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PERSONALIZED LICENSE PLATES 

I. INTRODUCfiON 

One of the newer fads for a car owner is to write his own license tag. Examples of such tags 
include; Peace, Smile, Love, 2 Lazy, UR I 2, and Lawrence Welk's plate which reads "AI and A2". 
How much are you willing to pay for a personalized plate? Apparently' many people, for a variety of 

·reasons, are willing to pay a substantial amount of money for the privilege of acquiring such plates, 
sometimes dubbed "vanity plates". To take advantage of the situation, many states are making 
special plates available for fees generally ranging from .$10 to $30 per set of plates above and beyond 
the nor.mal registration fees. .Approximately 40 states issue such special plates for a fee paid in 
addition to the regular registration charge. 

Although Wisconsin does not permit a .registrant to choose the name or ·combination on the 
plate, the state does allow him to request a certain number or combination· fr(lm those already 
prepared f<>r distribution to the public. In additi<>n, bills have been introduced in the 1975 Wisconsin 
Legislature to allow the issuance <>f lr~ly personalized plates and to increase the fees for the existing 
special pl!ltes. 

In a related development, Governor Patrick Lucey recently advocated increasing the price of the 
special motor vehicle plates, from $3 to $25, which would raise an approximate $5 milli<>n in 
revenue. Tbis proposal was tied in with a suggested increase in the regular automobile license plate 
fee. Both of these proposals were part of the Governor~s preliminary transportation package, which 
he proposed April 23, 1975. The bill (AB 9~0) introduced June 27 to implement his proposals, 
however, contained an increase in special license plate fees from $3 when base plates are issued to 
$10 annually. 

Tliis bulletin examines Wisconsin's current speeiallicense plate provisions, identifies the pending 
1975 Wisconsin legislation relating thereto and i::ompares and summarizes statute provisions in 
selected other states. · 

II. WISCONSIN LAW AND PENDING LEGISLATION 

. Orlgi!l 

Although Wisconsin issues a variety of special license plates for disabled veterans, ham radio 
operat<>rs, antique owners and the like, the special license plate that we are CQncerned with is 
provided for in Section 341.145 of the statutes, "Application for and issuance of special license 
numbers . ., . . 

This section was created by Chapter 572, Laws of 1965 (Assembly Bill 888). The original bill 
provided a .$2 fee, but a substitute amendment backed by the Motor Vehicle Department stipulated a 
$10 fee. Although the substitute amendment was eventually adopted, a compromise $3 fee was 
agreed upon. Another amendment was offered to set up a graduated scale of $10 to $50 (the lower 
the number, the higher the fee), but it was rejected. 

Prior to the enactment of this section, the special license number service was provided to 
Wisconsin residents without any charge. 

Cqrrent Wisconsin Law 
Section 341.145 of the WisC<lnsin statutes provides that for a fee of $3 (in addition to the 

regular registration fee), anyone may request a license plate bearing a specified number within 
certain prescribed limits. The $3 fee is not assessed annually, rather only when a new base plate is 

· issued, Only standard production numbers that would normally be issued, however, ean be selected 
f<>r such special plates. Wisconsin law permits the use of no more than 2 letters on license plates, 
except in a few· specific cases, and from I to 5 numerals. This contrasts with most other states that 
issue personalized plates; they generally allow any combination of letters or numbers not to exceed 6 
in number, provided that the word or combination is not obscene or offensive. In Wisconsin, 
therefore, a person may only request special numbers that are already prepared and available. 

In addition, each special license number issued shall be reserved for the registrant in succeeding 
registration periods if he so desires. 

Prepared by Gary Watchke, Research Analyst. 
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According to the Division of Motor Vehicles, during the nonbase plate years new special license 
plates are being issued at the rate of 2,000 per year. These are expected to increase to 5,000 per 
year in the nonbase year period to 1980 at $.85 processing costs plus ,$1.64 per replacement license 
or $7,500 annually. 

Current gross revenues derived from the approximate 65,000 special plates now issued at $3 
each,, amount to $195,000. The net revenues, minus processing costs, amount to approximately 
$140,000. There are about 2.5 million registered motor vehicles in Wisconsin. 

