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Executive Summary 

The REAL ID Act, passed by the U.S. Congress in 2005, requires changes to state 
standards, procedures and requirements for the issuance of driver licenses (DLs) and 

identification (ID) cards, if they are to be accepted as identity documents by the federal 
government for purposes such as accessing airports and federal facilities, including 
courthouses and military bases. 
 

In May 2017, Governor Tom Wolf signed legislation to allow Pennsylvania to issue REAL ID-
compliant driver licenses and identification cards. To comply with this legislation, the 

Pennsylvania Department of Transportation (PennDOT) needed to update its Driver 
Licensing and Control System (DL&C) to address the new requirements established for 
REAL ID issuance. Due to prior legislation prohibiting the implementation of REAL ID in 

Pennsylvania, the department had less time than many other states to accomplish these 
changes. 
 

The REAL ID standards required a significant number of process and system modifications 

related to the issuance and controls of DL/ID credentials. As required by both federal and 

state legislation, the business and technical teams worked closely together to integrate 

enhanced identity verification checks (real-time) into a mature mainframe-based legacy 

DL&C system.  

Pennsylvania’s business requirements and process modifications for REAL ID were customer 

focused and the systems requirements and specifications were developed with the goal of  

providing a positive customer experience. Residents can choose to obtain a standard 

driver’s license or identification card or opt for versions that are compliant with REAL ID for 

an additional cost. Over a third of current PA driver’s license or identification holders can 

obtain a REAL ID by mail without submitting additional documentation or traveling to a 

government office. PennDOT also opened 12 REAL ID centers in strategic locations across 

the state to provide additional convenience and increase capacity to process and issue 

identifications. Finally, robust awareness and education resources were published to help 

customers understand the purpose of REAL ID and how to obtain it. 

Since implementing the REAL ID Project in March of 2019, Pennsylvania has issued 888,783 

REAL ID credentials by mid-March of 2020. Prior to the COVID-19 office closures, PennDOT 

had ramped up to issuing an average of 5,000 REAL ID credentials daily, putting it on 

course to meet the anticipated demand by Pennsylvanians for REAL IDs in advance of the 

October 1, 2020 deadline previously established by the federal government. 

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the Department of Homeland Security has extended the 

deadline to October 1, 2021. The ability for many customers to obtain a REAL ID without 

going to a service center means PennDOT has been able to continue to fulfill many requests 

while offices are closed by the pandemic.  
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Concept 

The REAL ID Act was enacted in 2005 as a recommendation of the 9/11 Commission to 
establish minimum security standards for state issued driver’s licenses and identification 
cards. Residents in states which have not come into compliance with federal requirements 
or obtained an extension will need to show an alternative form of identification, such as a 
passport, at airports and when accessing federal buildings and military bases.  

 
With the repeal in 2017 of the state’s REAL ID Non-Participation Act, the Pennsylvania 

Department of Transportation faced a compressed timeline, relative to many other states, 
to not only implement the sweeping requirements of the REAL ID Act, but to also educate 
residents about the new form of identification and how to obtain it, as well as meet demand 

for REAL ID credentials in advance of the federal deadline for compliance. With time being 
of the essence, Pennsylvania pursued a customer-oriented approach to REAL ID 

implementation that focused on choice and convenience.  
 
The REAL ID standards require applicants to provide proof of identify, proof of Social 

Security Number, proof of Pennsylvania residency, proof of legal name, proof of date of 

birth and/or gender designation change (if applicable). These physical proof documents are 

required to be scanned and stored for everyone that is issued a REAL ID.  

Pennsylvania had already begun to capture, image and store the required proof documents 

in September 2003 as part of its business processes for issuing driver’s licenses and photo 
identifications. Residents who want a REAL ID and were issued their first PA driver’s license 

or photo ID on or after September 2003 can pre-verify using PennDOT’s Driver and Vehicle 
Services website. After PennDOT confirms the required documents are on file, these pre-

verified customers can order their REAL ID online using PennDOT’s Driver and Vehicle 
Services website and receive it by mail within 15 days.            

Residents who want a REAL ID and were issued their first PA driver’s license or photo ID 

prior to September 2003 are required to provide their physical proof documents at a 

Driver’s License Center to be imaged and verified. These customers also receive their REAL 

ID within 15 days. 

Residents who want to receive their REAL ID immediately can go to a REAL ID center and 

have their proof documents verified, scanned and imaged and receive their REAL ID 

immediately. 

A REAL ID Document Checklist Fact Sheet was created and made publicly available via 

PennDOT’s Driver and Vehicle Services website. This fact sheet clearly identifies acceptable 
documents that can be used as proof of the information required by the REAL ID standards.   

Prior to implementing the REAL ID Project, PennDOT proactively notified all active PA 

driver’s license and photo ID holders about the upcoming capability to obtain a REAL ID. An 

initial mailing was sent in March 2018 to residents that received their initial credential after 

2003 to explain the pre-verification process and how to become pre-verified in advance. A 

second mailing was sent in September 2018 to residents that received their initial 

credential prior to 2003.   
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Television and radio ads were created to notify Pennsylvanian’s about REAL ID and 
additional information was made available at PennDOT’s Driver and Vehicle Services 
website.    

