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Voter registration

Task Force on the Federal Eleztion System
John Mark Hansen
July 2001

Surenary of conclusions

1

2

Registration to vote is widespread but far from usiversal. T 1996, seveaty-one percent of voting
age citizens were regisierad 10 vole,

Vottr resistraton 13 the mechaniam of balangs between mvo types of omors: the inclition in the
tlectorate of prople who arg not eligible to wole snd e Sxelusion from the slectorae of people
who are. The trend since casctment of voler registratiom has beca to scale back restrictions on
access, Even so, the registration lavs in the United States are among the most demanding in the
democratic woeld,

Voies registration laws depross voler trnoul by Taising the cost of the exeredse of the franchizse.
The National Voler Regisiration Act has mitigated many of the most restrictive voler registmtion
practices. 'The most significant restriction that remains iz the lengthy closing period, although it
ton hie been capped, o 30 days,

The primary sufferex= of votor registration am mipranis and b less sducated. Sndeen poroont of
the population changes residence each year, md the rpisttants mpong them must reregister at
new addresses, leymg.ﬂ:pom,mdmmmmﬁkdymngwmdlwlﬂwlytu
register. The less educated are loss Ykely 4o be modivated 10 repisier and Jess ikely to have the
skills u manage it, giving risc 1o sizable difforences in voter registration by education.

The National Vovir Registiution Act has complicated voter list mansgement. In response, states
have taken adminisirative steps to deter regisiration by non-citizens, to overcome the problems
causcd by delegation of voter regisiration responsibilitics ko driver*s Gcense bureans, government
service agencies, and third-party registrars, and to elimingie duplicate and lapsed registrations.
The measmes inchide the incorporation of separate check-offs for citizenship on voler regisiration
appicaticns, the adoption of statewide vober tegistration systems, aod the use of mmeric
ideruifiers for voler registrabon, .

Regigmration as a voizr is the first siep toward the exercise of the franchisc, in every statc

except North Dakota, Participation m that first stop is broad, but far from wiiversal, In Novetnber
1996, 71.0 parredt of Amesican citizens of voting age reported that they wene cutrently registered to
vole. Of rogiswanty, 82.3 peroent reporied that they had voted in the: 1996 presidential eleotions !
Togrther with voter tumont, rates of roported voter regisiration bave fallen steadily snce 1968,

T Survey selfyeports of voler Tepistration exhibit the sme sawtooth patiern sz voler Turnout; igher in
presideniial election years and Jovwer in midsern clection ysata, In 1998, 67.1 parcont of the voting ape citizen
population reporicd repistration, Sbay-ight percont of the registrants reporied voling,
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Meryland 48 8.6
m@@ 1.0 4.5
ew York 13.2 196
CXAS . 103 113

ah 4.5 5.9
Vermont 1.6 1.0
Vg EX 68

Source: Offices of the Secretary of Staie, indivicheal states; U, § Cetrsus
Borsm, “Profils of the foreign-bhom population in the United
Siztes, 1997, Cunresst Population Report Special Stadies, Serics
P23-195; 1996 Cunent Population Survey Voter Supplement

Ihedehgamofmms&mmapmhhuuhmuhaﬂunmmmhﬁm
& rcre active concemn among ciection adeministrakors. They cite a0 arvary of problems. Motor vehicle
buresus and publis; service agencics fail to forwand applications in time 7 them 1o be cntersd anto
the public tegistry." Thisd party registrars—political parties, sdvocacy groups, and sitizens' gronps
that conduct registration drives —detay to send applications of fafi to send thern st all, sometimes
inadvertently snd sometimes deliberately. Agencies mnd third-party repgiswars take applications that
are incomplets ar inadmissible: applications with postal box addresscs mther than sirest sddresses,
applications that are unsigned. Finally, election officials cite public confition. People acrive at the
poils convinced that they are registered to vote by virtue of having cbiained a driver’s licensc.,

mmmnfmmgmwﬂomawmmcmd!nmxdm mglmlﬂ.
- L, .m whlch‘ , i'___\ l],ﬂkﬁdhrm

Finally, election pificialy contend that NVRA has created new problems of voter list
maintenance. NVRA aet new and stricter standards for purging veter wgistration rolls, 1t allowed
TopisnaTs to TeTOVE rogisTats from the wofls {subject 10 particular safepuards) onty st sheir own
request, becaupe of triminal coovictions, death, or mental incapacity, or becinse of 3 change of
address. It prohibifed rogistran from delefing rogistrations on the sols basis of extendsd non-
participation in ghootions or on the besis of relocation within jurisdiction. It tequired registrars to
retain rogistrants who did not vole and did not respond ko matled inguirics on the Bst, bt as
Yinachive™ registrants, Ior a period of two peneral electione,