Pending 1975 Wisconsin Legislation 
'Four bills have been introduced in the 1975 Wisconsin Legislature relating to special numbered 

license plates. Three of these bills would merely increase the fees for speeiallicense numbers without 
otherwise altering the existing statutory provisions relating thereto. The fourth proposal would not 
only increase the fee for sueh plates, but would also authorize the issuance of personalized license 
plates eomposed of letters or combinations of letters and numbers, as well as the presently permitted 
special numbers. As of the end of Floorperiod II on July 15, 3 of the 4 bills are pending committee 
aetion in their house of origin, the fourth bill (AB 303) is up for third reading in the Assembly. 

1975 Assembly Bill 104 was introduced by Representative Kirby, Elconin, Wahner, Sanasarian, 
Norquist and Tuezynski and cosponsored by Senator Berger. As of the end of Floorperiod II on July 
15, the bill is awaiting aetion by the Joint Committee on Finance. 

Type of plate - This bill would make no change in the type of special plates currently being 
issued. 

Fee The fee for speeiallieense numbers would be raised from the present $3 to $10 each year 
a new base plate is iss4ed. 

Revenue - During the 1.975-77 biennium the highway fund revenues could increase up to 
$14,000 annualiy or $28,000 for the biennium without an increase in administrative costs. The 
largest' fiscal effect would oceur during the' next base plate year, which will be after the 1975-77 
biennium, wl)en approximately 60,000 speeial number registrations would be issued. The fiscal 
effect would be an increase in the highway fund revenues of $420,000 in the base plate year. 

1975 Assembly Bill 303 was introduced by Representatives Vanderperren, Lallensack, Early, 
Looby, Kedrowski and Hasenohrl. As of the end of Floorperiod II on July 15, the bill was awaiting 
third reading in the Assembly: 

Type of plate - The type of special plates presently issued is not changed under the provisions 
of this bill. 

Fee This proposal sets up a graduated scale, so that the additional fee will be $25 for a set of 
plates with only one numeral (in addition to the letters), $10 for a set of plates with a 2-digit 
number, and $5 for a set of plates with a number of 3 or more digits. The additional fee would 
apply only when base plates are issued, and would not be collected when validation stickers are 
issued. 

Revenue According to the Division of Motor Vehicles, this proposal, would increase highway 
fund revenues approximately $6,000 annually until a new base plate is issued. This is based on the 
expectation that there will be no major change in the number of I, 2 and 3 digit plates now being 
used. 

When the next base plate is issued, it is estimated that net revenues would increase $359,000 
over current revenues. 

Assembly Amendment 1, as amended by AA 2 to _AA 1 to 1975 Assembly Bill 303, was 
introduced by Representative Groshek. 

Type of plate - This amended version of the bill defines a special license number as those 
numbers designated by the administrator as special license numbers, except that those numbers shall 
be limited to numbers within the regularly established numbering system. 

Fee-- This amended version sets up a graduated scale, so that the additional annual fee would 
be $10 for any set of plates with a combination of one or more letters and one numerical digit, $5 for 
a set of plates with a combination of one or more letters and 2 numerical digits, and $3 for a set of 
plates with a combination of one or more letters and 3 or more numerical digits. 

Revenues - According to the Division of Motor Vehicles, the net revenues derived from the 
above fee schedule is estimated to be $90,000 annually. 

( 
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1975 Assembly Bill 930 was introduced by the Joint Committee on Finance, by request of 
Governor Patrick J, Lucey, As of the end of Floorperiod II on July 15, the bill was pending aeUon 
by the Joint Committee on Finance. · · · · · 

Type of plate--· Same plate as issued under present law. 

Fee - The fee for the special plate would be raised from the pre.sent $3 whehever a base plate 
is issued to $10 annually. 

Revenue ~-- The highway fund would 'increase up to $14,000 -annually or $28,000 for the 
. biennium wit)]out an Increase in administrative cost. 

