s Driver 

Control Section because of technical limitations and the cost of digital storage. 
The section’s call management system randomly selects which calls to record, 
and the recordings are deleted after 90 days. The Ministry does not have any 
policy or procedure that instructs staff to record calls in specific instances, such 
as those involving difficult or contentious matters. However, Ministry staff have 
recently adopted the practice of downloading recordings of difficult calls and 
emailing the recordings to themselves for documentation purposes.  
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188 A small number of these recordings (typically one per month per employee) are 
evaluated for training and quality assurance purposes. A manager in the Driver 
Control Section told us that managers reviewing the calls are supposed to use a 
“scorecard” to evaluate performance, but it is not being used consistently. He 
acknowledged the need for more robust quality control and suggested that this 
might occur once the Ministry implements plans for a new telephone system.  

 
189 We also raised questions about the lack of notes kept by staff at the Ministry’s 

Driver Control Section to document their interactions with drivers. Among other 
things, this means they have no way of knowing if the driver has contacted them 
before.  

 
190 During the investigation, we were told the Driver Control Section used outdated 

software that makes it difficult for staff to record information about specific calls 
within individual drivers’ files for future reference. The Ministry said that changes 
implemented in April 2018 addressed some of these issues and now allow staff 
to document the topic of each call.  
 

191 In addition, Driver Control has introduced two projects to improve customer 
service. In May 2017, the section switched to a “First Call Resolution” approach, 
which encourages staff to slow down and determine how to deal with the issue 
the person is calling about rather than trying to rush through the call because 
others are waiting on hold. In September 2017, the section initiated a pilot project 
that uses two tiers of support. All calls come to the same phone number, but if 
the issue is complex, the call is forwarded to a second queue and is handled by a 
select group of experienced staff. We were told the first few months of the two-
tier approach resulted in fewer cases being escalated to management. 
 

192 We were also told there are initiatives underway to improve the tracking of driver 
inquiries, and that as a pilot project, the Ministry’s Driver Control Section has 
begun making notes in its call management software for each call it receives.  

 
193 To enhance the quality and consistency of customer service for drivers 

suspended for unpaid fines, the Ministry should improve its system for recording, 
storing, and auditing calls received by the Ministry’s Driver Control Section. Over 
the next 12 months, the Ministry should develop and begin implementing a plan 
to record and save all calls for documentation and quality control purposes. While 
this initiative is ongoing, the Ministry should take steps to keep accurate written 
or electronic records of all calls. 

 
194 The Ministry should also develop and commit to customer service principles that 

clarify the role of Ministry staff and set drivers’ expectations. These principles 
could include concepts of courteousness, helpfulness, and accuracy in all 
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communications with drivers. The commitments should be made public and staff 
should receive regular training on their implementation. 

 
195 In addition, the Ministry should improve its process for monitoring and evaluating 

the customer service provided by Driver Control staff. It should revise the existing 
scorecard evaluation method to ensure that managers are consistently 
measuring staff against metrics that include courtesy, accuracy of information 
provided, and overall customer satisfaction. In addition, in consultation with 
ServiceOntario, it should consider implementing a case management system that 
efficiently logs, tracks and monitors driver interactions with Ministry and 
ServiceOntario staff.  

 
196 To help provide a consistent and excellent customer service experience, the 

Ministry should work with ServiceOntario to ensure that these improved 
procedures are adopted by ServiceOntario locations and ServiceOntario’s Driver 
and Vehicle Contact Centre. If necessary, the Memorandum of Understanding 
between the organizations should be revised to reflect these customer service 
procedures.  
 
Recommendation 32  
The Ministry of Transportation should develop and begin implementing a 
plan within 12 months to record and save all calls for documentation and 
quality control purposes.   

 
Recommendation 33  
While the Ministry of Transportation is working to develop and implement 
a plan for recording and saving all calls, it should take steps to keep 
accurate written or electronic records of all calls.    

