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HEADLINE: Election Day Registration Moves Ahead In Montana, Oregon;
Litigation Pending in Connecticut; National Pro-Voter Group
Responds: 'This reform is a crucial step toward increasing
voter participation and making elections fair for all'

BODY:
NEW YORK, June 24 [AScribe Newswire] -- Today Miles Rapoport, President of Demos, a leading national voting rights and election reform organization, issued the following statement in response to increasing momentum on Election Day registration [EDR] in the states:

"Montana’s Governor Brian Schweitzer recently signed into law a bill allowing voters to register and vote on Election Day. And, in Oregon, the State Senate just passed Senate Joint Resolution 10, calling for a statewide constitutional amendment to make Election Day Registration law. If it passes the House, Oregonians will be able to vote on EDR this November." 

"Montana and Oregon recognize that allowing voters to register on Election Day is the right thing to do."

"The Connecticut Legislature took a significant stride toward Election Day Registration, by extending the deadline to register to seven days prior to Election Day. At the same time, a lawsuit challenging this deadline, and calling for implementation of Election Day Registration, will be heard in federal court at the end of this month. If the court finds that the registration deadline is unconstitutional, as the lawsuit alleges, it would be a significant development not only for Connecticut residents who would benefit immediately from EDR, but could also induce additional registration deadline challenges across the country."

"Vermont also made significant strides toward passing an EDR bill, after it approved EDR legislation in the Senate, and then the House Government Operations Committee. Unfortunately, opponents were able to block a floor debate on the bill in the closing hours of the 2005 legislative session."

"The evidence that EDR works is clear. In 2004, in all six states with Election Day Registration - Idaho, Maine, Minnesota, New Hampshire, Wisconsin, and Wyoming - an average of 73.8 percent of all eligible voted, compared with 60.2 percent of eligible voters in states without EDR. That"s a difference of 13.6 percentage points. And four of those six states led the nation in voter turnout."

"Oregon, which currently has a vote-by-mail system, was the only non-EDR state to place in the top five. Yet, under the current system, Oregonians who miss the voter registration deadline are still unable to cast a ballot on Election Day. If passed by the House and approved by Oregonians in November, Oregon"s EDR measure would greatly increase the opportunity for Oregonians to participate in our democratic process."

"It is clear by now that too many eligible voters have no political voice because of arbitrary voter registration cut-off dates and arcane election procedures. All states should have voters" concerns at the center of any debate on election reform, and Election Day Registration should be a top priority for state legislatures in the next session. It is time to reduce barriers to electoral participation if we are going to have a Democracy that works for all."

- - - -

CONTACTS: Miles Rapoport and other Demos Democracy Program staff members are available for interviews and background briefings. For more information, please contact Timothy Rusch at 917-399-0236 or trusch@demos.org.

Demos: A Network for Ideas and Action is a national, nonpartisan public policy organization based in New York. For more information about Election Day Registration and election reform efforts, visit www.demos.org. 
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HEADLINE: GROUP SAYS SAME-DAY REGISTRATION NEEDED;
MORE YOUNG PEOPLE WOULD VOTE IF LAW WAS CHANGED, SURVEY FINDS

BYLINE: JIM MORRILL, STAFF WRITER

BODY:
Supporters of a measure to allow North Carolinians to register and vote on the same day released a survey Thursday suggesting the change would boost the turnout of young voters.

The survey by Democracy North Carolina showed that nearly 70 percent of 18- to 24-year-olds said they would be more likely to vote if they could register on Election Day. Only 2 percent knew they now have to register 25 days before an election. 

"They're intimidated by the process," said Johniqua Williams, a 20-year-old student at Johnson C. Smith University who helped conduct the survey.

Release of the survey came a day after a state House panel approved a bill that would allow North Carolinians to register at so-called early voting sites. Early voting takes place at a limited number of sites before elections. Same-day registration could not be done on Election Day itself.

"Across the country I think we're trying to make it easier for people to vote," said Rep. Becky Carney, a Mecklenburg County Democrat co-sponsoring the bill. "It would help eliminate a lot of the confusion that we've been going through lately."

The bill passed the committee on a party line vote, with Republicans opposed. Critics say the bill could make voting more complicated, cause more work for election officials and raise questions about the integrity of the process.

But Democracy North Carolina said the change could increase turnout, especially among young voters.

They say only 38 percent of North Carolinians ages 18-24 voted last fall. That compares with 56 percent in the half-dozen states with same-day registration. Adam Sotak, one of the survey's coordinators, said there were 310,000 young North Carolinians who didn't vote.