Figure 1: Customer tri-fold brochure about REAL ID. 
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PennDOT integrated the REAL ID standards and verification checks into its existing 

applications. PennDOT’s DL&C application is a 30-year old mainframe-based application 

that was developed using COBOL, IMS and DB2. PennDOT’s public facing Driver and Vehicle 
Services website was developed using Java and interfaces with the mainframe applications 

and databases. Security components for these existing applications are already in place.   

The REAL ID project management strategy followed the standard SDLC (Systems 

Development Life Cycle) using a Waterfall methodology. A REAL ID project charter was 

created and included the project background and description; project goals and objectives; 

project scope, deliverable(s) and approvals; schedule/time tracking; governance; 

constraints; expected benefits and project success criteria. Training documents were 

prepared, and training sessions were provided to the appropriate PennDOT employees prior 

to implementing the REAL ID project.        

The project team included a PGC (Project Governance Committee) and a PEMT (Project 

Execution Management Team). The REAL ID project team was comprised of one project 
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manager, eight technical resources, six business analysts and several part-time business 

area subject matter experts. Existing resources were used to staff the project.  

The project’s success criterion is Pennsylvania’s capability of issuing REAL ID-compliant 

products to every resident who wants them, in accordance with state and federal law and 

while maintaining high levels of customer satisfaction.   

Significance 

Pennsylvania’s DL&C (Driver License and Control) system is a high-volume mission critical 

system that is responsible for the credentialing and control of PA driver’s licenses and photo 

IDs. Pennsylvania has approximately 9.5 million active driver’s license and photo ID 

holders.   

The REAL ID project was meaningful in affording Pennsylvania residents the ability to 

obtain a REAL ID product by following a similar process that is used to obtain a standard 

driver’s license or photo ID.  

Pennsylvania identified 48 variations of DL product types that would be eligible for the REAL 

ID star designation. PennDOT has a long-standing partnership with Idemia, a third party 

service provider, to capture and store the photo images and produce the DL/ID credentials, 

including the new REAL IDs. The REAL ID option will remain as a permanent feature for 

Pennsylvania driver’s licenses and photo ID cards.   

The IT effort required database changes and changes to several hundred application 

program modules, including interfaces with law enforcement. This was a 21-month project 

that required careful coordination with the U.S. Department Homeland Security, American 

Association of Motor Vehicle Administrators (AAMVA) and the Social Security 

Administration.    

The enhanced real-time verification checks include: SPEXS via UNI, which is used to ensure 

only one “For REAL ID Purposes” credential is issued to an individual. SSOLV (Social 

Security On-Line Verification) via UNI is used to verify the SSN presented by the applicant. 

In addition to its 63 Driver’s License Centers, PennDOT opened 12 new additional DL 

facilities know as REAL ID Centers. The construction or retrofitting of these new REAL ID 

Centers followed the U.S. Department of Homeland Security’s strict facility regulations, 

including security requirements associated with the handling and storing of the REAL ID 

card stock and laminate overlay. These new REAL ID centers were strategically located 

throughout Pennsylvania with the focus on customer convenience.   

Impact 

The REAL ID Project has made a significant impact on the people of Pennsylvania by 

offering them several straightforward options to obtain a REAL ID product. By leveraging 

existing proof documents and online services, millions of residents can obtain a REAL ID 

without leaving their home and in as little as 15 days. Robust informational materials and 

additional service locations increased convenience for residents who must provide required 

documentation or who want to obtain their REAL ID immediately.   
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The REAL ID Project enhanced the integrity and security of state-issued driver’s 
licenses/identification cards intended to aid in fighting terrorism and further mitigating the 

risk for fraud. This project aligned with PennDOT’s goal of optimizing services and the 

governor’s goal of improving customer satisfaction with state services. As a result, 

Pennsylvania residents can choose a Real ID product in lieu of existing products. The 

primary benefits of the Real ID include improved/enhanced: 

• Identity verification process relating to the issuance of DL/Photo IDs  

• Airport/ domestic air travel security 

• Security for federal buildings 

• Security on military bases 

Since implementing the REAL ID Project in March of 2019, Pennsylvania has issued 888,783 

REAL ID credentials. Prior to the COVID-19 office closures, PennDOT had ramped up to 

issuing an average of 5,000 REAL ID credentials daily, putting it on course to meet the 

anticipated demand by Pennsylvanians for REAL IDs in advance of the October 1, 2020 

deadline previously established by the federal government. 

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the Department of Homeland Security has extended the 

deadline to October 1, 2021. The ability for many customers to obtain a REAL ID without 

going to a service center means PennDOT has been able to continue to fulfill many requests 

while offices are closed by the pandemic.  

 

      


