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INTRODUCTION
In August of 2015, the State of Alabama announced plans to close all but four driver’s license
office locations throughout the state due to an $11 million cut to the Department of Public Safety
budget for the 2016 fiscal year.1 In September, as the legislature was negotiating the budget,
plans shifted to instead close 31 of 49 part-time offices. The Alabama Law Enforcement Agency
(ALEA), who runs the driver’s license office operations, noted that it was severely understaffed
with over 100 vacant positions due to budget cuts.2 However, amid tough criticism from all
levels of government, civil rights groups, media outlets, and citizens, Alabama recently
announced that it would reopen 30 of the offices with planned closures on November 1st. But
they will still have limited hours, with most offices opening only one day per month.
Though there is no doubt that balancing a budget is hard work, the actions of Alabama are
important in regard to civil rights. This extremely controversial decision comes soon after a
Voter ID Law that requires residents to present a valid form of photo ID to cast a ballot,
implemented in 2014.3 This is on top of the fact that Alabama has neither early voting nor online
registration. Furthermore, Alabama was just investigated for noncompliance with the 1993
National Voter Registration Act – “driver’s licenses were not being applied to voter registration
data,” even though it is required by federal law that driver’s license applications be applied to
voter registration for federal elections.4
The driver’s license offices across the state will continue to consist largely of part-time and
satellite offices. Based on the information provided on the ALEA website, there are 71 total
driver’s license offices; however, some counties may have more than one office, and they may
provide different purposes. Additionally, “driver’s license services are offered on a first-come,
first-serve basis, and closing times vary depending on customer volume,” seeing as some offices
are only available for services until 2:30pm.5 Almost every office has a 30 minute or 1 hour
lunch break when the office is closed for services.
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By grouping data from the most recent schedules and information provided on the ALEA
website, offices across Alabama will operate as follows:6
Number of Offices

Schedule

32
10
29

4-5 days per week
1-3 days per week
1-2 days per month

Hours per day

At least 6
At least 7
At least 6

Opening/Closing Variance

7am to 9am / 3pm to 5pm
8am to 9am / 3pm to 5pm
8am to 9am / 2:30pm to 4:30pm

But is opening an office once per month really enough? The Brennan Center for Justice produced
a comprehensive report on the effects of Voter ID laws that illustrates startling statistics about
the burden upon low-income resident and people of color in obtaining a photo ID throughout
certain U.S. states. They found that 32.7 % “of voting-age citizens must travel more than 10
miles to the nearest ID-issuing office” in Alabama, demonstrating that access to driver’s license
offices was already limited prior to the decision to close 30 offices.7
Another obstacle is finding transportation to those ID-issuing offices. It is estimated that
approximately 26.8% of voting-age citizens without access to a vehicle live more than 10 miles
from a State ID-issuing office in Alabama.8 It is also worth noting that the state also does not
provide any public transportation funding and relies solely on federal funding. It was estimated
in a 2011 U.S. Department of Transportation report that “approximately 700,000 people in rural
Alabama communities lost access to intercity transit service in the five years between 2005 and
2010. Those 700,000 residents comprised 29 percent of the state’s 2.4 million rural residents.”9
Additionally, the cost of obtaining a government-issued ID is a concern, especially for residents
living in poor, rural counties. Some states have offered a “free” voter ID card to residents, but the
documentation required - such as a birth certificate or certificate of citizenship - may bar many
residents from this opportunity.10 The indirect cost of getting a ride from a neighbor is another
overlooked aspect of obtaining an ID, or anything unavailable in rural Alabama, for that matter.
According to a resident from Panola, a small town near the western border, it costs at least $50 to
go the hour and 10 minutes to Tuscaloosa.11
The decision to close so many driver’s license offices in Alabama is a clear case in which the
Voting Rights Act of 1965 would have played a role in review; however, after Section 4 was
struck down in 2013 by the Supreme Court, there are less protections. Prior to the ruling, “a state
subject to preclearance had to demonstrate that a new voting law was not discriminatory and let
voting law experts in the Justice Department evaluate it before it could be implemented,” but
now that voting laws do not need pre-approval, “it is up to voters to challenge voting laws by
filing lawsuits under Section 2 of the Voting Rights Act, which prohibits racial discrimination.”12
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Many of the counties that will have a satellite office, and were originally scheduled to close, are
some of the most rural and some of the poorest, and many are a part of Alabama’s Black Belt
(Figure 1). Originally, the Black Belt was named for its rich, dark soil known as “Selma Chalk,
the remnant of an ancient ocean floor.”13 However, Alabama’s slave population grew quickly in
the central counties with the number of plantations in operation, and the area remains largely
populated by African-Americans today.
Figure 1.