 
Recommendation 34  
The Ministry of Transportation should develop and commit to customer 
service principles that clarify the role of Ministry staff and set drivers’ 
expectations. These principles may include concepts of courteousness, 
helpfulness and accuracy in all communications with drivers. These 
commitments should be made public and staff should receive regular 
training on their implementation. 
 
Recommendation 35  
The Ministry of Transportation should improve its process for monitoring 
and evaluating the customer service provided by Driver Control staff. A 
specified number of calls each month per employee should be 
consistently evaluated against a standardized scorecard that includes 
metrics for courtesy, accuracy of information provided, and overall 
customer satisfaction.  
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Recommendation 36  
The Ministry of Transportation, in consultation with ServiceOntario, 
should consider implementing a case management system that efficiently 
logs, tracks and monitors driver interactions with Ministry and 
ServiceOntario staff. 
 
Recommendation 37  
The Ministry of Transportation should work with ServiceOntario to ensure 
that the recommendations I have made to improve the Ministry’s customer 
service are adopted by ServiceOntario locations and ServiceOntario’s 
Driver and Vehicle Contact Centre. If necessary, the Memorandum of 
Understanding between the organizations should be revised to reflect 
these requirements. 
 
 

197 I am hopeful that the ongoing initiatives by the Ministry, guided by my 
recommendations, will ensure that all drivers receive consistent, high quality 
service when seeking information about their suspensions for unpaid fines.  

 
Tracking satisfaction and complaints 
 
198 We also learned that the Ministry’s Driver Control section has no mechanism for 

tracking customer complaints or satisfaction.  
 
199 The Ministry told us its plan for a new phone system includes the ability to survey 

callers about the service they received. ServiceOntario already conducts client 
satisfaction surveys, and we were told that from April 2015 to March 2016, 
customer satisfaction was 90% (related to the broad array of services 
ServiceOntario provides, not just those related to driving). 
 

200 The Ministry, like ServiceOntario, should implement a system for monitoring 
customers’ satisfaction with the Driver Control section. 

 
Recommendation 38  
The Ministry of Transportation should implement a system for monitoring 
customers’ satisfaction regarding their interactions with the Driver 
Control Section.  

 
 
201 There is also no consistent mechanism for tracking complaints related to the 

Driver Control section. As a result, the Ministry struggled to provide my 
investigators with information about the volume or content of the complaints it 
receives about suspensions for unpaid fines. 
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202 In fact, officials told us that until recently, it was common for Driver Control 

analysts to tell drivers who wished to make a complaint that they should do so by 
contacting their Member of Provincial Parliament or the Ontario Ombudsman, 
rather than escalating their concern within the Ministry. We were told that this 
was a strategy to keep calls brief, since analysts were assessed on their average 
call lengths. However, Ministry officials told us that analysts are now encouraged 
to spend more time on each call to “actually try to help the driver,” a comment 
that suggests this might not have been the priority in the past.  
 

203 According to one manager we interviewed, many drivers who initially want to 
make a complaint are satisfied once they receive an explanation about the 
requirements for licence reinstatement. The Ministry also recently implemented a 
basic procedure for escalating calls internally if the driver is dissatisfied or 
requires further information, but it provides limited guidance about which calls 
should be escalated and how they should be documented.  

 
204 Without a method for consistently tracking complaints, the Ministry cannot 

accurately assess trends or identify areas for potential improvement. It should 
improve its method for identifying, documenting, and tracking complaints related 
to the Driver Control Section and the process for licence suspensions due to 
unpaid fines. It should also develop a comprehensive complaint policy and 
procedure.  

 
Recommendation 39  
The Ministry of Transportation should improve its method for identifying, 
documenting, and tracking complaints related to the Driver Control 
Section and the process for licence suspensions for unpaid fines.  
 
Recommendation 40  
The Ministry of Transportation should develop a comprehensive 
complaint policy and procedure that addresses situations where a person 
remains dissatisfied after speaking with a Driver Control analyst.  

