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In most US states, temporary license plates are 
designed to make life easier for those buying a 
vehicle and taking it out of a dealership. Printed 
on cardboard or paper and placed where standard 
plates would usually go, they provide proof of short-
term registration and legal ownership of a vehicle – 
giving the owner more time to go through the proper 
process of obtaining permanent license plates and a 
permanent registration. 

In 1996, the American Association of Motor Vehicles 
(AAMVA) adopted standards for temporary license 
plates. These standards included readability and 
durability recommendations, vehicle placement 
of the tag and security features including a visual 
holographic security marker and a protective 
laminate. AAMVA chose OpSec as the provider of the 
security features.

With technology advancements, many temporary 
license plates are now printed through a computer, 
however security and control challenges remain, 
and some states are still handwriting them, or using 
stock paper and just adding the dates manually. 

Consequently, temporary license plate systems 
continue to be vulnerable to abuse. As the expiration 
points for temporary license plates vary state-to-
state, tracking the legitimacy and ownership of a 
vehicle across state lines is significantly more difficult 
when there is no clear-cut way of ascertaining its 
time and place of issuance. This vulnerability has 
caused an increase in motor registration fraud due 
to the printing of fake and untraceable temporary 
license plates. Worryingly, some states have seen 
a growth in criminal activity and dangerous cars on 
the road, representing a weak link in security.

This threat has recently come to light in certain 
states with serious consequences and no jurisdiction 
can afford to be complacent. Motor vehicle 
registration fraud is continuing, unseen, on an 
enormous scale, and is almost impossible to prove or 
prosecute once the crime has been committed. It is 
therefore important to recognize the problem before 
it takes place.

At a time when untraceable temporary license 
plates are creeping up on jurisdictions or motor 
vehicle agencies and quickly getting out of control, 
administrators should look for the right solutions to 
mitigate risk. Fortunately, they can now access an 
on-demand, real-time system that equips them with 
the speed and accuracy and most importantly the 
security and confidence needed to determine the 
validity of temporary license plates. 

Introduction
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A growing threat: vehicle registration fraud

As with many crimes, the motivations behind motor 
registration fraud vary. For some, it is a means of 
avoiding outstanding fines or evading the taxes 
and fees associated with registration renewal. In 
some states, for example, a new vehicle owner has 
only 20 days to register it, pay sales tax, and obtain 
a permanent license plate. Without the proper 
enforcements, the temptation is there to avoid 
interaction with a motor vehicle agency by falsifying, 
forging, altering, or counterfeiting a license tag.  

In other cases, vehicles with untraceable temporary 
license plates are involved in organized crime or 
acts of terror. The acquisition and trade of stolen 

vehicles is regarded as a low risk means of making 
a profit, leading to them being frequently trafficked 
to finance and carry out an array of other crimes. 
The International Association of Police Chiefs (IACP) 
estimates that 97% of car thieves are charged with 
additional crimes. These crimes can include people 
smuggling, drug trafficking, arms dealing, and 
domestic and international terrorism. 

Therefore, administrators need support to proactively 
address the issue of fraudulent temporary 
license plates, in order to avoid unwittingly aiding 
disreputable actors. Real-time information is critical 
but it must be combined with security and control. 

Virtually untraceable, fraudulent tags make stolen 
cars appear legitimate, giving the drivers scope to 
engage in a range of other criminal activities. This 
can range from bypassing red-light cameras, with 
the potential to cause serious traffic accidents, to 
facilitating a range of out-of-state offenses, including 
robberies and carjackings. With the criminal 
actions of just a handful of individuals able to lead 
to hundreds of thousands of fake paper license 
plates being sold, undetected, across the country, 
and potentially resulting in hundreds of thousands 
of additional crimes, the size of the problem is 
immense. As such, the threat from fraudulent tags 
can escalate beyond the control of any one state’s 
jurisdiction or motor vehicle agency in the blink of 
an eye, which is why having the right support is 
essential. While levels of awareness of the problem 
may vary between states, the fact a car stolen in 
one state can be driven into another and used for 
any number of criminal activities shows that when it 
comes to fighting motor registration fraud and illegal 
temporary license plates, all jurisdictions and motor 
vehicle agencies are in it together.   

