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AN AGENDA FOR AMERICA’S VOTERS: ELECTION REFORM IN THE 110TH CONGRESS

Our Constitution promises every eligible American an equal opportunity to participate in the political process.  Unfortunately, defects in election administration and systems undermine that promise by disenfranchising countless eligible Americans every election cycle.  These defects can be remedied, and the promise of democracy restored, by implementing real reforms to ensure that all eligible Americans have a fair and equal opportunity to vote and to have their votes counted.  This document presents a comprehensive reform agenda to achieve that goal.

This agenda is the product of years of research and experience by the civil rights, voting rights, civic participation, and progressive advocacy community.  Our collective experience, research and efforts to protect voters have created the most complete record of the problems voters face as they attempt to register, vote and have that vote counted.  The following recommendations are designed to address those problems, to promote the integrity of elections, and to ensure that our electoral process serves all American citizens.

The undersigned organizations support this overall agenda for reform.  Nonetheless, individual organizations may not have taken a position on every one of the proposals below; each organization should be consulted individually about its position on particular subjects.  We offer this document as a comprehensive vision of how to honor America’s voters.

i.
voter registration
Congress should expand the avenues for voter registration, encourage increased voter turnout, and make it easier for citizens to determine their voter registration status.

· Same Day Registration.

Congress should pass legislation that allows every eligible American to register and vote on Election Day and on any other day on which ballots may be cast.  This legislation must provide adequate resources to state and local election administrators to implement an effective same day registration system.  It should also ensure that only eligible voters can take advantage of the same day registration system.

· Encourage registration by newly eligible citizens.
Congress should require that voter registration be made available at high school graduations, college freshmen orientations, naturalization ceremonies, and when Americans become eligible to vote after they have lost their eligibility for a period of time.  Voter registration cards should also be mailed to citizens when they become newly eligible, including on their 18th birthdays.  Congress should also require that the United States Postal Service include voter registration forms among the materials it distributes to Americans who change their mailing addresses.

· Oversight.
Congress should increase its oversight of the enforcement of the NVRA’s requirements that departments of motor vehicles and social service agencies, including those that serve individuals with disabilities, provide registration opportunities for their clients.

· Improve civic education.
Congress should encourage through pilot programs improvements in high school civic education, promoting innovative ways to teach students about the voting process and having students work as poll workers.

· Encourage innovations in voter registration process.
Congress should encourage innovations that will make it easier for voters to verify and change their voter registration information, including through the development of secure and accessible public access portals to voter registration information.  Congress should promote research and standards to improve the security and privacy of electronic voter registration lists and encourage more research into on-line voter registration.

Congress should decrease the burdens on voters from inefficient or faulty voter registration procedures by removing technical and other barriers to voter registration.

· Clarify voter registration forms.
Voter registration forms should be improved so citizens are not disenfranchised by technicalities or unclear instructions.  Congress should clarify the confusing language in HAVA concerning information required on voter registration forms, including age and citizenship check boxes and identifying numbers; the current language provides incomplete and ambiguous instructions and requires redundant information.  Voter registration forms should also be tested for usability to ensure that all voters can understand what information is required.

· Fair registration processing.
Congress should clarify that under HAVA states may not reject a voter registration application solely because information on that application does not match a record in an existing government database; otherwise, flawed match processes could disenfranchise up to 20% of registrants.  Congress also should make clear that voters who provide all of the information required to determine voter eligibility should be registered regardless if there are other omissions or minor errors on the registration form.  Finally, voters who do not provide sufficient information to be registered should be provided with notice of the defect and an opportunity to provide correct registration information.  Forms submitted before the voter registration deadline should be deemed timely submitted even if the correction is made or the missing information is provided after the voter registration deadline but before the election.

· Fair list maintenance.
Congress should require states to establish uniform, non-discriminatory, and transparent, rules for removing voters’ records from their registration lists.  No state should be permitted to refuse to register a voter or to premise a purge based solely on one undeliverable mailing.  Nor should they be permitted to engage in any purge within 90 days of a federal election.  Voters should be provided at least 30 days notice before their names are removed from the registration list and an opportunity to contest the purge.  States should be required to retain registration records that have been purged from the list and to develop procedures for reinstating records that have been incorrectly purged.

· Prevent unnecessary burdens on voter registration and voter registration drives.

States should be prohibited from imposing additional requirements on voter registration beyond those provided in the NVRA and HAVA.  Congress should also prevent unnecessary burdens on voter registration drives, which expand participation in the political process.

ii.
voting systems
Congress should enact protections to address security, reliability, accessibility, and usability problems with electronic voting systems and to increase confidence in our electoral system.

· Secure and accessible audit records and mandatory audits.
Congress should mandate voter verified audit records for all electronic voting systems.  The audit records must be truly independent of the software used in the voting systems, such as paper records, and they must be accessible to people with disabilities and language minority voters.  Further, Congress should require a transparent audit of these voter verified records after every federal election.

· Ballot procedures.
Congress should require all polling places with electronic voting machines to have available emergency ballots.  Congress should also require states to implement good practices concerning ballot chain of custody.

· Usability testing.
Congress should require that all new voting systems and ballot designs be tested for usability to ensure that voters can use them and that their intended choices are effectively and correctly recorded.  

