Universal Voter Registration

Ensuring Full and Accurate Voter Rolls Through 100% Voter Registration

FairVote State Legislative Action Proposal

Problem: Both voter turnout and voter registration percentages are unsatisfactorily low in the United States. As of 2004, only 72% of the population was registered to vote, according to experts’ best estimates based on U.S. Census surveys. While there have been several efforts to raise this number, none encompass the entire population. As a result, voter rolls are spotty and error-ridden, with voters appearing multiple times on rolls in different counties and states and far too many not at all. This situation with our incomplete and inaccurate voter rolls both enhances the chances of election administration problems occurring (such as long lines and improperly processed voter registration forms provided shortly before the election) and for the possibility of fraud to emerge. It also means that unregistered adults do not receive voter guides or other information that would have helped them prepare to vote and know where to vote.

Solution: The international norm, universal voter registration would be the most direct means to establish full and accurate voter rolls, simultaneously creating new access to voting for nearly a third of eligible voters while also enabling election officials to run more efficient, effective elections. State governments have the power to implement compulsory voter registration laws to achieve universal voter registration in a manner similar to state laws that require all car-owners to have auto insurance and all residents to obtain health insurance policies. To survive a first amendment challenge, legislation requiring voter registration should incorporate an opt-out provision for those who object to registration for political, religious, or other reasons. Nevertheless, compelling voter registration in a constitutional and otherwise legal fashion could be accomplished by requiring all residents to take some form of action on voter registration —they would either have to register to vote or explicitly decline. In return, the state ideally would make opportunities for secure voter registration very easy and accessible.

Under FairVote’s proposal, citizens would be required to assume the responsibility to register and would thereafter be responsible for providing proof of registration – twinned with policies making access to secure registration easy.  Registered voters would be responsible for keeping their registration updated, although state policies could allow the state to assume that burden.

Legislative Proposal: A sample bill to require citizens either to register to vote or give them the opportunity to opt-out is on the reverse. Under such a policy, citizens that neglect to register or neglect to opt-out would receive notice of their failure to comply with the law and if ignored, would be either fined or face other punitive measures permissible under state law. This policy ideally would be twinned with policies making access to secure registration easier than today. 

 Draft Universal Voter Registration Statute

An Act Establishing Universal Voter Registration With an Opt-Out Provision (Note: optional, state-sensitive sections are indicated in brackets and by use of italics):

SHORT TITLE. Universal State Act for Voter Registration “USA Voter Registration” 

FINDINGS. Whereas, voter registration remains stagnant in the State/Commonwealth of _________ this Act resolves to increase the percentage of registered voters. Because voter registration is directly correlated with voter turnout, this Act seeks to improve our democratic process through increased participation. 

Whereas, voter fraud due to duplications and omissions in voter rolls remain a problem, this Act seeks to create accurate and complete voter rolls to ensure maximum, fair participation in the voting process. 

Whereas, elections are run more efficiently when provisional ballots are kept to a minimum, when voters have information about what is their correct polling place and when election officials have more time to plan for actual levels of voter participation, this Act assists running good elections with shorter wait times.

[OPTIONAL, BASED ON LOCAL CONSIDERATIONS: Lastly, whereas minorities and low-income individuals are traditionally disenfranchised and disinclined to participate in the political process, this Act seeks to increase participation from individuals who are traditionally absent from the voting process. (INSERT LOCAL FINDINGS HERE)] 

PURPOSE. The State/Commonwealth of __________ shall require all resident citizens who will be eligible to register to vote in the next general election to register to vote in accordance with existing election laws as provided herein. Any resident who by law may not register to vote or who does not wish to register to vote must affirmatively decline to register to vote as provided herein. [To assist citizens in registering and maintaining accurate rolls, the State will take steps to make it easier for citizens to have access to registrations and to avoid duplicate registrations.] 

SECTION 1 – INITIAL REGISTRATION. All domiciliaries of the State/Commonwealth of __________ shall register to vote or affirmatively decline to register to vote on or before the first Tuesday in January of the first federal election year in which they are eligible to vote following the November 2006 elections. 

[SECTION 2 – CHANGE OF ADDRESS. Upon changing residency within the State/Commonwealth of __________, residents shall submit a change of address form to the Board of Elections (INSERT COUNTY OR STATE BOARD LANGUAGE HERE) or re-register to vote or affirmatively decline to register to vote on or before the first Tuesday in January of the next federal election year in which they are eligible to vote following the November 2006 elections. The State/Commonwealth shall likewise take affirmative steps toward maintaining an interoperability of databases so as to keep persons on registered voter rolls.]

[SECTION 3 - PENALTIES. Any resident who neglects to register to vote or to opt-out of registration and has received notice of the law herein requiring that they register shall be eligible for a fine not to exceed $200.00 which will be waived upon proof of compliance with the requirements of this Act. Additionally, any resident who has neither registered nor opted out of registration is ineligible for state-sponsored benefits or employment. Any fines collected pursuant to this Act shall be used for purposes of voter registration and education activities to be administered by the chief election administrator of the state/commonwealth of ________.] 

SECTION 4 – ESTABLISHMENT OF PROCEDURES. The chief election officer of the State/Commonwealth of ________ shall promulgate such rules and procedures as necessary to carry forward the goals of this Act, including but not limited to creation of a form designed to test the eligibility of each domiciliary to register to vote under applicable local, state, and federal law. See SAMPLE A in appendix. 

SECTION 5 – SEVERABILITY. Invalidity or unenforceability of one or more portions of this Act shall not affect any other portion of this Act.
FairVote

6930 Carroll Avenue, Suite 610, Takoma Park, MD 20912

www.fairvote.org      info@fairvote.org     (301) 270-4616