The largest fiscal effect would occur during the next baseplate year when approximately 60,000 
speci4l number registrations are to be issued. The fiscal effect would be an increase in the highway 
fund revenues of $420,000 In the base plate year. This change in special license fees represents only 
a small part of this large comprehensive transportation package bill introduced at the request of 
Governor Lucey. Regular license fees would also pe substantially increased under provisions of this 
bill. 

1975 S~nate Bi//Wl was introduced by Senator Flynn and 6 other senators and cosponsored by 
4 representatives .. As of the end of Floorperiod II on July IS, the bill had not as yet been reported 
out of the Senate Committee on Commerce. 

Type of plate - The bill aulllPrlzes the iss11ance of personalized license plates composed of 
letters or combinations of leiters and numbers, as well as the presently permitted special numbers. 

· The pivision of Motor Vehicles, however, may reject applications which are offensive. 
Fee Tile additional fee for perSonalized plates would be $25, and such fees would be 

deposited in the general fund, while the regular registration fees would continue to be placed in the 
segregated highway fund. The additional fee· would apply only when base plates are issued, and 
would not be payable when validalion stickers are issued. 

Revenues - According to the Division of Motor Vehicle's fiscal note, the revenues and 
expenditures are compllted on automobiles only: because the division is unable, at the present time, 
to determine the costs involved in making personalized plates available for all the 40 plus different 
types of motor vehicle registration plates issued in Wisconsin. 

The divisiol'l ~nticipales an increase in the number of special licenses to 5,000 per year in the 
nonbase year period to ]980 at 85 cents processing C()sts plus $!.64 per replacement licen'!C or 
$7,500 anm;q!ly. Additionally; the programming costs for the new personalized plates would be 
$10,000 in !975-76. 

The gener'll fund would be Increased by an estimated $150,000 for the 1975-77 biennium 
maldng the total net state revenue of this bill for the biennium $113,000 . 

. The Pivislon of Motor Vehicles projects a net effect on the highway fund of(-) $195,000 over 
the life of a new plate. This figure approximates the loss of the existing $3 per special license plate 
fee which currently is deposited in the highway fund. 

The division estimates, this proposal would increase the general fund revenues $1,000,000 in the 
first base pl11te year and $75,000 annually in intervening years. 

Senate Substitute Amendment I to 197 5 Senate Bill 10 I was introduced by Senators Flynn and 
Cullen, by request of Representatives Early and Groshek. 

Type of plate A "personalized license plate" authorized to be issued under this bill means a 
registration plate for a truck which has a gross weight of not more than 6,000 l bs. or an automobile 
which displays a registration number composed of a combination of letters or numbers, or both, 
requested by the applicant. Personalized plates shall be of the same color and design as regular 
plates and shall consist of letters or numbers, or any combination thereof, not exceeding 6 positions 
and not less than 2 positions. 

The Division of Motor Vehicles may refuse to issue any combination of letters or numbers, or 
both, which carry connotations offensive to good taste and decency. ·The decision of the division in 
respect to personalized plate applications is final and not subject to judicial review under Chapter 
227 of the statutes. 

Fee -In addition to the regular registration fee, the applicant for this. plate shall pay a fee of 
$10 for the original plate and a $3 annual renewal fee between plate issuances. The fee for 
reissuance of a personali7.ed plate shall be $10. 

Revenues - According to the Division of Motor Vehicles, there are presently approximately 
65,000 special number plates that have been issued. The division expects 5,000 sets of personalized 
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plates will be iss].led annually. This will he partially offset by an estimated decrease of 2,000 speeial 
number plates that would have likely been issued under the current statutes. The estimated highway 
fund revenues for the 1975-77 biennium is $493,000. · 

The estimated increase in highway fund administrative costs for the biennium total $129,900. 
Therefore, the net state revenue of this substitute measure for the 1975-77 biennium is $363,100 .. 

Unlike the original bill, all the revenues collec'!ed from fees under this substitute version are 
deposited in the segregated highway fund rather than the general fund. 
. The amendment version also provides that if an individual in pos,.,_;sion of a personalized plate 

does not maintain his personalized plate ($3 fee) during a year which is not a plate issuance year, 
the individual shall: · · 

1. Dispose of the personalized plate as directed by the division. 
2. Pay a $4 fee for the issuance of replacement plates in addition to the regular application fee. 
3. Return the certificate of title tu the division for correction. 