Over time, Alabama has had some of the worst abuse when it comes to political and economic
power, but especially in the Black Belt attempting to quash any power blacks might gain.
Between 1901 and the 1960s, Alabama refused to redistrict – it was only in 1965 that the federal
Voting Rights Act began to require states like Alabama to seek approval for changes in any
voting laws or procedures. Then in the 1970s, Alabama was forced to redistrict by the U.S.
Supreme Court, and with that came an interesting trend – black counties voted largely for
Democrats while the rest of the state voted largely for Republican candidates.14
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Proponents of the Voter ID law argue that driver’s license offices are not the only place one can
obtain a photo voter ID, and that there are enough alternate locations, for example, a local Board
of Registrars. Alabama has also offered mobile services that travel throughout the state to offer
voter ID. However, looking at a schedule of voter ID mobile site visits for March through May
2014, there were hardly any hours that fell on a weekend day, as well as hardly any hours that
extended past 3 or 4pm.15 Some sites only offered services from 9am to 12pm. Without regular
business hours, and hours that fall outside a normal workday for many people, it deters people
from obtaining a photo ID. People who have to work every day, or travel great lengths for their
job, cannot often afford to take time off to make it to an office during open hours.
With regard to the driver’s license offices, ALEA says that transactions made in the 31 offices
previously planned to close accounted for less than 5% of total transactions.16 State leaders have
also stressed the new self-service and online services for renewals and other licensing; however,
renewals still must be completed in-person every 8 years for an updated photo.17
Alabama officials say that the decision is not racially motivated – but does the intent have to be
for the consequence to be racially inequitable? A number of counties on the original list of
closures were located within the Black Belt. But because the population is so sparse in the
Western counties of Alabama, it is believed that few people are actually affected by such a
decision. In a Mother Jones article, Kevin Drum calculated the total black population of all 30
counties that would be immediately losing a driver’s license office. He asserted that comparative
to the total black population of Alabama which makes up approximately 26.2% of the total
population, still only 23.8% of people living within would-be affected counties were black
(roughly 196,000 of 826,000 people).18
Even with the reopening of satellite offices throughout Alabama, I will use a GIS analysis to
visualize the effects of limited driver’s license office access on communities experiencing
poverty, rural communities, and African-American communities. In many cases, all of these data
intersect. When Alabama planned to close 31 offices, the coincidences that appeared at first
glance seemed reminiscent of Jim Crow – before I even looked at a map, I guessed that many of
these counties were poor and black. Even without the closure of all those offices, mapping the
data will hopefully give us a better idea of who is disproportionately affected when it comes to
accessing driver’s licenses – and subsequently, accessing the vote – at the hands of Alabama’s
government.
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DATA
To answer my question, I retrieved data from the U.S. Census Bureau, The Alabama Law
Enforcement Agency (ALEA) of the Department of Public Safety, and the Office of the Alabama
Secretary of State. As this issue is a very recent incident, I hoped to use data that was also as
recent as possible:
Data

Description

Source

Alabama County Driver’s
License Offices
Total Population by County

Schedule and location of driver’s
license offices in each county
Total number of residents in each
county
Percentage of the population that
is Black/African-American in
each county
Percentage of the population that
is below the poverty level in each
county
Percentage of the total number of
registered voters in each county
that is Black/African-American
Boundary outlines, names of
Alabama counties

Alabama Law Enforcement
Agency 2015
U.S. Census Bureau – American
Community Survey 2013
U.S. Census Bureau – American
Community Survey 2013

