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Summary

Take the cover off. Tinted, smoked, colored, and even crystal-clear licence plate covers
can make your plate unreadable to police, toll systems, and traffic cameras, and that alone
can get you fined in many jurisdictions.

Retailers sell these products legally, which makes people assume they're legal to use.
They often aren't. Ontario's transport ministry says it does not endorse clear or tinted
covers and that using them may put drivers in breach of the Highway Traffic Act.

The law rarely bans “covers” by name. Instead, it requires the plate to be plainly visible
and free of obstruction at all times. A clear cover that glares under headlights, yellows
with age, or fogs up meets that test today and fails it tomorrow.

Why even clear covers fail

A plate is an engineered optical surface, and any layer on top of it changes how it reflects
light. "Clear to your eye in daylight" is not the test that matters.

Problem What happens Applies to

Glare Headlights and camera flashes bounce off the  Clear and tinted
plastic, washing out characters. Ontario fines
covers that obstruct the plate by reflecting
headlights (SooToday /| MTO)

Infrared Plate readers typically use an infrared camera  Tinted, smoked,
blocking and light source mounted above the road, "stealth”
hitting the plate at steep angles (U.S. Patent
9,519,087). Plates are designed for that light; a
cover is not
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Problem What happens

Angle Some clear covers read fine head-on but
distortion become illegible from the side or above.

Applies to

Arizona banned covers that obscure the plate
from any angle for this reason (Phoenix New

Times)

Aging Plastic yellows, scratches, cracks, and fogs

with condensation. A legal cover becomes an

illegal one

Dirt trap Grime and road salt collect behind and on the

cover

Clear "anti-camera"
covers

All covers

All covers

OPP officers in Ontario say glare and shading from covers make it hard for cruiser-
mounted plate readers to identify vehicles, and some drivers they stopped admitted
buying covers to avoid detection (Cottage Life).

The law around the world

Tinted covers are illegal or effectively illegal everywhere checked below. Clear covers
range from banned outright to tolerated under strict conditions, and no jurisdiction

checked treats them as risk-free.

Jurisdiction Tinted / smoked

Germany Banned

Pennsylvania, US Banned by name

Maryland, US Banned; selling
coversis also
prohibited

California, US Banned

Crystal clear

Banned: covers of glass, film,
or similar are an offence
(bussgeldkatalog.org)

Banned if the plate is
"covered” in any manner (75
Pa. C.S. §1332)

Plates must be free of
foreign materials (MD HB
310)

Banned even when clear, per
legal summaries (FindLaw)

Penalty

€65

Fine

Fine

Fine
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https://cottagelife.com/general/ontarios-provincial-police-are-cracking-down-on-missing-damaged-and-obscured-licence-plates/
https://phoenixnewtimes.com/news/new-arizona-law-bans-obscuring-license-plate-covers-designed-to-beat-photo-radar-9202576
https://phoenixnewtimes.com/news/new-arizona-law-bans-obscuring-license-plate-covers-designed-to-beat-photo-radar-9202576
https://www.bussgeldkatalog.org/autokennzeichen/
https://www.casemine.com/act/us/6436621108ba52586c824ba2
https://www.casemine.com/act/us/6436621108ba52586c824ba2
https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/2011rs/bills/hb/hb0310f.pdf
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https://www.findlaw.com/?p=36470
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Jurisdiction

Florida, US

Arizona, US

Ontario, Canada

New Brunswick,

Canada

United Kingdom

New South
Wales, Australia

Tinted / smoked

Banned

Banned

lllegal per OPP

Risky

lllegal in effect

Banned

Crystal clear

Plate must be legible from
100 ft; new law from 1 Oct
2026 covers devices that
interfere with recording the
plate (CBS12)

Banned if it obscures the
plate from any angle
(Phoenix New Times)

lllegal if it reflects headlights
or blocks cameras
(SooToday / MTO)

Plates must be clearly
legible (NB Driver's
Handbook)

Plates must be reflective
and readable; anything
making them hard to read is
an offence (County Press /
DVLA)

Allowed only if clean, clear,
untinted, flat, and not
interfering with
enforcement cameras
(Mondaq)

Penalty

Fine

Fine; can justify a
stop

$110 per Waterloo
police (WRPS)

Fine under the
Motor Vehicle Act

Up to £1,000 and an
MOT fail

$562 and 3 demerit
points (Criminal
Defence Lawyers
Australia)

Even where clear covers are tolerated, the conditions (clean, flat, non-reflective, camera-
readable) are ones aging plastic eventually fails. Laws change often; check your local

motor vehicle authority before driving.

Real consequences

The fine is the smallest cost. A cover gives police a lawful reason to pull you over, and the

stop that follows can lead anywhere.

» Enforcement is active: Waterloo Regional Police laid 404 obstructed-plate charges in
2024 alone (WRPS).
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https://wrps.ca/node/7118
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https://www.criminaldefencelawyers.com.au/blog/what-are-the-penalties-on-hiding-number-plates-in-nsw/
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Targeted crackdowns: Ottawa-area OPP ran a dedicated week-long campaign against

obscured plates (Cottage Life).

Stacked tickets: A Halton driver using a remote-controlled plate shield received two

$110 tickets, with possible further charges for toll evasion (CTV News).

Points on your licence: In NSW, an obscured plate costs 3 demerit points along with

the fine.

Inspections: In the UK, an unreadable plate is an automatic MOT fail.

Safety for you: Police say an unreadable plate makes it harder to identify and recover

your car if it's stolen (WRPS).

Safety for others: Witnesses to a hit-and-run or abduction need to read plates quickly.

Every obscured plate weakens that public safety net.

What to do instead

Your plate is built to survive weather without help. Here's how to protect it legally.

Remove any cover today, tinted or clear, including dealer-installed ones.

Clean the plate with mild soap and water; skip abrasives that strip the reflective
coating.

Clear off snow, salt, and mud before driving.

Replace peeling or faded plates. Ontario replaces defective plates free within five
years (Cottage Life).

If you want a frame, choose a slim one that leaves every character, the jurisdiction
name, and any sticker fully visible.

Use tamper-resistant screws if you're worried about plate or sticker theft.

Never use sprays, films, or "anti-camera” products. Those are the most heavily
penalized.

Check your local motor vehicle authority's rules before you drive across borders.

Sources

SooToday: Ontario MTO on plate covers

Waterloo Regional Police: licence plate campaign

Cottage Life: OPP plate crackdown

CTV News: Halton plate-concealing device
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* New Brunswick Driver's Handbook, Part 2
e 75Pa.C.S. §1332 (Pennsylvania)

e Maryland HB 310 (2011)

e FindLaw: plate frames and covers

o CBS12: Florida plate law, Oct 2026

e Phoenix New Times: Arizona cover ban

e County Press: DVLA number plate rules

¢ Mondaqg: NSW number plate rules

¢ Criminal Defence Lawyers Australia: NSW penalties

» Bullgeldkatalog.org: German plate fines
e U.S. Patent 9,519,087: ALPR and retroreflective plates

This PSA is general information, not legal advice. Rules vary by jurisdiction and change
over time.
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