The survey of 529 young North Carolinians suggested more than 210,000 would be more likely to vote with same-day registration.

"People say politicians don't address youth issues," said surveyor Katie White, 20, a senior at Elon University and Matthews resident. "They're not going to address youth issues if youths don't get out to vote."

*

Jim Morrill: (704) 358-5059; jmorrill@charlotteobserver.com.
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HEADLINE: Election-day registration, new technologies in works for 2006
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By MIKE DENNISON Tribune Capitol Bureau

HELENA - It's a while until the next Election Day, but state voting officials already are prepping for some major changes, including the first-ever chance for Montanans to register and vote on the same day.

This week, election officials across Montana get a close-up look at technology enabling "same-day" voter registration and voting, as well as other steps to make voting and vote-counting easier and more efficient.

"I think it's going to allow us, on a number of fronts, to increase accessibility to the voting process," said Secretary of State Brad Johnson, the state's chief election officer. "And we've done it in a way that allows us to protect the integrity of the process." 

The changes on tap include:

* A statewide "voter registration database" that allows people to register to vote on Election Day, beginning in the November 2006 general election.

* Permanent absentee ballots, so voters don't have to reapply every election.

* New machines at polling sites that check ballots for mistakes before they go in the ballot box for counting.

* Electronic audio voting machines for the blind or other disabled citizens, enabling them to vote privately without assistants, who otherwise would see their votes.

The changes stem from the federal Help America Vote Act, passed by Congress in the wake of the Florida vote-counting disaster in the 2000 presidential election.

Montana's 2005 Legislature and other Montana officials added their own touches, leading to a proposed final plan outlined last week by Johnson's office. County election officials are attending training sessions this week and next on the voter database and other new technology.

The biggest change for voters and election officials is the voter-registration database, a statewide, computerized list of who's registered to vote.

Once it's up and running by next January, county election officials can check new registered voters against the statewide list instantly, to see if the voter is registered elsewhere in the state.

If so, the registration will be canceled in the voter's old address and transferred to the new address.

This technology allows people to register to vote as late as Election Day, starting in November 2006. However, voters who register less than 30 days before Election Day will have to register and vote at their county courthouse.

Debbie Mart, election supervisor for Cascade County, said that's because the courthouse will be the only place officials can check against the computerized list, to ensure that the person registering hasn't registered or voted elsewhere.

"If they're going to (register late) and vote in that election, they have to vote here at the courthouse," she said. "They can't do it at the polls, because their names won't be on any registry list (at regular polling sites)."

If voters register 30 days before the election or sooner, their names will be on the list at their regular neighborhood polling site, and they can vote there - just as they can now.

Starting this year, voters also can ask to be on the list for "permanent" absentee ballots. Seventy-five days before the election, election officials will mail a "confirmation card" to everyone on the list. Voters who mail that card back will get their absentee ballot in the mail, Mart said. Voters who don't mail back the card won't get their ballot in the mail.

Polling sites across Montana also will get some new machines by next year.

About 650 electronic audio voting machines - one for each polling site - will allow blind citizens or other disabled citizens to vote privately without assistance. Equipped with headphones, the machines walk the voter through the ballot and then read back to them how they voted. Once the voter confirms that the ballot is correct, the machine spits out a printed ballot that will be counted.

The cost is $3.3 million in federal funds, plus another $2 million to ensure the machines work and are accessible.

The state also plans to help counties buy "precinct counters," which are machines that check completed ballots at the polling site for any mistakes. If a voter "over-voted" by marking more than one candidate in a race, the machine will spit out the ballot and let the voter fill out a new ballot.

However, some counties - like Cascade - won't be buying the counters.

The state is paying for only half the cost, and Mart said Cascade County doesn't have the money to spend on the precinct counters.

The county already spent considerable money on new computers to handle the statewide voter database, she said.

Amanda Kelly, the election administrator in sparsely populated Judith Basin County, also said she has no plans to buy precinct counters. The county has only four precincts and 2,200 registered voters, and counts its ballots manually, she said.

"We have manual ballots, and I don't plan on switching, unless they make me," Kelly said.

Mark Simonich, chief policy adviser to Johnson, said the office won't force the counters on anyone. But the state hopes counties can upgrade their computers and Internet connection to handle the statewide voter database, so same-day registration and voting can occur efficiently.

"It's a real step forward," he said if the same-day registration and voting. "This will hopefully allow people to be more involved, and make the effort (to vote), even if it is a late effort."
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