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HEADLINE: Time to support same-day voter registration

BODY:
Iowa should adopt same-day voter registration. The procedural change, part of significant election reforms proposed last week by Secretary of State Chet Culver, would prove beneficial.

Same-day voter registration most obviously increases voter turnout. It offers the appeal of one-stop voting rather than the current two-step process. Indeed, same-day voter registration marks the only state-level reform to increase voter turnout in the 2000 presidential election, according to an analysis by the Committee for the Study of the American Electorate, a non-partisan research group. Six states that permit same-day registration, including neighboring Minnesota and Wisconsin, saw average turnout increase by 5.1 percent from 1996 to 2000. The reason isn't so much convenience but the late surge in interest as Election Day approaches. This holds true even in those same-day registration states that candidates never visited, such as Maine, New Hampshire, Wyoming and Idaho. The analysis further found that same-day registration increased voter turnout far more significantly than did early voting, no-excuse absentee balloting and all-mail voting. 

Now, voter registration in Iowa ends 11 days before the election, primarily to prevent fraud. But modern technology is available to keep people from registering in a number of precincts so multiple votes can be cast. We no longer need the delay in updating the registration rolls for which the 11-day cutoff existed; with federal funding awarded to Iowa earlier this year, such technology will be available to all of the state's 99 counties. In any case, Minnesota and Wisconsin have held same-day voter registration for more than 30 years, without any more fraud than occurs in other states and long before any electronics were introduced to the process. Interestingly, North Dakota does not require registration at all, abandoning it more than a half-century ago.

Some same-day registration opponents aren't worried so much about fraud as they are about political party raiding. Many fret that during primaries their political party will lose control of its slate of candidates. The simple solutions to this concern are eliminating political affiliations for local offices and to allow voters to only cast ballots for the candidates from the party they've registered in. Of course, many residents of counties where one political party dominates, Johnson County is notable among them, already register for one party only to forget that affiliation in non-primary elections; it's the only way for members of the minority party to have a say in who'll be sheriff or a county board supervisor. Considering this, same-day registration won't dramatically affect either party's control of voters.

Earlier this month the 1.5 million Iowan voters who cast ballots set a turnout record. But there are still a number of state residents who don't participate. Same-day voter registration could help bring them into the fold.

The issue:

Secretary of State Chet Culver proposes same-day voter registration for Iowa.

We suggest

Lawmakers should adopt same-day voter registration during the winter session.

What do you think?

Should Iowa go with same-day registration?

Send comments via e-mail to opinion@ press-citizen.com. No faxes, please.
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HEADLINE: Turnout;
Election-day registration works

BODY:
Permit a postscript to last week's reports that Minnesota led the nation once again in voter turnout in 2004: Election-day voter registration works.

It might be self-gratifying for Minnesotans to brag that their consistent position atop election turnout tallies reflects their elevated civic virtue and sense of duty. But those boasts should be tempered by an awareness that election laws around the country are not the same. 

Minnesota is one of only six states that allow voters to register at the polls on election day. Most other states shut off registration 30 days before the election. Of the six same-day registration states, four - Minnesota, Wisconsin, Maine and New Hampshire - posted voter turnout exceeding 70 percent in 2004, well ahead of the national average of 63.8 percent. Only four other states passed the 70 percent threshhold, including North Dakota, which does not require any registration, and Oregon, where votes are cast entirely by mail.

Election-day registration has been permitted in Minnesota for more than 30 years. It's a well-exercised option: Last Nov. 2, there were 581,904 ballots, 20.6 percent of the total, cast by voters who had produced the requisite proof of residency and registered moments before. The practice has produced no discernible surge in fraudulent voting, and has spared this state problems others have experienced with inaccurate lists.

Another increasingly popular voting option is absentee or early voting, which was actively promoted by political parties last year. The 231,711 absentee ballots cast in Minnesota in 2004 was triple the number filed four years earlier.

State law makes absentee ballots available to anyone "who reasonably expects to be unable to go to the polling place on election day" for a wide range of reasons. Absentee ballots on demand would become possible under a worthy bill that has been sponsored in the last several sessions by Sen. John Marty, DFL-Roseville. It deserves to become law before 2006.

Meanwhile, in Congress, Minnesota Rep. Martin Sabo has introduced legislation that would make election-day registration the national norm. If Congress is serious about increasing voter turnout, it need only look to election-day registration in Minnesota to see how it's done.
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Deb Markowitz is frustrated. Voter turnout is higher in Minnesota and Maine on Election Day. That shouldn't happen, argues Vermont's secretary of state.