Percent Black/AfricanAmerican Population by
County
Percent Population Below
Poverty by County
Percent Black/AfricanAmerican of Total Registered
Voters by County
Alabama Counties Shapefile

U.S. Census Bureau – American
Community Survey 2013
Alabama Secretary of State
Elections Division – Voter
Registration Statistics 2015
U.S. Census Bureau –
TIGER/Line Shapefiles 2014

The commentary around the office closings has surrounded the disproportionate effect on
African Americans and the poor. For this reason, I chose to map the population of AfricanAmericans by county and the percentage of the population below the poverty level by county. I
wanted to see how their patterns were different or similar, and how they overlapped with the
accessibility of the driver’s license offices. I chose to look at the total population of each county
to get a general idea of how urban or rural each county was. I also overlaid these numbers with
the accessibility of driver’s license offices. Lastly, I took a look at the percentage of total
registered voters by county that are African-American to visualize how low access to photo IDs
could disenfranchise black voters in these counties.
The shapefile (.shp) for Alabama counties was downloaded from the TIGER/Line Shapefiles
webpage on the U.S. Census website. The most recent shapefiles that were available with the
most updated information were from 2014. The shapefile is the basis for all of the maps I
created, and was a very important tool in creating additional layers on each map through
selection by location.
Data for the total population by county, percent Black/African-American by county, and percent
below poverty by county were all retrieved from the U.S. Census Bureau American Fact Finder
interface, which included the most recent data from the 2013 American Community Survey.
These data were downloaded in Microsoft .csv form, and further saved as a Microsoft Excel
spreadsheet. Downloaded data was minimalized in Excel to include only the information I
needed. I had to create a custom number format – adding a 0 before the following 4 numbers for
the corresponding county – for the GeoId_2 column in every Excel file so that they would join

