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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Florida reviewed whether a hanging tag light and attached wires obstructing a
vehicle’s license plate violated section 316.605(1), Florida Statutes. The court held that the statute
plainly requires a license plate to remain visible and legible at all times, regardless of whether the
obscuring matter is on or external to the plate. It approved the Fifth District’s decision in State v.
English and disapproved the Second District’s contrary decision in Harris v. State.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether section 316.605(1), Florida Statutes, requires a vehicle's license plate to remain plainly visible
and legible at all times regardless of whether the obscuring matter is on the plate or external to it.

2. Whether a tag light and attached wires hanging in front of and obscuring a license plate constitute a
violation of section 316.605(1) sufficient to justify a traffic stop.

3. Whether the Fifth District's interpretation of section 316.605(1) conflicted with the Second District's
interpretation in Harris v. State.

HOLDINGS

1. Section 316.605(1) does not distinguish between obscuring matter located on the license plate and
obscuring matter located external to the license plate. The statute requires the plate to be plainly visible
and legible at all times.

2. A tag light hanging down in front of a license plate and obscuring its alphanumeric designation
constitutes a violation of section 316.605(1).

3. The officers made a proper traffic stop based on the violation of section 316.605(1), and the evidence
from the stop should not have been suppressed.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“We conclude that the plain language of section 316.605(1) is clear and unambiguous, and requires that a
license plate be plainly visible and legible at all times without regard to whether the obscuring matter is on or
external to the plate.” (191 So. 3d at 448)

“Therefore, we hold that section 316.605(1) does not distinguish between obscuring matter that is on or
external to the license plate.” (191 So. 3d at 452)

“Accordingly, we conclude that a tag light, hanging down in front of a license plate, obscuring its
alphanumeric designation, constitutes a violation of section 316.605(1).” (191 So. 3d at 452)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Two Orlando police officers stopped English after observing that a tag light and attached wires were hanging
down in front of the vehicle's license plate. The obstruction prevented the officers from reading at least one letter
on the plate; the plate became readable only momentarily when the vehicle turned and the wires shifted.
Evidence seized during the stop led to criminal charges, and English moved to suppress that evidence on the
ground that the traffic stop was invalid.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

English was stopped after police observed a hanging tag light and attached wires obstructing his license plate.
The trial court granted his motion to suppress evidence, finding that he had not violated section 316.605(1) and



that the stop therefore lacked a basis. The Fifth District reversed, concluding that the obscured plate violated the
statute. The Florida Supreme Court accepted review, approved the Fifth District's decision, and disapproved the
conflicting decision of the Second District in Harris.
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