Those two states provide an incentive to get out the vote that Vermont has refused to offer: allowing residents to register on Election Day. Markowitz and others who want to improve voter turnout make a strong case for lawmakers to approve that change. 

The Vermont Legislature ought to pass a same-day voter registration bill that is not onerous to town clerks, particularly in small towns, yet enables every Vermonter access to the polls on Election Day. Gov. Jim Douglas should support such a change.

Vermont requires newly arrived residents to register in their towns at least eight days prior to an election. That means some people who want to vote in elections can be denied because of that stipulation. No legitimate voter should be turned away at the polls.

Sen. James Condos, D-Chittenden, chairs that chamber's Government Operations Committee, and said he is committed to crafting a bill that would improve voter access while also being user-friendly for town clerks. "We are all concerned about maximizing the number of voters with an election that has integrity," he said. That is the appropriate goal.

Interestingly, this issue has divided Democrats and Republicans. Vermont GOP Chairman James Barnett has voiced concern about increasing voter fraud through same-day registration. He worries that without the eight-day window to allow for fraud checks, out-of-state college students will be able to vote twice -- once in Vermont and via absentee ballot in their home states.

That seems like a stretch, particularly in Vermont. It's hard enough to coax students to the polls once on Election Day, much less twice. And campaigns would be foolish to try to break election laws to manipulate the vote because discovery of that felony would surely cost that candidate the election and possibly a jail term.

Finally, in this small state it is especially difficult to perpetrate a fraud, especially in the smaller communities where town clerks and poll workers often know their neighbors. And under the new bill, new voters seeking same-day registration would be required to produce identification -- a further safeguard against fraud -- and warned that their registration will be double-checked by the state after the election.

Some town clerks have voiced concerns about the increase in workload on Election Day, and their ability to guard against abuses. Markowitz has an answer for those worries. She said clerks would only have to note the names of new voters, and the Secretary of State's Office would verify the accuracy after the election is completed.

In addition, she notes that same-day registration would solve the glitches that develop every election because of the motor-voter law. One problem results when people's post office boxes are located in neighboring towns, which can result in their being registered to vote in the wrong community.

Burlington officials have said they welcome same-day registration.

It is important that town clerks have confidence in any registation changes because they are the front-line in enforcing a valid election. That means Markowitz, Condos and other supporters have a public education campaign to wage before the changes would take effect.
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BODY:
As regular readers of this column know, few things in the world of politics and government leave me groping for answers. But I will admit, in the interest of candor, I find it incomprehensible that any American can still be undecided at this late stage of the presidential campaign.

I keep coming back to the same explanation. Either the undecideds are lying, don't think it's anyone's business who they're voting for or want their 15 seconds of TV face time. 

By the same token, I can't understand how any Connecticut resident who hasn't been living under a highway bridge for the past four years would not have registered to vote by now. Is it possible that they're so wrapped up in the Yankees-Red Sox rivalry that they're oblivious to the impending election? Nah. I'm a sports fan. I don't buy it.

Still, we know from experience that 30,000 state residents voted in 2000 using a special presidential ballot because they had forgotten or failed to register. This year, the 30,000 figure could be higher, as evidenced by swelling voter rolls nationwide.

Connecticut's dual system -- which permits Election Day voting for president but cuts off registration 14 days before the election for every other office -- is one of the reasons a coalition of government-reform groups filed a first-of-its-kind lawsuit here. They claim the 14-day barrier to voting is unconstitutional.

The coalition wants a federal judge to strike down the deadline as a violation of equal protection and due process rights, forcing the legislature to adopt uniform Election Day registration. A bill that would have done just that was adopted by lawmakers in 2003 but vetoed by then-Gov. John G. Rowland, who alleged it would open the floodgates to voter fraud.

Ironically, although Connecticut is being sued, its law is among the most liberal in the nation. Depending on where they live, many Americans who watched the presidential debate Wednesday night and were inspired to register would have discovered they were out of luck. The deadline had passed in 37 states.

Here in Connecticut, the last day to register is Tuesday; six states allow Election Day enrollment and one, North Dakota, has a laissez-faire attitude. Walk right up and cast your ballot.

Teresa Younger, executive director of the Connecticut Civil Liberties Union, one of the plaintiffs in the suit, experienced that freedom firsthand while growing up in North Dakota. "People just showed up and voted," she said. "There was no fraud. It was never an issue."

Of course, out there on the prairie the voting precincts could be hundreds of miles apart, making it difficult for mischief-makers to engage in serial voting. Connecticut critics of Election Day registration say they fear pranksters could drive from town to town, casting votes until their fingers tired from pulling the levers.