 
 
205 The Ministry does not operate any type of “mystery shopper” program to audit the 

quality and accuracy of the service provided by Driver Control or ServiceOntario 
staff regarding suspensions for unpaid fines. An audit of this type – where an 
employee or contractor poses as a driver with a suspended licence – would 
provide the Ministry with valuable information how it could improve customer 
service. The Ministry already oversees and administers this type of quality 
assurance program with regard to enhanced drivers’ licences. It should 
implement a similar program to audit information provided by Ministry or 
ServiceOntario staff to drivers regarding suspensions for unpaid fines. 
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Recommendation 41  
The Ministry of Transportation should implement a mystery shopper 
program to audit information provided to drivers by Ministry or 
ServiceOntario staff regarding suspensions for unpaid fines. 

 
 
Opinion 
 
206 Driving is a privilege, not a right, but it is a privilege that many Ontarians consider 

essential. Particularly in remote areas of the province, driving can be a lifeline. 
Driver’s licence suspensions for unpaid driving fines can have severe practical 
consequences, not just for drivers but for anyone involved in an accident with a 
driver who is unknowingly unlicensed and potentially uninsured. When drivers do 
not receive adequate, effective and timely notice of licence suspensions, the 
consequences compound. They can be criminally charged for driving while 
suspended, lose their insurance coverage, and have to repeat the graduated 
licensing process. 
 

207 Drivers bear responsibility for meeting the legal requirements to maintain their 
driving privilege. However, they are entitled to clear and timely notification when 
that privilege is at risk or has been lost, and to straightforward information about 
the steps they must take to continue driving.  

 
208 My investigation found that the Ministry has failed to communicate adequately 

and effectively with drivers whose licences, due to unpaid fines, are at risk or 
have been suspended. The Ministry does not provide drivers with clear advance 
notice that failing to pay a driving fine will result in licence suspension; they are 
only told suspension “may” result – until they receive a notice saying suspension 
is already in effect. For a variety of reasons – including issues with a mailing 
system that results in thousands of them being returned to the Ministry as 
undeliverable – many drivers never receive these notices at all. Many continue to 
drive illegally, sometimes for years, until they are pulled over by police, denied 
insurance, or refused a vehicle plate renewal.  

 
209 The notices themselves are also inadequate and ineffective. They are long, 

confusing, overcomplicated, and poorly formatted. And when drivers raise 
questions about the notices and the process that led to them, they often 
encounter poor customer service and a bureaucratic runaround.  

 
210 Although there are multiple agencies involved in the licence suspension and 

reinstatement process, it is the Ministry that has primary responsibility for 
administering driver’s licensing. It has failed to take the lead in ensuring that 
accurate, clear, comprehensive and consistent information is available to the 
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driving public. It has also failed to take sufficient steps to monitor the quality of 
customer service provided in this area.  

 
211 Accordingly, it is my opinion that the Ministry of Transportation’s administrative 

process for notifying and communicating with drivers about licence suspensions 
and reinstatements is unreasonable, unjust, and wrong under s. 21(1)(b) and (d) 
of the Ombudsman Act. 

 
212 I am committed to monitoring the Ministry’s efforts to address my concerns and 

to ensuring that concrete reparative action is taken.  
 
 
Recommendations 
 
213 I make these recommendations with the aim of increasing public understanding 

of the process for licence suspension and reinstatement, reducing the number of 
Ontario drivers who are unwittingly driving without valid licences, and protecting 
the public from the potentially catastrophic consequences of having unknowingly 
suspended drivers on the road: 
 

1. The Ministry of Transportation should investigate methods for 
improving and automating its system for tracking returned mail and 
then implement an effective method for tracking returned mail.  

