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I. Introduction

The Committee on Governmental Operations, chaired by Council Member Simcha Felder, will meet today to conduct a hearing to consider three resolutions relating to election reform and modernization. Resolution Number 1251 calls upon the State Legislature to amend the State election law to permit electronic voter registration. Resolution Number 1252 calls upon the New York State Legislature to pass A.4258 and S.5013, which allow for same day registration. Finally, Resolution Number 1698 calls upon the United States Congress and the New York State Legislature to pass legislation to allow some form of early voting, whether traditional early voting or no-excuse absentee balloting, or both.
Those invited to testify at today’s hearing include the sponsors of the pertinent state legislation, New York City Board of Elections, New York State Board of Elections, Citizens Union, Common Cause/NY, League of Women Voters, Brennan Center for Justice, other good government and advocacy groups, and interested members of the public.
II. Understanding Potential Reforms

1. Early Voting
Early voting is the process by which voters can cast their vote prior to Election Day. Early voting can take place remotely, such as by mail, or in person, usually in designated early voting polling stations. The availability and time periods for early voting vary based on jurisdiction and type of election. Generally speaking, the goal of early voting is to increase democratic participation and relieve congestion at polling stations on Election Day, allowing those scheduled to be away from their state or district for work, family-related, or other reasons to cast a ballot. The National Conference of State Legislatures, a bipartisan organization dedicated to serving state lawmakers and their staffs, outlines the usual practices for in-person early voting
Early voting differs from absentee voting in that voters may visit an election official’s office or…other satellite voting locations, and cast a vote in person without offering an excuse for not being able to vote on Election Day.  Satellite voting locations vary by state, and may include other county and state offices, grocery stores, shopping malls, schools, libraries…Early voting generally is conducted on the same voting equipment used in the regular election, as opposed to absentee voting, which is conducted on mail-in paper ballots.  The time period for early voting varies from state to state, but most often it is available during a period of 10-14 days before the election…
  

An alternative approach to early voting is no-excuse absentee balloting. Under such a scheme, any registered voter may vote absentee without having to state a reason for their need or desire to vote via an absentee ballot. Voters in jurisdictions utilizing no-excuse absentee balloting enjoy many of the benefits of more traditional early voting at a reduced cost and with less of a pre-election day administrative burden. 
Though early voting is often lauded for its ability to further enfranchise the electorate, reduce administrative burdens on Election Day, and otherwise increase voter participation, it is also criticized in some quarters. Opponents of early voting contend it encourages preliminary judgments by the electorate in advance of the conclusion of campaigns. For instance, Steve Kornacki of The New York Observer notes, “two different electorates made up their minds after watching two very different campaigns. This is a violation of the democratic spirit, which demands that all voters have access to the same basic information before rendering their judgments.”
 Opponents of early voting also cite an increased pre-election day burden on elections administrators, the possibility of increased voter fraud, and the costs associated with an early voting program. 
2. Electronic Voter Registration


While most states require potential voters to complete and return paper applications in order to register to vote, a few states have moved to allow registrants to complete and submit voter registration forms online. 
For instance, California’s Senate Bill 381, signed into law this September, will provide an online registration system that will require registrants to provide their birth dates, the last four digits of their Social Security numbers, and the numbers from either a valid driver's license or identification card. The Secretary of State may require additional information if it is deemed necessary to establish a registrant's identity. Registrants will be able to complete voter registration online using digitized signatures already on file with the California Department of Motor Vehicles.

Online voter registration, while allowing for a more convenient method of voter registration and, thus, lowering barriers to democratic participation, is also subject to criticism. In particular, some elections administrators and other advocates fear that an online system could compromise the security or integrity of the registration process, putting sensitive information at risk and subjecting the registration system to possible fraud. 
3. Same-day Voter Registration
Same-day registration, sometimes referred to as Election Day registration (“EDR”), allows potential voters to register to vote in a particular election on the same day that election is held. Same-day registration is widely credited with increasing voter turnout and, thus, democratic participation:

Election after election, EDR is highly successful in boosting voter participation…it should be central to any state or federal attempts to reform our voting system. By counteracting arbitrary registration deadlines, allowing voters to cast a ballot when they may have been mistakenly purged from the roles, and enabling more mobile voters to vote regardless of having recently changed addresses, EDR significantly enhances the ability of eligible Americans to register and cast their vote.

Same-day registration first occurred in the 1970s and is consistently championed by organizations such as Demos, Common Cause and League of Women Voters. Several states have some form of same-day registration, including Maine, Minnesota, Montana, New Hampshire, Wisconsin, Wyoming, North Carolina, and Iowa.         

One recent report hypothesized that same-day registration would increase voter registration and turnout, particularly among young voters and traditionally disenfranchised populations. According to the report, with same-day registration, New York could see state turnout rate increase by as much as 8.6 %; a 12.3% increase in voter turnout of 18-25 year olds; an 11% increase in voter turnout of Latinos; and an 8.7% increase of African Americans.
 Additionally, the New York Public Interest Research Group and others believe that fewer provisional ballots would be cast under a scheme involving same-day registration and, thus, fewer votes might be discarded.

Despite the potential benefits of same-day registration, it nonetheless enjoys its share of critics. Some states and advocacy groups resist same-day registration because of potential administrative burdens, increased costs, and possible voter fraud. In particular, it can often be difficult for elections administrators to verify that a potential registrant is eligible to vote in the short time required under a same-day registration scheme. Recent technological developments, however, will likely make verification easier and more secure in the near future. 
III. Resolutions to be Considered

Today, the Committee will consider three resolutions. 

Resolution Number 1251 calls upon the State Legislature to amend the State election law to permit electronic voter registration. The Committee looks forward to hearing testimony regarding the benefits of electronic voter registration and to learning about the possible benefits and drawbacks of such a system, particularly with regard to security. 

Resolution Number 1252 calls upon the New York State Legislature to pass A.4258 and S.5013, which would allow for same-day registration. The Committee looks forward to hearing testimony on the merits of same-day registration as well as the drawbacks inherent under such a scheme. 

Resolution Number 1698 calls upon the United States Congress and the New York State Legislature to pass legislation to allow some form of early voting, whether traditional early voting or no-excuse absentee balloting, or both. The Committee looks forward to hearing testimony regarding early voting and is particularly interested in hearing about potential increases to democratic participation that might be accomplished under such a scheme.

Further, the Committee looks forward to hearing more general testimony on any relevant aspect of early voting, including no-excuse absentee ballots, electronic voter registration, and same-day voter registration. 
� National Conference of State Legislatures, � HYPERLINK "http://www.ncsl.org/programs/legismgt/elect/absentearly.htm" ��http://www.ncsl.org/programs/legismgt/elect/absentearly.htm�. 


� The New York Observer, � HYPERLINK "http://www.observer.com/2008/big-problem-early-voting" ��http://www.observer.com/2008/big-problem-early-voting�.


� Demos, http://www.demos.org/page507.cfm.


� New York Public Interest Research Group, http://www.nypirg.org/edr/facts101205.html.


� Id.
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