· Transparent and trustworthy technology guidelines.
Congress should ban radio frequency wireless components in all voting systems.  Congress should address the problem many states experience in gaining access to the firmware or software on their own voting machines by ending the exclusive private control that many vendors have over the code on machines owned by local jurisdictions.  To the extent possible, Congress should encourage voting systems that are ready to run elections with election methods currently used in elections in the United States, including cumulative voting and ranked choice systems.

iii.
prevent disenfranchisement on or near election day
Congress should enact measures to prevent voter disenfranchisement on or near Election Day, including by those seeking to thwart attempts by eligible voters to go to the polls.

· Prohibit voter intimidation and deceptive practices.

Congress should pass legislation that will provide voters with adequate recourse for conduct aimed at preventing them from voting through intimidating or deceptive practices.  Any such legislation should preserve the fundamental First Amendment freedom of speech, particularly in the political arena.  In addition, the legislation should provide a remedial structure that provides members of affected communities with immediate, correct information from a reliable and trusted source.

· Resist restrictive ID and proof of citizenship requirements.

Congress should resist any attempt to make proof of citizenship or photo ID a pre-condition of voting.  Congress should similarly resist efforts to require voters to present a durable voter registration card, since a substantial number of Americans in states that currently produce such cards do not receive their cards in the mail or lose them before the election.  Because states cannot and will not comply with its mandates, Congress should also repeal the onerous requirements of the REAL ID Act of 2005.  Congress should also enact protections to guard against voter disenfranchisement as a result of restrictive state-imposed voter ID or proof of citizenship requirements and the improper implementation of any such requirements.

· Ensure fair and effective provisional balloting.
Congress should require states to add eligible voters who voted by provisional ballot to their voter registration lists.  All states should be required to publish uniform and transparent standards for determining when a provisional ballot will count, well in advance of an election.  States should not refuse to count a provisional ballot cast by an eligible voter in the wrong precinct or polling place, for all the races for which that voter was eligible to vote.

iv.
election administration
Congress should ensure that our systems of election administration have adequate resources and serve the voters.

· Prevent conflicts of interest.

Congress should adopt legislation to prevent conflicts of interest in election administration by prohibiting chief state election officials from actively campaigning for a political candidate or serving as an official on a candidate’s campaign.

· Require predictable election rules.
Congress should prohibit last-minute changes in the rules that govern elections.  Instead, states should be required to publicly post election laws and regulations 90 days before an election and should be prevented from changing the rules after that date, except in response to court rulings.

· Encourage equitable allocation of election resources.
Congress should require each state to submit a written plan indicating how it intends to adequately ensure, to the extent possible, equitable wait times for all polling places within each jurisdiction and that no voter has to wait more than one hour.  Congress should also provide the necessary framework and resources so the Election Assistance Commission can develop recommendations on the most effective formulas for states and local election officials to follow in making election resource allocation decisions.

· Improve poll worker recruitment and training.
Congress should provide funding incentives to state and local jurisdictions to provide poll workers with the resources they need to do their job effectively.  Congress should also provide incentives for states to develop adequate poll worker training protocols as well as incentives for states to make training more frequent, more comprehensive, and more tailored to the experiences of those citizens who serve as poll workers.  Congress should also require states to develop uniform statewide training manuals that cover those parts of the election process that can be standardized statewide.  Congress should explore pilot programs to encourage public employees to serve as poll workers.

· Enhance information collection and voter education.
Congress should expand the information states must provide in timely and comprehensive reports about their elections.  Congress should fully fund HAVA to ensure that states have the resources to conduct effective voter outreach and education.  Congress should encourage states to ensure that each jurisdiction sends each registered voter a sample ballot configured for the upcoming election, along with voting instructions, within a reasonable period of time before an election.

· Encourage electoral innovation.
Congress should encourage innovation by providing the resources and direction for the EAC to study vote by mail, universal absentee voting, permanent absentee voting, early voting, vote centers and internet voting.  The research should explore how and if these methods can increase turnout of eligible voters, how they may affect voters from varied demographic and geographic communities, the potential for misconduct and suggested solutions to those problems and the expected cost to the states of implementing the new programs.

v.
expand the franchise
Congress should ensure that all Americans living in our communities have full voting rights.

· Restore the right to vote to people with past felony convictions.
Congress should pass legislation that would restore the right to vote in federal elections to people as soon as they are released from prison.  In addition, no state should be permitted to condition the franchise on the payment of any legal financial obligations, including fees, fines, costs, or restitution.  Congress should also require the Census Bureau to initiate a research and testing program, including as part of the 2010 census, to evaluate the feasibility and cost of assigning incarcerated and institutionalized individuals with a legitimate preferred or permanent address to that address rather than to the address of the locations where they are in person.

· Fairness for D.C. residents.
Congress should pass legislation to ensure that American citizens living in the District of Columbia have voting representation in Congress.

The following organizations have endorsed this agenda as of February 15, 2007:

Anti-Defamation League

Asian American Justice Center

Asian American Legal Defense and Education Fund (AALDEF)

Association of Community Organizations for Reform Now (ACORN)

Brennan Center for Justice at NYU School of Law

Common Cause

Demos

FairVote

Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under Law (LCCRUL)

MassVote

Miami-Dade Election Reform Coalition

NAACP

National Congress of American Indians

National Council of Jewish Women

National Disability Rights Network (NDRN)

National Education Association

People for the American Way (PFAW)

Project Vote

Rock the Vote

Service Employees International Union (SEIU)

The Arc of the United States

United Cerebral Palsy

U.S. Public Interest Research Group (U.S. PIRG)

United States Student Association (USSA)

VerifiedVoting.org

� Demos does not endorse Section II of this agenda.  For Demos’s position on voting systems, see www.demos.org. 
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