' 
( 
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Ill. SITUATION IN SELECfED OTHER STATES 

Forty states including the District of Columbia issue some type of special or personalized license 
plate when requested by the owner or Jessee of a motor vehicle. Generally, most states restrict the 
issuance of such personalized plates to passenger motor vehicles. In most cases the requestor may 
usually choo;-e the letters or numbers or combinations. thereof that he desires, provided that it has 
neither already been taken nor is offensive in any manner. The additional fees range from $3 in 
Wisconsin to $200 in Hawaii. 

Most states, unlike Wisconsin, issue the true, personalized plate, whereby the registrant can 
dictate his own license tag. In Wisconsin, the requestor is merely able to choose from standard 
production numbers whic!t· have already been prepared for distribution. A small number of selected 
states have been choosen for description here. . 

·The following table, taken from the United States Department of Transportation, Federal 
Highway Administration's "License Plates - 1975", lists state special automobile license plate fees, 
which generally are paid annually in addition to the regular registration fees. Where there are two. 
numbers, the first represents the original fee, while the second number is an annual renewal fee. 

State Special or Personalized License Plate Fees, 1975 
Alaska S20 Maryland $2S Oklahoma $10 
Ari:Jona 25/10 Massachusetts • _1( Oregon 50 {2yrs.) 
Arkansas 10 Michigan 25 Pennsylvania " California 25/10 Montana 20/5 Rhode Island 10 
Connecticut 15 .Nebraska 50/25 south carolina 15 
Delaware 25 Nevada 25/15 Tennessee 50 
Flpr14a u New Ho5tPJpshire 5 Texas 10 
GO.oq:r!o:. 10 New Jeraey 10 vermont 5 
Haw~u 200 New Mexico 1S Virginia. 10 
Idaho 25 New York 5 tlllshington 30/20 

·Kansas 25 No.rth Carolina 10 wast Virginia 5 
·Lo~hiana 50 North Dakota 100 WISCONSIN 3.!1 
Maina 5 .Ohio 35 .. ~ n.c . 10 4/ 

.. UPersonalized plates (letters) are issued annually for $9 plus the regular registration fee, and 
special low-number 2-year plates are available for $2 per issue in addition to the regular 
registration fee . 

. ;?,/Reserved numbers are issued at $5 per annum, and special 4-6 letter combinations are issued at 
$3 5 per annum, both in addition to regular registration fee. 

_:!}Special number plate, $3 in addition to the regular registration for the first year of the new plate 
-issue. · 