 
2. The Ministry of Transportation should take all necessary steps to 

ensure that all Notices of Suspension and Notices of Outstanding 
Licensing Requirements are sent to drivers’ address of preference – i.e., 
residential or mailing address – including seeking any required 
amendments to the Highway Traffic Act. 

 
3. The Ministry of Transportation should take all necessary steps to 

provide drivers with specific advance notice of their impending 
suspensions, as well as information about the steps drivers must take 
to avoid suspension. The Ministry should ensure that the pre-
suspension grace period is sufficient to allow time for the notice to 
arrive in the mail and for the driver to take steps to avert the 
suspension, if desired. The Ministry should seek any required 
amendments to the Highway Traffic Act to allow for a pre-suspension 
grace period. 

 
4. The Ministry of Transportation should investigate and implement ways 

to remind drivers to update the address on their driver’s licences and 
emphasize the importance of doing so. 
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5. The Ministry of Transportation should explore and, if feasible, 
implement additional or alternative methods of notifying drivers about 
important information regarding their licence status, such as email and 
text message.  

 
6. In conducting this review, the Ministry should explore digital solutions, 

such as a unified online portal for personal driving information, that 
would allow drivers to access real-time updates on their licence status. 

 
7. The Ministry should consult with the Ontario Digital Service regarding 

digital solutions, such as electronic communication and online portals, 
to inform drivers of important information about their licence status.   

 
8. The Ministry of Transportation should work with its partner agencies, 

including the police, Ministry of the Attorney General, courts, 
municipalities, and ServiceOntario, to inform drivers proactively that 
their licences will be suspended if they fail to pay driving fines.  

 
9. The Ministry of Transportation should review its website content to 

ensure that it provides clear information about the unpaid fine 
suspension process, including timelines for payment, consequences for 
failure to pay, consequences of driving while suspended, and 
requirements for reinstatement.  

 
10. The Ministry of Transportation should work with its partner agencies to 

ensure that each organization’s website provides clear information 
about the unpaid fine suspension process.  

 
11. The Ministry of Transportation should allow the public to check the 

status of driver’s licences online without charge.  
 

12. The Ministry of Transportation should provide public education about 
the online status checker tool so that drivers are aware of the website’s 
existence and their obligation to monitor their licence status.  

 
13. The Ministry of Transportation should conduct a review of the Notice of 

Suspension and revise it using plain language to convey information in 
a clear and understandable way. 

 
14. The Ministry of Transportation should draw on internal and external 

experts in driver behaviour and accessibility when redesigning the 
Notice of Suspension. 
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15. To maintain road safety for all drivers, the Ministry of Transportation 
should ensure that the revised Notice of Suspension emphasizes that 
drivers must stop driving, as well as the steps necessary to reinstate 
their driving privilege.  

 
16. The Ministry of Transportation should investigate the feasibility of 

tailoring the Notice of Suspension to the individual circumstances of the 
recipient, and only include information that is relevant.  

 
17. The Ministry of Transportation should ensure that the Notice of 

Suspension proactively informs drivers about electronic resources that 
are available to help them understand and remedy their licence status.  

 
18. The Ministry of Transportation should create a new or renamed notice 

(e.g. Notice of Reinstatement) to send to drivers who have been 
reinstated and do not have any outstanding licensing requirements. 
Like the existing notice, it should inform drivers that their privilege to 
drive has been reinstated and include a temporary driver’s licence.  

 
19. The Ministry of Transportation should conduct a review of the Notice of 

Outstanding Licensing Requirements and revise it using plain language 
to convey information in a clear and understandable way. 

 
20. In conducting its review and in any redesign of the Notice of 

Outstanding Licensing Requirements, the Ministry of Transportation 
should draw on internal and external experts in driver behaviour and 
accessibility. 

 
21. The Ministry of Transportation should ensure that when temporary 

licences are sent to drivers who have not yet paid their reinstatement 
fees, there is a clear and prominent warning that their licences will no 
longer be valid if they do not take additional steps within 60 days. 

