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WASHINGTON, D.C. TRAFFIC OFFENSE

SUMMARY
In Washington, D.C., there are three separate types of traffic offenses: infractions,
misdemeanors, and felonies.

TRAFFIC INFRACTIONS

Traffic infractions are handled by the Department of Motor Vehicles (DMV) and include simple
moving violations such as speeding or registration issues. A traffic infraction cannot result in
any jail time, but will typically carry a fine and demerit points on a driver’s license. Traffic
infractions will show up on a driver’s record in Washington, D.C., but will not show up on any
criminal history record.

TRAFFIC MISDEMEANORS

Unlike traffic infractions, traffic misdemeanors are handled in the D.C. Superior Court. Traffic
misdemeanor convictions may result in fines up to $1,000 and possible jail time. Examples of
traffic misdemeanors include driving on a suspended license and driving an unregistered vehicle.
Traffic misdemeanor convictions—unlike traffic infractions—will show up on a driver’s
criminal record.

TRAFFIC FELONIES

In Washington, D.C., no traffic offenses are considered felonies on their own. But a traffic
offense could lead to a felony conviction based on other behavior. For example, a driver pulled
over for speeding could face a felony charge if that driver also possessed an illegal gun. Like
traffic misdemeanor convictions, felony convictions will show up on a driver’s criminal record.
But felony conviction penalties can result in higher fines and longer jail sentences than traffic
misdemeanor convictions.

IS A LAWYER NECESSARY?

If you decide to hire a lawyer, you should do so before the date of trial. Everyone who has been
charged with an offense subject to a jail term has the right to be represented by an attorney. An
attorney can assist and prepare a defense; will know what evidence is legally admissible; what
should be objected to during the trial and the different elements to a finding of guilty; assist in
presenting mitigating circumstances if you enter a plea of guilty; and will know of alternative
dispositions to jail or maximum penalties. If you are unemployed or indigent you may apply to
the Office of the Public Defender. If you qualify for their services, an attorney will be appointed
to represent you. Make the application to the Office of the Public Defender before the date of
trial or you may find it necessary to make decisions without legal advice.

RESOURCES
D.C. Courts — Traffic Violations: https://www.dccourts.qgov/services/criminal-matters/traffic-
violations
Criminal Law D.C.
e Types of Traffic Offenses in D.C.: https://criminallawdc.com/dc-traffic-lawyer/types-of-
offenses/
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e D.C. Traffic Offense Penalties: https://criminallawyerwashingtondc.com/dc-traffic-
lawyer/penalties/

This handout is for informational purposes only and is not intended to be specific legal
advice. If you need legal advice, speak with an attorney at your nearest Legal Assistance
Office. Legal Assistance Offices can be found at https://legalassistance.law.af.mil/
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