_4/Initial·reservation fee is $25, plus $10 annually, in addition to the regular registration fee. 
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CtlllrCII'llift . . . 
TYp!l llf plnl~ - Person111il:llll pJ~t!:s llOIISi~l of. nuwl!ers or IPtt!:ra flfCilmllinlltions tpereof not 

~~~odlnll (i positions ~nd not jess than 2 prislllllns. Such pl~le~ shalllle lssJ!ed llnly Ia the registerell 
!IWller or lessee of a possen11er vehlcl~. commercllil vehlcl~. or trailer rcgi~tcred with !he qeportment 
who m111«la appUcatlon for An orif!ln!ll or renewal reg!Biml\on. ' Requests for certain combinations 
rniiY lle r~flised if they are consideflld qffenslve Ia 11ood lll&le or decency. · 

fees -.The ~h11rge for the orlglnul versonallze!l plute~. In llddition. to the regular registration 
fQ~~s,is $25. A $1Q renew11l fee Is pai!lln i!ddltlon to the regul11r renewal fee. 

Revenlje All revenue• derlveil from these· fees !lfe depositlld in the Culifornia 'l',nvirnnmeritul . 
f'mtectllln Fund. for the flsC~~I ye11r emllng June 3Q, 1974, revenue~· derived from personaljzed 
piMoa nmoijnled to $2,443,000. · . · · · 

UNOril . Since tile jnceptiqn of the persomlli~ed platQ in .1970, nppro~lmnt.ely 200,000 such 
pint~' h11ve. heeil nutlloriz.ed Olll llf q lolnl llf 16 mllll!ln plfttes ls~ued. · · · · • . 
Flori!IM ' . . . . 

l'YPll pf p!Rie l'11rsonnllzed preslil!e automobile license pl~les consist pf the foUowlnj!tYpes of 
plijlll~: 

ll A plnte Imprinted with nllmer!!la oniy (Ito 99\liiJclllslve). 
2) A plnte Imprinted with PIIPitlliletler' only (A tllmugh z. liillll of 7). 
3) A plule Imprinted with hPih cllpitllllette~a nnd numer11ls Uimlt of 7 Pharactero). 
f'enonulii!td plntea muy he i&&l!ed to' owners ()f Plls,senaer alih!ll!Ohl!es not u~ed for hire or 

~!lmmorQinluse who s11brnit proper llppliclltions u.nd fees .. iteql!ests for !eHe111 or numernls deemed 
Pffensive maY be rejected by the ll~pllrtment of Hlshwny Si!fety 111!\1 Motor VehiPles. 

fees- Ch11r11es for preslille plates are $1211nnunlly in n!lditlllll to tho rej!ulnr registr111lon fees. 
Rovenll" for the fiscnl yennndins Jllne 30, 1974 upprll~imlltely $750,000 ln reve!I!Je bud 

~!lOll derlv~q from th~ aale of I R,700 person111i~ed plates. · · · · 
User~ .:- As 11f e11rly 1975; over 30,000 auolJ pl11tes hun' boen 1M11ed out Qf npproxim'!tely s 

milli"~ registered lllltomobileft In the ~late. · 
1\'thlhlflftll . . 

Type of plate - Perooo.ilized regl~tratloo pl11tes, issueq ~y the Off!~ llf thu Secretllry of Stale 
for v~lllcleo welshinglesn than IO,QQO Ills., shill! contqln 11 combination of not more than 6 letters or 
llllmbl>rs, but they ~hall h11ve 11t leaat 2 leiters. Tbe ijecretnry shall not ilifi!IO a Jetter COf!lbinatlon 

·which ml11ht Parry 11 ~llllOOtlltilln offensive lfl sllOd tllste and decency. 
feo - Tile ~llllflJe for )iefSilnnlil:lllllice!lse plates, In addition to the r~j!ulqr registration fees, is 

, US 11nnually, 
Revenue __:_ All revenues derived from this sOIIfCII are creditti<l to the stat!> highway motor 

vehicill fum:l. Althllllllh exact reven110 !lata w11s not reAdily qvailable, If the $25 f;;e Is multiplie<l by 
th" 2·y~ar tolalllf platea issued (5,000) the total3ross revenues ar!l $125,000. 

Usen- Michlpn's personalll:lllllicense plftle law went Into effect JanllllfY 2, 1973. for the 
following 2·yenr period, appro11imately 5,000 ~uch piMes havQ been is~ued. Michisl!n hilS 
~ppm~lmai~IY 5.~ million total motor vehicle~ regi~tered. wltb lllllomobiles repreaenllnj! about 4.5 .1 

millflm pf thi!t !()tal. · · · · 
N'ltrn~~~~ 

'fY!lP flf plate ·~ All personalizlld presll~e platlis la~ued for p~~Menger vehjcle~ are subject to the 
fllllowlnallQndltlons: · · 

I) C!lunty prefixes shall not be used. 
3) 'ffiQ charllcters uoed shall consist only of letters and numerals of the same size and design 

U~Wd Pn reg11lllr plntes. 
~) A maximum of 6 charncters an<l no more than one numernl mliY be 11sed. 
4) The license number or lettel'l! shall not express, connotll, or imply any obscene or 