Hubbard 6
correctly with the GEOID of each county shapefile table. Each of the 3 data were added to their
related ArcMap, then joined with the Counties layer to draw the quantities using graduated
colors. Additionally, I had to calculate new fields in two ArcMaps – Percentage Black/AfricanAmerican by county and Percentage below poverty level. Data from the Census only comes as
numbers, and not percentages. I had to divide two fields (number of African-Americans by total
population by county, and number of people below poverty level by total population) to calculate
a new field to feature as graduated colors representing percentages by county.
Information about the schedule and location of each driver’s license office was retrieved from
the ALEA website as the most current. I manually grouped the data into accessibility levels that I
felt displayed the variance in the easiest way. The subsequent layers created – Full Time Offices
(4-5 days per week), Office(s) open 3 days per week or less, Office(s) open 1-2 days per month,
and Office closed – were manually created using the selection tool. I used this data to make a
simple map of counties with their driver’s license office accessibility, then I exported each
layer’s data to retrieve again for the following maps I put together.
Data for the number of registered voters by race by county was retrieved from the Alabama
Votes website, affiliated with the Elections Division of the Alabama Secretary of State. I
calculated the percentage of black voters by county in the Excel spreadsheet that I downloaded
from Alabama Votes. I then added the column I had calculated to the American Community
Survey Excel sheet I had used for race by county – it was the easiest way to match up the
percentages with the GeoId_2 column that I needed to join the data to the Counties layer.
Limitations to the data include:
 They are inconsistent in year – though the data differs in year, most information does not
compromise the project. Both the detailed information of driver’s license office locations
and voter registration numbers are the most current from 2015. The American
Community Survey details are only 2 years old and shapefile only 1 year old, and unless
any major demographic changes or state boundary shifts have been made in the past two
years, the data is as accurate as I could ask for.
 The ALEA website is confusing and seemingly unreliable. Some office locations are
listed on the site with notes beneath mentioning that the location no longer offers
services, and it was hard to make sure I had accurate information about each location
with regard to its accessibility.
 All data is at the county level. Census tract level information may be more dynamic for
making a strong statement against Alabama’s inaccessible driver’s license offices;
however, because the issue has been discussed at the county level, I felt that it was
appropriate to examine the effects at the county level, as well.
ANALYSIS
The first map, Figure 2, used the driver’s license office accessibility information that I manually
put together. It displays which counties have offices and roughly how often they are open for
services. This map’s data is overlaid onto the four remaining maps.
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Figure 3 displays the percentage of African-Americans in each county overlaid with the
accessibility of license offices. It is apparent that 8 of the 10 counties with a majority black
population have either a satellite office open once a month or a part-time office. Additionally,
about one third of counties where at least a quarter of the population is black have a satellite or
part-time office.
Figure 4 shows the percentage of the population below the poverty line in each county overlaid
with the accessibility of license offices. Similar to Figure 3, areas with a high concentration of
people experiencing poverty are more likely to have a part-time or satellite driver’s license
office. Of the counties that have between a quarter and almost 40% of people in poverty, only 2
of 20 have full-time offices, and the rest have satellite or part-time offices.
In Figure 5, it is visible that in relation to the population size of Alabama’s various counties,
many limited driver’s license offices are located in counties with a smaller population size. This
is the argument that many proponents of the office closings made – there are not enough
customers to buy the goods and services. But should we take away people’s access to a photo ID
(which gives them access to a constitutionally given right to vote) simply because they live in a
sparsely populated area? If we compile the travel time it would take to get to another county, on
top of the fact that poor people in rural areas may not have access to a car, their chances of
obtaining a driver’s license or photo ID are almost completely erased.
Because Figure 3 displays that a large percentage (not amount) of people in these limited office
access counties are African-American, it is unconvincing to some that the satellite closures were
an attack on the black population of Alabama. There are plenty of counties that have a limited
access driver’s license office that are a majority white – so who cares?
A more particular detail hidden in the numbers of registered voters in each county makes more
apparent what may be happening. By looking at a visual of where satellite offices will be located,
along with the percentage of African-Americans who make up the total number of registered
voters in each county, a slightly different story appears. In Figure 6, we can see that all 6
counties where 68% or more of registered voters are black are also counties with limited access
satellite offices. 5 of the 6 counties – Greene, Perry, Wilcox, Lowndes, and Bullock, all part of
the historic Black Belt - were set to be without a driver’s license office in September.
The correlation between Alabama’s poorest counties, Alabama’s Black Belt counties, and
Alabama’s most rural counties being affected by the planned closure of 31 part-time driver’s
license offices would perhaps not be as strong without Alabama’s harsh Voter ID law. Because
the state has such stringent voter requirements, but then directly disenfranchises vulnerable
populations by limiting their access to obtaining a driver’s license or photo ID, it produces a
contradictory and discriminatory system. Though we cannot prove that the limited schedules of
Alabama driver’s license offices, coupled with the Voter ID law, will be detrimental to voter
turnout, or discourage voting among the poor, African-Americans, and rural communities, it is
simply wrong of Alabama to make it harder for residents to obtain necessary identification that
the state requires. Worst of all, the ability to vote is an illusion for many, and continually
African-Americans, as states like Alabama make it harder and harder for eligible citizens to vote.
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Figure 3.
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Figure 4.
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Figure 5.
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Figure 6.
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LIMITATIONS
Overall, these maps give a good general overview of the distribution of different populations in
Alabama in regard to the accessibility of driver’s license offices. Again, because the issue has
been discussed as a county problem, creating maps at the county level is appropriate. However,
with more time and more resources, there are some additional details I would like to analyze:








I would like to make a map that compounds the density, racial makeup, and poverty of
each county and compare it with limited access offices.
It would have been interesting to make a point map of all the office locations, colorcoded with their accessibility
If I had more time, I would call all ALEA office locations to confirm the details of their
office, as the website is very unclear and I feel like I am missing some details.
I would have liked to take a closer look at transportation access for those in the counties
with limited driver’s license offices
If there were time to research in real-time, it would be beneficial to look at post-limitation
effects on the driver’s license offices and Board of Registrars – will they be overwhelmed
on the days that they are open for a limited amount of time? Or will they have even less
traffic now that they are virtually inaccessible in so many counties?
As mentioned earlier, percentages and total population numbers by census tract could
give a more accurate reading of the distributions – however, the original issue dealt with
the closure of offices that would have led to entire counties without a place to obtain a
driver’s license, so looking at data at the county level made sense for this project

