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I. INTRODUCTION

On Tuesday, December 18, 2007, the Committees on Civil Rights and Governmental Operations will conduct an oversight hearing on the function and duties of the Voter Assistance Commission (“Commission”) and their efforts to increase voter registration across New York City’s diverse communities.  


Those invited to testify include the Commission, good government and advocacy groups and the public.

II.
BACKGROUND


a. Federal, State and Local Election Reforms
From poll taxes and literacy tests to vouchers for “good character,” the history of the United States is peppered with examples of institutionalized attempts at disenfranchising racial and ethnic minorities.
 In 1964, however, following on the heels of Supreme Court decisions that declared racially motivated malapportioning of political districts unconstitutional, President Lyndon B. Johnson passed the Voting Rights Act, which prohibited denying someone the right to vote on the basis of his or her race or skin color.
 Congress has since extended this bill on four occasions, most recently in 2006.
 In 1984, Congress also enacted the Voting Accessibility for the Elderly and Handicapped Act, which required that each State or political subdivision provide a “reasonable number” of accessible registration facilities,
 and that all States make available “registration and voting aids’ for Federal elections, such as large-print instructions, and provide public notice of the availability of these aids and the procedures for voting by absentee ballot.”
 In 1993, the federal government further strengthened the electoral process by enacting the National Voter Registration Act (“NVRA”), which sought to increase registration by mandating the provision of voter registration forms in each state’s Department of Motor Vehicles, as well as in all public assistance offices.
 More recently, in 2002, the Federal government passed the Help America Vote Act (“HAVA”), which computerized voter registration lists, improved disabled access to the polls, allowed voters to check ballots and correct errors, and included an identification requirement for first-time voters.

New York has also taken several legislative steps to improve the fluidity of the electoral process on the state and local level and to buttress electoral reforms enacted at the federal level. To support the NVRA, for example, New York State Election Law Section 5-211 outlines the state and city agencies that are designated as participating agency assisted voter registration agencies. The City of New York has also enacted legislation aimed at improving electoral participation, including the Young Adult Voter Registration Act of 2004 which mandated the distribution of voter registration cards with diplomas to graduating high school seniors on the day of their graduation,
 and the Pro-Voter Law of 2000, which provided support to the NVRA by requiring designated NYC agencies and community boards to distribute voter registration forms to individuals seeking public services and listing agencies that must comply with the law.

b. Low Voter Turnout in New York State

Despite numerous legislative attempts to increase voter registration and facilitate access to the polls, the State continues to suffer from one of the lower turnout rates in the country. Less than two-thirds of eligible voters in New York over the age of 18 are registered to vote, and 53.1 percent of registered voters participated in the 2004 Presidential elections, compared with 58.3 percent nationwide.
 The numbers were even more dramatic in the African American, Latino and Asian communities, where voter turnout in New York State hovered around 44, 31 and 26 percent respectively for each of these groups.
 Equally troubling are the low registration rates among these groups in 2004, with 51, 38 and 31 percent of each respective community registered to vote.

III.
THE VOTER ASSISTANCE COMMISSION 


The Commission was created to advise all appropriate officials on matters relating to voter registration and voter participation in New York City.
  The Commission consists of sixteen members, which includes the First Deputy Mayor, the Director of the Office of Management and Budget, the President of the Board of Education, the Public Advocate, the Executive Director of the Board of Elections, Corporation Counsel and the Chair of the Campaign Finance Board.
  The remaining nine members, three appointed by the Mayor and six appointed by the Council broadly represent:  “(1) groups that are underrepresented among those who vote or among those who are registered to vote, (2) community, voter registration, civil rights, and disabled groups, and (3) the business community.”
  Each of these members serves for a three‑year term without compensation.
  
With the advice and assistance of the Coordinator of Voter Assistance (“Coordinator”)
, the Commission is responsible for:  (1) monitoring the performance of the voter assistance program created in Chapter 46 of the New York City Charter; (2) making appropriate recommendations to the Mayor, Council, Borough Presidents and the Board of Elections to encourage and facilitate voter registration and voter participation by all residents of New York City who are eligible to vote; (3) working with public and private entities to facilitate voter registration and voting; (4) reviewing and commenting on the Coordinator’s mandated annual report and forwarding such report to the Mayor, Council, Borough Presidents and all other appropriate public officials and private entities; and (5) holding public hearings, at least once annually, between general elections and December 21st, regarding voter registration and participation in New York City.
  


Pursuant to section 1055 of the Charter, the Commission shall appoint, upon nomination of the Mayor, a Coordinator.
  The Coordinator is responsible for, among other things, encouraging and facilitating voter registration by all eligible residents of the City; identifying groups or categories of residents who are underrepresented among registered voters and recommending strategies to increase their rate of registration; and coordinating the activities of all City agencies in general and specialized efforts to increase registration and voting.
  In addition, the Coordinator must annually submit a report to VAC detailing the status of voter registration and participation in the City.


a. The Commission’s Budget


Until 2005, the Commission’s budget was under the purview of the Mayoralty.  However, beginning in 2006, responsibility for the agency’s budget was transferred to the Department of Citywide Administrative Services.  The Commission's Fiscal 2008 Adopted and Current Modified Budget totals $172,398.  $152,398 of this allocation is for Personal Services (“PS”) costs.  The Other Than Personal Service (“OTPS”) budget for the Commission is $20,000.  The Commission has an authorized headcount for Fiscal 2008 of 3 positions.  


b. The Commission’s Voter Registration Efforts

In September of 2006, the Commission began its first-ever “Voter Awareness Month” (“VAM”).
  In partnership with the New York Times and the City University of New York (“CUNY”), during VAM, the Commission conducted voter registration and voter education events in all five boroughs with the purpose of increasing awareness of the electoral process and encouraging voters to engage in the civic process.
  


During 2007, VAM took place during the month of October.
  This year, the Commission partnered with CUNY again and also with the New York Daily News to conduct voter registration and education events.
 It conducted events on CUNY campuses in all five boroughs, at various City agencies and with various advocacy and community organizations.
  

IV.
ISSUES AND CONCERNS


Despite numerous legislative attempts to increase voter activity, participation in the electoral process in New York is substantially lower than the national average. In order to have a truly representative government, it is imperative that the Commission does everything in its power to ensure that eligible New Yorkers are registered and well informed about upcoming elections. Today, we look forward to hearing what steps the Commission is taking to increase registration and voter turnout, especially in preparation for the 2008 presidential elections, and specifically how it plans to mobilize communities of color to become more active in the electoral process. 
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