o~jectlonable words or abbrevintions. 
F611 - The ehars~ for the Initial upplloatlon for personalil:llll plntes is $50, which is pal<l in 

addition to the re3ular registration fees. There also Is a $25 renewal f~e which Is pllld in 11ddltion to 
lim rPI!ular renew11l fee. 
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Revenue - All reveoue!J derived from the l~suan~e of the!Je special plates are deposited in the 
state's ge"eral f11od. Allhouglj ~xact rev!'nue statistics are not available, multiplying the $50 fee by 
the number of plates illl!ued (800) woul~ yield a gross revea11e equal to $22,500. 

Users- SlnCQ the allova program was Initiated in 1972, appf<lldmately 800 such plates have 
been issued, oyt of ll totallllltllrnllPIIe population of SOQ,OOO. . • . . · . 
Tennessee 

TYpe of piMe - Pernonallzed lj9e(llle plates, issued by tl!e Department of Revenue, shall eorisist 
.of not less than 2 oor more than li eharqcters or positions and shaU no! conflict with any other 
special pl>~te authorized I:>Y law. Pefsoril!lized p!ale!J are the same size and 'olor as o(!Jer passenger 
motor vehie!e plat!'"·. The platllll are to be displayed on that vehicle only. · 

fee- Tile annual <;oaf of the perso.nali?.ed pla!e!J, in additim! to the regular registration fee, is 
$50. : . . . 

Revo;nue . AllhOlliJh exact rev~nue fig"res llrii not r!'llqiJy &vai!!!bie, multiplying the $50 fee by 
tbe number of plates sol~ cluring 1974 (450) would yield a total gross revenue of $22,500. 

Users Purins thil ye11r 1974, apprQll.i!lJalely 450 special l"'rsQnalized plates were issued out of 
a total 2 million regfster'l!l alitomoblles, · · · · · · 
Washington 

Type of plate - Personali~d license p)ates, !~sued io aQy registered autoqwbile owner in the 
state, consists of numberG or letters; or lillY cpmhinatlon thereof not ·el\Cceedlng 6 positions and not 
less thiUI 2 position~. · · 

The Deparlm~nt of Motor V!!lllcles may refuse to issue any combinations offensive to good taste 
and decency or whioll Wlluld be misl!llldlng or a 4uplication of !icel)se plates provided for elsewhere 
in the statutes. 

fee - ln ad!liliiln tP the regular registration fee anc! any otber miscellaneous fees that might be 
asseSiled, th~ regi.&fr~nl sh!lll be Chlifged a fee of $30 for the origioal plate and $20 for any 
subsequent reaewlli ilf tl!~ ~~~m~. · 

R~Wenue ~ ~lthllujJh ~XIIPI revenue figures are not available, multiplying the $30 fee by the 
3,000 plates is&\leQ ill l!l74 would yiel~ a gross revenue of $90,000. . 

Vsers - Si09~ the 111W went into effeet in January 1974, approximately 3,000 personalized 
automo!lile ji~OIIIl plat~s h!ivt~ ~een isaued out of 11 total passenger esr population of 1,810,000. 

IV. CONCLUSION 

There is little ~ouhl that personalized license plates are becoming more popular throughout the 
Unifeq Stales, ApprPl\Cimately 40 states now issul' some type of special plate for fees ranging from 
$3 to $2QO. 

IJpfprtlllliiiPIY, sines most ~lale!J hl\Ve so recently initiated the personalized license plate 
program, there Is apparently no reliable data available to make any comparative analyses of the 
relalioosbip, !f 11ny, between the amount of the plate fee and the number of users. 

Accor<ling to sever11l sources, inclu4ing newspaper accounts and contacts in a few selected states 
t!l~t issue sp~cial pl~tes, )here ten!ls to be a gr~dua[ increas~ in the number of special or personalized 
license plates th~lar~ b~ing ilis11ed. · 

In WjsconsliJ, there apparently doe!J not exist any real guide to determine what effect an 
incre&~e in the special or pQrson&lized license plate fee would have on potential users. 

Conseql!ently, abo11t all that >:an be said about the use of personalized license plates, in the 
allse11ce of l!Of compar&tive data, is tilat more state!J are authorizing the Issuance of person;ilized 
plates and an incrPaslng n11mber of people are purchasing them. 

' \ 

' \ 


