16-Year Old Voter Pre-Registration Age

Enhancing Opportunities for Youth Civic Participation

FairVote State Legislative Action Proposal

Problem: Across the nation, state laws regarding voter registration for young people vary greatly, leading to large inconsistencies in both youth voter registration and youth participation between states. While research indicates that the voting behavior of youths during the first three elections in which they are eligible to vote is critical to developing a pattern of civic engagement, opportunities to capture first-time registrants during their interactions with government entities is limited – indeed, barely half of eligible voters under 25 are registered despite nearly all of them having recent interactions with the government where registration would have been easy.

Schools and state motor vehicle administrations (DMV’s) are particularly sensible place to engage in voter registration and education about voting mechanics. The first time many future voters interact with DMV’s is when they are issued their first driver’s license. However, many youths receive licenses well before their eighteenth birthday, meaning that the “motor voter” law easily can fail to capture potential registrants in states where the voter registration application age is set too high. Additionally, school-based registration programs are active in many states and counties, but are rarely systematic and are hampered by arbitrarily high voter registration application ages, which means that students who drop out of school cannot be added to the voter rolls through school-based registration programs.

Solution: By lowering the application age to register to vote to 16 (and perhaps even lower, as Puerto Rico allows voter registration starting at 14), states can enable policies that allow for systematic registration of young people soon to be eligible to vote at DMV’s and in schools– and that could be modified for people becoming citizens and having voting rights restored after completing sentences for felony convictions. While these voter registration policies would not affect the voting age of 18, it would allow for more complete and more accurate voter rolls by systematically placing youths on voter rolls on a preliminary basis, pending activation upon reaching age 18. Additional benefits include preventing a crush of registration applications in the weeks immediately preceding an election and ensuring these young people receive any publicly-produced voter guides. Hawaii currently allows for voter registration applications starting at age 16, and legislation to this effect passed both chambers of the Rhode Island legislature in 2006.

Legislative Proposal: See the reverse for sample legislation to lower the voter registration application age to 16. FairVote is crafting policies designed to ensure young people participate in short, one-hour classes on introducing people to the mechanics of voting in their community and explaining how to be a pollworker. Contact FairVote’s Right to Vote Initiative at rtv@fairvote.org or call (301) 270-4616.
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S T A T E  O F  R H O D E  I S L A N D

IN GENERAL ASSEMBLY

JANUARY SESSION, A.D. 2006
____________

A N  A C T

RELATING TO ELECTIONS -- REGISTRATION OF VOTERS

Introduced By: Representatives Pacheco, Rice, T Brien, Diaz, and Ajello

Date Introduced: April 25, 2006

Referred To: House Judiciary

It is enacted by the General Assembly as follows:

SECTION 1. Chapter 17-9.1 of the General Laws entitled "Registration of Voters" is hereby amended by adding thereto the following section: 

17-9.1-33. Age. – 

(a) Every person who has reached the age of eighteen (18) years or who is seventeen (17) years of age and will be eighteen (18) years of age by the date of the next election, and is otherwise qualified to register may do so for that election. 

(b) A person who is otherwise qualified to register and is at least sixteen (16) years of age but will not be eighteen (18) years of age by the date of the next election may preregister upon satisfactory proof of age and shall be automatically registered upon reaching age eighteen (18). 

SECTION 2. This act shall take effect upon passage. 
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This bill passed both houses of the Rhode Island legislature by large majorities in June 2006.
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