Minnesota Journal of Law & Inequality
Inequality Inquiry
Spring 2026

ICE Must Use Front Plates, Cannot Use Out-of-State Plates in Minnesota
By: Patrick Kissel

Minnesota has experienced something few predicted an American state would ever
experience: a federal occupation. Masked agents of Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE)
and other agencies of the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) have roamed the streets of
Minnesota’s cities and towns, abducting residents under the guise of immigration enforcement.
These agents have harassed Minnesotans who sought to observe these agents, obstructed the
delivery of mutual aid, and ultimately murdered two Minnesotans, Renee Good and Alex Pretti,
for partaking in these activities. This list of offenses is only a sample of what the federal
government unleashed on Minnesota over the course of Operation Metro Surge. While Tom
Homan has supposedly brought an end to Operation Metro Surge,' federal agents have continued
their excesses both in Minnesota and around the country.?

One of the features of ICE and DHS activities is their unmarked cars. On the ground, ICE
cars rarely bear markings indicating that federal agents are operating them. License plates are
either missing or obscured, switched from another car, or altered to reflect a different license plate
number than that actually displayed on the plate.> Many lack any front plate, and almost none have
government plates.* One common question, particularly on the ground among Minnesotans
organizing against ICE, is whether these vehicle identification practices comply with the law.
Given the prolificness of DHS vehicles having no, obscured, or altered plates, this post answers
how the law requires ICE and DHS vehicles be marked and identified.

Regulations promulgated by the Federal Property Management Regulations System govern
federal government motor vehicle identification.’ These regulations give a broad meaning to
government motor vehicle, defining them as “any motor vehicle that the Government owns or
leases.”® These regulations require that all government motor vehicles display “For Official Use
Only,” “U.S. Government,” and identification readily identifying the agency that owns the
vehicle.” Additionally, government motor vehicles must use U.S. Government license plates,® and
be registered with Federal Government Motor Vehicle Registration System.’

The regulations do exempt some vehicles from these standard identification rules in two
ways. First, the head of an agency or a designee may give a limited exception for three days to
three years upon showing that identifying the vehicle would “endanger the security of the vehicle
occupants or otherwise compromise the agency mission.”!? Alternatively, vehicles “used primarily
for investigative, law enforcement, intelligence, or security” have an unlimited, automatic
exception.!! But vehicles exempted from standard identification rules are not exempted from all



licensing requirements; those exempted must be registered and inspected in accordance with the
laws of the state in which it regularly operates,'? and “display the regular license plates of the State
... where the motor vehicle is principally operated.”!?

ICE and DHS are in clear violation of these rules. The agency either does not identify their
vehicles as U.S. Government vehicles or frequently lack proper registration and license plates, as
required under Minnesota law which the regulations explicitly require ICE’s vehicles comply
with.!* Minnesota’s laws include displaying both a front and back license plate.!> Minnesota law
also requires license plates be kept “legible and unobstructed and free from grease, dust, or other
blurring material so that the lettering is plainly visible at all times.” !¢ Additionally, “[i]t is unlawful
to cover any assigned letters and numbers or the name of the State of origin of a license plate with
any material whatever, including any clear or colorless material that affects the plate's visibility or
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reflectivity.”'’ That ICE regularly lacks front plates, or obscures and covers license plates to

minimize visibility is clearly and publicly documented.

Also noteworthy is the above-outlined regulations are new, part of a Trump administration
overhaul of regulations which took effect in December 2025.'® These rules which ICE and DHS
have so flagrantly violated are the administration’s own.

One potential hiccup for regulating ICE vehicle identification, however, is that, especially
during Operation Metro Surge in Minnesota, ICE has rented many of their vehicles rather than
purchase them, primarily from Enterprise.!® Taking a short visit to the Whipple Federal Building
quickly reveals to an observer the number of ICE-operated vehicles operating therefrom with out-
of-State plates, likely indicating rentals. The regulations do not provide special rules for leased
vehicles. However, the definition of a government motor vehicle explicitly includes leased vehicles
together with vehicles the government outright owns.?’ Therefore, they must either have the
aforementioned identifying markings and a U.S. Government plate, or be registered in and “display
the regular license plates of the State ... where the motor vehicle is principally operated.”! That
State is Minnesota for those operating as part of Operation Metro Surge, and all the rules outlined
in the previous paragraph apply to rental vehicles operated by ICE and DS the same as to those
owned by them.

ICE’s flagrant violation of the vehicle identification regulations has recently been included
in the State of Illinois’ complaint against DHS seeking declaratory and injunctive relief relating to
ICE operations in that State.?? The complaint included specific examples of ICE lacking,
obscuring, or altering their license plates.? It also makes explicit note of Illinois” own requirement
that vehicles registered in the State display both front and back plates.?* Yet, despite a month
having passed since Illinois filed this complaint, DHS has continued to ignore these regulations in
Minnesota.

Minnesota law enforcement must fulfill their role of protecting Minnesotans from lawless
actors, which at its most fundamental level requires enforcing the State’s licensing laws. To do
otherwise jeopardizes the ability of Minnesotans harmed by ICE to attain justice in the future by



making it more difficult to track and identify offending agents. Through the omission of
enforcement, Minnesota law enforcement makes it more difficult for communities to identify ICE
and act accordingly. Fundamentally, State actors, by failing to enforce even basic vehicle
registration and identification requirements, contributes to the undermining of the rule of law.
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