Beooause of these stricter list mamtenanee peovisions, NVRA by ali accounts has caused vater
registratioa rolls lo swell. The official nomber of registrants, sctive and inactive, exceads the voting
age popustion of mencrons countits and two states, Alxsk and Maine.'* To be sre, rogistralion
rollg have naver beem lean: mnnjmmumspwgd&mmmﬁeqnmﬂymmmphﬂy

'? The most recent FEC report io Congress on the implementation of NVRA noled that the incidenes of such
ﬁnbltms bad increased three-fold fints the Commission”s kst wavey,
After a recent porge, registration in Maing is now below 100 paycent of voling age population.
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than they could.’® But where informed estimates placed lapsed registrations ot 15 percetulufhtal
registrations before NVRA, they now place Japsed mgistrations at 25 percant of the tosal. '

The list maiotnance provisions of NYRA have given a substantial boost to effoets w0 troate
stitewide voter regisration lists, which have doobled in mimber since 1993, Statzwide lists pernut
¢lection officials bettar to chminate duplicate registrations, in that 76.5 peroei of residential
relocationg occor within the same state They also ensble better intcgration of voler lists with ¢ther
govemmientsl dstabases, snch as motor vehicle registrations, vital reconds, and corrections reconds,

According to officils who YOUET pepisirati }nwevar the current
mpedimen mﬂﬁmh -J_._L‘; gl ;'n of 3 uniqoe omeric idenhber for cach remst
T ress [ q £3] LM SHINE ROk "r 1L_LII|\r-|II SONTCCH 1ICA] I‘&)
= . i Loy'Tns m A i x--—.‘ :'I-: ATMGE, £ “L il
mgﬂmwmhmwmmmwmwmmﬁ
mkempmu&m&mﬂymﬂnhusmamdbumm) Whlcsﬁl jext to mistakes in data
g mumeric identifizrs v ity rech rnbe bl
Then abvhunmnm-:ldﬂmﬁnr the $ocial Secrity pumber (SSM), iz probibited from
mwmmvnu:rre by ths Privacy Act of 1974 g1ght states thal cumrently requite Social
el [gimbe fm‘ iy "_Lt Lo ROOTRED mfm‘mm [te DASSaNES Qf&ﬂ L Fﬂﬂaﬂdﬂmd

Mmhlmhﬂghﬂﬂ&mﬂh@mw Sx:d:mstnm,mNew England, the
Uppchldwest,nndtherﬁcNonhwst,domtusbmmcﬂmuﬁm Of the rest, 16 request
fall 35Ns, three request the last four digits, and five roquest driver’s Keanse or statc I nurbers.
AI&mghlxgcmbmofmg:smuom-ﬂywr&nm:m;nﬁtfmmﬁmuﬁmgmmher provision
of the mforaation is not universal, '

Previous propozals to allow broader uso of Socil Scoarity nonbers for parposes of
identification have met strong oppogition. On fhe prownds of an ststrast right to privacy, civil
fibertarians have resisted toraing the: Social Security mumber into & national identity mumber, Muny
citizens would be unessy about broader md myore public use of a number that is already linked io
financial =and credit records.

13 Acoording to Blection Data Scrvicos, 218 counties reporied reglsirations in gxcess of j00 paroant of cotmty
wopuistion in 1992, Two humdced minelzen yeported the same in 1996, Federel Election Commission,
“Inplementing the Nationsl Voter Registation Act,” March 1 998: 515,
" The problem of gves-subscribed Hists 58 nol peealiar W voler isgistation  Thity simies currently have more
drivers licknsey on izmuc than they have population over Lhe age of 16. The largest ovemge is Wyoming's,
‘where licenaed drivers are 158 percent of population.
1 1y This list includes five of the si¥ siates with Election Dy registration. Tho axeeption is Jdaho.

" Moreover, most states have only receqtly bogum to request numevio ideotifiers, and they Iack them for nearky
everyhody wha registered prior to the request,
12
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tNevada allows use of a driver’s Ficense number or stats-ismed voter ID monber as an

altermnative,

Source: Federal Ekection Commission, National Voter Mail-In Registration Instroctions.
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Statewide Voter Registration Systems

“Task Fome on the Federal Election Systam
John Mak Hansen

Faly 2001

Surunary of conclusions

L, ‘Twenty staies currenily have statewide voler registration sysiems fn place it of process, and all
but cleven states now have some form of periodic centralized statewide voter list

2. fmproved computing and data networking capabilities hive mads statewide registration systems
possiblc, bist the most Foportant inypeiss 1o the adoption of statewide systems was the National
Voter Repistration Act (NVRA), NVRA mads voizr registration available through driver’s
license bureaus and other governinent offices, and starss have turned to centralized voder lists 1o
achieve better coordination betwecn local Tegistrars and stats and Iocal governmental serviee
agencics. NVRA also st stricter standards for voter Hst management, and states have found
centralized registration lists to help in tist maintenance, for instands, in identifying duplicats
registrations and in facilitating re-rogistrations by people who have moved within st

3. Statewide voter registration systems sequire standardization of data formats and computing
platforms, which has been a chalicnge io achicve in large statos and in stajes with radically
decentralived volar mgigtration rosponsibilitics. Michigan is the largest and most complex: state
ye to iraplement A statewids voter registration sysieon.