Not only do fake tags put the public at risk but they 
also make it extremely difficult to collect registration 
fees and revenues quickly and accurately, with 
authorities also struggling with weak enforceability 
due to delayed access to registration information.

https://www.theiacp.org/vehicle-crimes-poster
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Reducing risk  
during registration

No state is immune to the threat of motor registration 
fraud. But every jurisdiction can now put the right 
learnings and solutions into place to address 
the security vulnerabilities that have caused this 
proliferation of counterfeit temporary license tags. 

Fortunately, expert providers are at hand to 
help administrators protect citizens, increase 
transparency, and mitigate the risk of major 
temporary tag fraud. OpSec Security has pioneered 
SecureETag, a vehicle identity solution that enables 
all authorized users – car dealerships, state offices, 
jurisdictions and motor vehicle agencies – to 
create and print on-demand secure temporary 
license plates that link the vehicle to the operator 
immediately. This enables vehicle dealerships to 
ensure that genuine vehicles are properly registered 
by combining a secure anti-counterfeit temporary 
tag with a complete real-time information system. 

An integrated, form-based system captures 
temporary tag issuance data, placing the power 
of real-time intelligence firmly in the hands of law 
enforcement, revenue collectors, and toll operators. 
Furthermore, sophisticated visual security is 
incorporated in the temporary tag through a 
uniquely serialized authenticable holographic seal. 

Made with the highest standard of optical security 
technology and virtually impossible to tamper with 
or replicate, SecureETag markedly improves clarity 
and traceability for administrators. This equips 
them with two ways of verifying the authenticity 
of a secure tag: either by manually checking the 
hologram or by accessing a straightforward, 
centralized database that provides real-time 
updates and fast access to information. 

A secure, print-on-demand, real-time temporary 
tag system gives jurisdictions much greater control 
over statewide vehicle licensing activities. The 
solution empowers officers to proactively investigate 
any potential criminal enterprise activity, as it 
automatically sends fraud alerts when an excessive 

number of tags are processed. In addition, the 
system provides customizable reports, including 
issuance reports and number of active tags, to 
ensure administrators remain in the driving seat at 
every stage of the process. 

SecureETag is part of a range of vehicle ID solutions 
born out of OpSec’s years of vehicle protection 
expertise. OpSec invented the original system to 
secure temporary license plates which was adopted 
by AAMVA as the national standard in 1996. 
Coming together to form an ecosystem of state-
of-the-art protection applications, a rich array of 
optical security solutions can ensure a seamless fight 
against fraudulent activity and loss of revenue.  

https://www.opsecsecurity.com/government-high-security-solutions/vehicle/secureetag/
https://www.opsecsecurity.com/government-high-security-solutions/vehicle/
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Administrators can no longer afford to underestimate 
the risks of motor registration fraud. Untraceable 
temporary license plates are a growing issue across 
multiple states – and if this threat continues to be left 
unchecked, a crisis could be around the corner.  

But the picture is not all doom and gloom. 
Jurisdictions now have the chance to leverage a 
proven solution to regain control of temporary 
license tags. By implementing an interconnected, 
print-on-demand, real-time information secure 
temporary tag solution, governments can protect 
their citizens while enhancing transparency across 
the registration process. 

Temporary license tags have inherent risks – but 
SecureETag has answers. Now is the time to rise to 
the challenge with a secure, life-cycle approach to 
the preparation, issuance, replacement, extension, 
and expiration of vehicle temporary license plates.

To find out more about how SecureETag 
could transform the way you approach vehicle 
temporary license plates, visit the OpSec 
Security website.

Key learnings

https://www.opsecsecurity.com/government-high-security-solutions/vehicle/secureetag/
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