The plaintiffs say that argument is a red herring. Connecticut now has a statewide voter database so that a person's identity can be checked instantly and duplicate registrations spotted. After years of fits and starts, the computerized system is up and running in all 169 communities.

Although the statewide list constitutes progress, in the view of former Secretary of the State Miles Rapoport, it's about 20 years late. As a freshman legislator, Rapoport introduced a bill in 1985 calling for Election Day registration. As a compromise, the waiting period was shortened from 29 days to 14 days, where it's stood since.

Rapoport says this year's unusually high level of interest in the election underscores the urgency to remove impediments to voting. "It's clear that millions of people by Nov. 2 will want to cast a vote but will be unable to only because of arbitrary state laws that set pre-election registration deadlines," said Rapoport, president of Demos, a New York-based advocacy center dealing with democracy issues.

Although I can't imagine why anyone would wait until the eleventh hour, apparently ours is a nation of procrastinators. The six states that allow Election Day registration have participation rates, on average, 10 percent to 12 percent higher than the others.

In the end, I'm persuaded that trying to figure out why citizens don't register in a timely fashion isn't as important as giving them unfettered access to the ballot box.

Says Andy Sauer of Common Cause: "Everyone looks at registration as some sort of citizenship graduation. Voting is not a ceremony or rite of passage, it's a right. Period."
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TODAY is the voter registration deadline in Massachusetts. If you are a U.S. citizen, over 18, and not currently incarcerated, you are eligible to vote. If you're not registered -- or if you've recently moved -- please stop reading, run to your town hall, register to vote, and then return to this page. [Or submit a mail-in registration form with today's postmark.] Don't worry -- I'll wait for you.

CUT TO: Me, in my kitchen, making a sandwich while you register to vote. 

Welcome back! Unfortunately, those who miss today's deadline can't vote on Nov. 2. That's because compared to countries where registration is universal and automatic, in the U.S. the burden to register remains on individual citizens. Despite improvements like "Motor Voter" and mail-in registration, more than 25 percent of us aren't registered. Clearly, hurdles still exist.

For instance, registration deadlines can be up to 30 days prior to an election, a relic of the time when limited in-person registration, poll taxes, property requirements and literacy tests were used to prevent African-Americans, the poor, immigrants, and others from voting.

Today's problem is also logistical: Every year, 15 percent of Americans -- more than 40 million people -- move to a new address. Not only does this mean that nearly one of six Americans must re-register each year, it also suggests that many of our friends and neighbors are secretly on the run from the law. But that's a subject for a future column.

-

Another problem with registration deadlines well in advance of Election Day was underscored by a 2000 study by Harvard's Vanishing Voter Project. It found, predictably, that many Americans don't focus on our absurdly long political campaigns until a few weeks before an election. That's why states with deadlines closer to Election Day usually have higher turnout.

It doesn't have to be this way. Six states -- Maine, New Hampshire, Wisconsin, Minnesota, Wyoming and Idaho -- allow voters to register on Election Day, right at the polls. The result? Substantially higher participation. In 2000, turnout in Minnesota was 69 percent; in Maine, it was 67 percent. Overall, states with Election Day Registration [EDR] enjoy turnout that is 12 percentage points higher than the national average of around 50 percent -- without fraud, administrative problems, or notably higher election costs.

The value of EDR cannot be overstated: A 2001 congressional report found that voters in at least 25 states were turned away from the polls in 2000 because their registration information had been "illegally purged from the rolls or not added in a timely manner." A CalTech/ MIT study estimated that three million votes were lost or not cast in 2000 because of voter list errors.

In states with EDR, that's not a problem: Voters can register on the spot by providing whatever documentation their state requires. And that builds confidence in the process.

Here in Massachusetts, EDR is long overdue. Despite heroic efforts by elections officials, our system needs work. For example, our mail-in registration form warns voters, with cheerful imprecision, "If you do not hear from your local elections officials in 2 or 3 weeks, please call them!" That sentence -- printed in large, bold type -- does not instill confidence [understatement heavy]. With EDR, no qualified voter would be turned away from the polls if their information wasn't added to voter lists before Election Day.

A vital democracy requires both broad participation and votes that have meaning in competitive elections. That's why we need enhancements like nonpartisan redistricting, Electoral College reform, instant runoff voting, and public financing of campaigns. In the meantime, EDR is a change we can make today to increase turnout and ensure more voices are heard at the ballot box -- and therefore reflected in government policies. Which sounds vaguely similar to something we like to call, "representative democracy."
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