Historically, voler registration has heen administerod, sxcept in Alaska and Oklshoma,
alinost euchuively on the local level, by city, town, md township segistrars in mach of New England
and the Great Lakes and by county repistrars almost sverywhere else. Recenily, as computerization
has opened new possibilitias and voter list manapement has become more difficult, states have begun
to coofdinate voter registration tronigh centralized voter liss.

South Cerolina was the first to iezie 8 compuizrizeg siatewide regishration list, a compilation
of Yocal registrics, in 1968, Kenhucky followed st in 1973, consolidating local voter icgisiration
records in 2n active stetewide datobsse. Lovisiana piloted a centralized bist in 1983 and extended it
statewide in 1987

By now, eleven states and the: District of Columbis have aiready implemenied statewide
registration systems that cover all their jurisdictions. Seven more stakes are mridstrezm in
implcmentation, and thres mote stdes are on the verge of adoption, The 20 statcs with full statzwide
sysierus in place or in process are able 1o give local election officials acsess to camplets statewide
registration lists, oficn but not aleeays in real tme,  Altogother, these 20 stakes and the District
socount for 392 percent of the voting age citizen population of the Umiked Siates.

Most of the rest of the stalcx are moving toward betier cocrdmnation of local voler regisinies,
Fouricen states (with 178 pereent of the voting age population) have or plan minimal systems to
collect local veter lists and to check then for doplictts regisimations. In between @e cleven states that
have coordinated systcans with partial covernge of eloction jurisdicions, Altogether, 80.8 percent of
the advlt citizen population frves in one of the 32 statcs and the District with at least udimentary
statewide capacity for administration of voter negistration,
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Many factors have promoted the development of statewide voter registration systems.
Computerization of records and faster communications technologies made effestive stalzwide
nym:simnginnbleinﬂn1980&,mdlhcpimingsgrmiannu|dcy9:ﬂ[mﬁﬁmawkudm
the mode! of one-way local access w0 mainframe databases, Witk mnovations in n
computing and databass management software, the oianframe sysems ware soon considered
obsolete. Kenmcky in fact overhauled its sysiem in 1995, in response 1o the National Voier
Registration Act, The niew sysicms are superiof in their capacity for interactivity, Michigan's
Quatified Vioter Eile {QVF), for instance, works on a model of two-wiry loca) secess ko ctatralized
servers in Lansing via the Intemet. New infoomation is commumicated from local QVF offices 1o
Lansing and updated data are communicated back in Jess than an her,

The passage of the National Voter Registration Act (NVRA) in 1993 provided 2 major
inmetus for the adoption of statswide registration systems.” First, NVRA required stales to allow
itz rogistration through driver’s license bureans and social service agencies. Statewids egistration
srciems VTG 2n MIApA Hon Mmﬁc |l-.'-:1 mﬁmmab LLES mm
regIsira e wmmt}w " -.i. pat Wl !:I. VRA. I the Michigan sy=ien
-ﬁ piiple, voler Tepisiration recol s and motor -u » recoqds ane by in “:4_[53 fichigan

ICEnseE rc!. 1] er!ﬂlmwm TV 8 Bdress CI}M
one record sutpmatically cause changes to the other.

Second, NVRA set new and stricter standards for voter list maintenance. [t allowed registans
@ remove citizena from the rolls (subject to particolar safegnards) only 4t thar own request, becansc
of crimina] cotrvictions, death, or mental incapacity, or becanse of 4 change of address. In the new
managemynt covirgnment, stalcwide regisiration sysicms had sitractive list mainttaance capabilities.
They limmed voter registration rolls by allowing identification of existing duphicate registrabions.
They improved processing of in-state changes of address by pairmg the: incorporation of new voler
regisiration reconds with deletion of the ofd rocords, 10 integrated sesessfully with motor vehicle
registars, statewide systema also improved detection of clanges of address to out of state, triggercd by
driver's license cancellations. With its new systam, Michigan claims o have chminated 600,000
duplicats and ineligible registrations. Integration with corrections records and vital records, which so
fir bas proven difficult, may tring sfill greater efficiencies in list managemest