 
22. The Ministry of Transportation should ensure that when it sends out 

Notices of Outstanding Licensing Requirements or similar notices, 
those drivers required to re-take driving tests are informed about 
whether there is a mandated waiting period between each test. 

 
23. The Ministry of Transportation should ensure that the Notice of 

Outstanding Licensing Requirements informs drivers of the date when 
their licences were last valid, to allow them to calculate which retesting 
requirements, if any, apply to their circumstances.   
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24. The Ministry of Transportation should seek to amend Regulation 340/94 
to provide staff with discretion to waive the graduated licensing 
requirements in extenuating circumstances.  

 
25. The Ministry of Transportation should create a fair process regarding 

staff discretion to waive the graduated licensing requirements in 
extenuating circumstances. The process should take into account 
whether the licence in question was invalid for administrative reasons, 
such as an unpaid reinstatement fee, and whether the person has 
continued driving with no risk to public safety in the intervening period.   

 
26. The Ministry of Transportation should work with the Ministry of the 

Attorney General to explore the feasibility of drafting a specific Offence 
Notice and Notice of Fine and Due Date that inform drivers that 
defaulted fines for the specified offence will result in licence 
suspension.  

 
27. The Ministry of Transportation should work with its partner agencies to 

explore and implement ways to improve the customer service 
experience for drivers who have questions related to their suspensions 
for unpaid driving fines. 

 
28. The Ministry of Transportation should consult with internal and external 

stakeholders, including frontline staff, managers who deal with 
escalated complaints, and drivers who have been suspended for unpaid 
fines, when investigating ways to improve the customer service 
experience for drivers with suspensions for unpaid fines. 

 
29. The Ministry of Transportation should investigate whether it is possible 

to provide staff at its partner agencies with access to the information 
required to provide complete answers to common questions from 
drivers suspended for unpaid fines, as well as training on how to 
interpret this information. 

 
30. The Ministry of Transportation should work with its partner agencies to 

ensure that drivers are provided with complete and timely information 
about all steps necessary to reinstate their licences, including retesting.  

 
31. The Ministry of Transportation should work with its partner agencies to 

ensure drivers are informed of any graduated licence requirements 
before paying their reinstatement fees.  
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32. The Ministry of Transportation should develop and begin implementing 
a plan within 12 months to record and save all calls for documentation 
and quality control purposes.   

 
33. While the Ministry of Transportation is working to develop and 

implement a plan for recording and saving all calls, it should take steps 
to keep accurate written or electronic records of all calls.    

 
34. The Ministry of Transportation should develop and commit to customer 

service principles that clarify the role of Ministry staff and set drivers’ 
expectations. These principles may include concepts of courteousness, 
helpfulness and accuracy in all communications with drivers. These 
commitments should be made public and staff should receive regular 
training on their implementation. 

 
35. The Ministry of Transportation should improve its process for 

monitoring and evaluating the customer service provided by Driver 
Control staff. A specified number of calls each month per employee 
should be consistently evaluated against a standardized scorecard that 
includes metrics for courtesy, accuracy of information provided, and 
overall customer satisfaction.  

 
36. The Ministry of Transportation, in consultation with ServiceOntario, 

should consider implementing a case management system that 
efficiently logs, tracks and monitors driver interactions with Ministry 
and ServiceOntario staff. 

 
37. The Ministry of Transportation should work with ServiceOntario to 

ensure that the recommendations I have made to improve the Ministry’s 
customer service are adopted by ServiceOntario locations and 
ServiceOntario’s Driver and Vehicle Contact Centre. If necessary, the 
Memorandum of Understanding between the organizations should be 
revised to reflect these requirements. 

 
38. The Ministry of Transportation should implement a system for 

monitoring customers’ satisfaction regarding their interactions with the 
Driver Control Section.  