An examination of the stales that have yet to attempt statcwide systoms provides insight jnto
the diffiodties. Clearly, ons challengs 1o the development of sistowide registration is sheer size, To
date, the larpest st to itnplement 8 statcwids system is Michigan, with about 6.8 million citizens of
voling ags, the nation™s ¢ighth lagpest electarate. 1f Flocida goes forwand with its plans, @t will
become the largest statc i yndertake the task, with an electorate of 9.8 million, the fourth lacgest.
Prominest among the states that have not yet adapted even a partial system of statswide registration
are New Yook, Pennsylvania, [linois, and New Jersey, tha thind, fifth, sith, end ninth nmost pepalons
jurisdictions. In addition, the symens m Califosnia (larpsst) and Texas (second) ans not very for
advanced. Tems's system has ondy 109 of iz 256 eounties oit line, and California’s does not yet
inchyle Loz Anpeles County,

For ihe Jarpest staies, the challenge is just the absotute size of the task. For statewide sysiems
to work, local reconds nwast be conyarted to comoon foemat and made 1 work o Stonmon platfomos.
The admimstrative obstacles of datzbase conversion md system converson sre iomidable, And, a5
Maryland has discovered, expetionzed verndors with tirikey syst=ms in hand are in short supply.

¥ Interestingly, South Carolina™s first n-the-nation system was & rozponss ta Lhe 1965 Voling Rights Act, which
put pressitte on the state to instre uniform and seruprlous administralion of voter regisiretion
2
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A second cbvicus challenge {o the implensentation of statewide voter registration systemy is
the rumber and divessity of the local voter registration offices that mvst be ooordinated. Also
prominent smong statcs that have not yot adopled even a partial siatewide sysiem are Mainc, New
Hampshire, Vemicid, and Wiscongin, all stajes in which eleetions ate adminizcesd by city, town, and
township govemments rather than county governments, Stsiewide gysterns in radically decentralized
states requite recoogiliation of many, vastly different local voter regigiration practices.

In both respects, both in size and complexity, Michigan represents an attractive mode],
Michigen ig & lmge ste with a large city, Detroit, Michigan is alsp the szie with the larpest mumber
of puisdictions that mumage federal elections, 273 city and 1242 township governsients. The
Miclugan QVF was accomplished st n considerable sxpease (which was spread oat, in pat, over 3

. muchnesdad overhaul of ite motor vehicle system). The State provided both hadware and softwure,
at Seate expense, to 33 connty clexks and ta 236 clerks of citics and kyemships over 5000 population.
Ninety-four smaller jurisdictions opted 10 purchase the infrastructre at their own expense. As 4
resull,sacmmhcsnnﬂ353hwuhasatﬂbwnﬁups,mthabmﬂ80pmmloﬂmwcmm
ehectorate, havo direct, reabime access 1o the Qualifind Votor File. Tho rarvaindng 115} citics and
townships share aceees throtgh county QVF gites. Nowe that the start-up costs am paid, Michigan
belicves that focal goverminents realizx considarable cost savings in vober list mapapement.  The most
recent FRC ropart on the implemenintion of NVRA. finds that many ofher states bave found their
ittvestments i statewide compmterized voter rogisiration lists worthwhile,

As webnology develops, statewide repistration systems hold even greater promise. First,
statewikle voler registration systcms moight facilitate eratewide provigonsl balloting  Afier Elcction
Day, elestion officials coutd quicldy venify registration in olber counties ad accept voles oast for
common offices, Second, datewido voter registration systams with realtiroe aceess on Election Day
might make same-day registration possible even in states with histozies of “carly and ofien™ voting.
By enttying Election Day regisinitions directly caio registration databases, electton administratars
could provent ihe same person from voting at roultipl= sites? Finally, statrwide registration systems
conpled with slectronic voling sysiems mipht meke it possible for volers to cast their ballots net only
at their home precingts tnf ab any precinet i the state. Az of 1990, 17.7 percent of employed persons
worked outside their county of residence, and 30.5 percent lived nuore than 30 mimutss away from
thelr workplace. The mambers of cominntrrs and the distance of commutas continue to nse. it
were echnologically possible to verify rogistration and call up the comect ballot auywhere in the
stats, citizens conld vote wear wosk, noar school, o near errmuls and not only near home,  Staigwide
mglmhmsymﬂims,msgbtmaImnpomfbhmmukspuhmpmmmdmmm
convenient for legitimate voters withont adding to (he risk of election fraud,

? Virginia already treats thr smlire 2tale nx » single jutisdition for egistralion purposes, so thal in-state migrants
nced oot re-register in order lo vote.

3
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