 
39. The Ministry of Transportation should improve its method for 

identifying, documenting, and tracking complaints related to the Driver 
Control Section and the process for licence suspensions for unpaid 
fines.  
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40. The Ministry of Transportation should develop a comprehensive 
complaint policy and procedure that addresses situations where a 
person remains dissatisfied after speaking with a Driver Control analyst.  

 
41. The Ministry of Transportation should implement a mystery shopper 

program to audit information provided to drivers by Ministry or 
ServiceOntario staff regarding suspensions for unpaid fines. 

 
42. The Ministry of Transportation should report back to my Office in six 

months’ time on the progress in implementing my recommendations, 
and at six-month intervals thereafter until such time as I am satisfied 
that adequate steps have been taken to address them.  

 
 
Response 
 
214 The Ministry of Transportation was given an opportunity to review and respond to 

my preliminary findings, opinion and recommendations. These were also 
provided to Ontario’s Chief Digital Officer, whose observations were incorporated 
into the Ministry’s response. The Ministry’s comments were taken into 
consideration in the preparation of this report.    
 

215 On behalf of the Ministry, the Deputy Minister accepted 38 of my 42 
recommendations and agreed to study two others before committing to their 
implementation. The Deputy Minister said that recommendations 24 and 25, 
which would give Ministry staff discretion to waive graduated licensing 
requirements in extenuating circumstances, would not be implemented because 
the Ministry believes that its existing process allows for the same outcome to be 
reached. 
 

216 The Deputy Minister’s response also highlighted improvements that the Ministry 
has already made to the administrative process of suspending drivers for unpaid 
fines. He indicated that the Provincial Offences Act Fine Collection Project, which 
allows drivers to pay most defaulted fines and reinstatement fees at 
ServiceOntario, has resulted in a substantial decrease in the number of cancelled 
licenses due to unpaid reinstatement fees. The Deputy Minister acknowledged 
that further improvements can be made and said that the Ministry looks forward 
to reporting on its progress in addressing our recommendations. A copy of this 
response, including the Ministry’s detailed response to each recommendation, 
can be found at Appendix B.  
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Suspended State 
September 2018 

217 I am encouraged by the Ministry’s efforts to improve its processes, and by its 
positive response to the vast majority of my recommendations. However, I am 
concerned about its decision not to implement recommendations 24 and 25, 
which relate to the testing requirements that apply to drivers who have not held a 
valid licence in more than three years. The Ministry says its position is based on 
a belief that the current process allows for the same outcome. My Office 
recommended that the Ministry amend Regulation 340/94 to provide staff with 
discretion to waive these requirements in extenuating circumstances and that the 
Ministry develop a fair process regarding the use of this discretion. In response, 
the Ministry indicated that staff can already make recommendations to the 
Deputy Registrar when they believe an extenuating circumstance – i.e., a 
Ministry error or incorrect information on a driving record – would warrant waiving 
the driving and knowledge test requirements. Other changes implemented during 
the Provincial Offences Act Fine Collection Project would also make it less likely 
that a driver could unknowingly drive with an invalid licence for more than three 
years and thus be subject to the testing requirements. The Ministry emphasized 
the need to maintain road safety and said that drivers are already exempted from 
the otherwise applicable waiting periods between each test.  
 

218 While I appreciate the Ministry’s commitment to road safety, there can be 
extenuating circumstances behind a long-invalid licence, and drivers who find 
themselves in this situation are not necessarily a safety risk. I intend to monitor 
the Ministry’s process for waiving the driving and knowledge test requirements 
closely and proactively, in order to ensure its adequacy and effectiveness. 
 

219 I appreciate the co-operation received from all stakeholders in this investigation. 
The Ministry has agreed to provide my Office with semi-annual status updates, 
and I will carefully monitor its progress in implementing and further studying my 
recommendations.  

 

    
Paul Dubé 
Ombudsman of Ontario 
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Appendix A: 
Examples of Notices 
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Appendix B: 
Response from Ministry of Transportation 
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