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Although making fewer headlines during this election cycle than in the past,3 Florida 
has a rocky record on voting rights and election integrity. Florida disenfranchises 
inmates, parolees, probationers, and people with felony convictions.4 Moreover, its 
rights restoration process is notoriously difficult to navigate.5 More than 7 percent of 
adults in Florida have been disenfranchised—a total of 1.3 million people, including 
23 percent of all African Americans.6 As of 2010, Florida had the highest rate of disen-
franchisement of any state.7 

Desmond Meade, who was formerly incarcerated following a felony conviction and 
leads efforts in Florida to restore voting rights to those with criminal convictions, was 
denied the right to cast a vote for his wife, Sheena Meade, when she ran for office this 
year. “In 2008, it hurt not to be able to be a part of a historic election, but I have even 
more pain now because I can’t even vote for my own wife,” Meade said. “It’s un-Ameri-
can and totally unfair. I should have that right.”8 

The danger of changes to voting procedures making it more difficult to vote is greater 
than ever following Shelby County v. Holder, the Supreme Court’s June 2013 decision 
eliminating the Voting Rights Act’s preclearance provision, which required states with 
a history of creating barriers to voting for people of color, such as Florida, to seek U.S. 
Department of Justice approval for changes to voting procedures. In 2013 and 2014, 
several major cities and counties closed or relocated polling sites that served areas with 
significant black or Latino populations to less accessible areas.9

While Florida’s voter turnout rate remains higher than the national average, overall turnout 
dropped slightly in Florida from 2008 to 2012, with 60.8 percent of all eligible voters casting 
a ballot in 2012 as compared with 63.9 percent in 2008. In addition, black turnout declined 
from 59.6 percent to 56.7 percent.10 However, Latino turnout held steady: 61.6 percent of 
eligible Latino voters turned out in 2008 and 61.7 percent cast a ballot in 2012.11 

Record-breaking early and in-person voting in March 2016 suggests that Florida has made 
critical improvements since 2012,12 but problems during the 2016 primaries serve as a 
sharp reminder of the many challenges that remain in the form of polling site dysfunction, 
long wait times, and seriously outdated voting machines, among other issues.* 

The integrity of elections in the United 
States demands that every eligible Ameri-
can is able to cast a ballot and trust that it 
will be counted. Americans have the right 
to choose their representatives and take 
part in electoral decision-making. But across 
the country, thousands of voters have not 
had their voices heard—either because of 
targeted voter suppression laws or poor 
election administration decisions.1 While the 
vast majority of Americans will vote without 
encountering difficulties, in recent election 
cycles, voters have faced preventable prob-
lems and unnecessary hurdles. Failures at 
the polls may deny individuals their right to 
participate in the democratic process. 

This series of issue briefs assesses potential 
problems for voters in states that have expe-
rienced issues with election administration 
or recent changes to voting rules. Each brief 
analyzes steps to improve election perfor-
mance and the voting experience. Ongoing 
lawsuits have led to significant changes in 
recent weeks, as federal judges have ruled 
that many provisions of new voting laws 
discriminate against voters of color and col-
lectively burden voting rights for hundreds 
of thousands of Americans.2 Understanding 
the potential burdens that voters may face 
is a first step toward ensuring that voting is 
free, fair, and accessible for all Americans.
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Past voting problems

Florida has a lengthy history of voter purges. In 2000, as the result of a purge based on a 
flawed list of “felons” purchased from a private company, the state may have prevented 
a minimum of 12,000 eligible, registered voters from voting.13 Some registered voters 
were removed from the rolls on the basis of just an 80 percent overlap with the last name 
of a convicted felon, which should not suffice as evidence of a registered voter’s ineligi-
bility.14 Florida’s penchant for relying on matching criteria such as surnames is especially 
troubling given the proliferation of typos in government databases: As many as one-
fourth of social service records in one Florida database had misspelled city names.15

Four years later, voting rights groups had to fight to stop Florida from purging 48,000 
“suspected felons,” 22,000 of whom were African American and many of whom had 
their voting rights restored by law.16 Then, in 2011, Florida Gov. Rick Scott (R) ordered 
election officials to purge “non-citizen” voters from the rolls.17 In Miami-Dade County 
alone, Gov. Scott’s misguided and poorly executed mandate resulted in hundreds of U.S. 
citizens erroneously being told they were ineligible to vote.18 

In 2008, Florida voters waited 28.8 minutes on average to cast their vote.19 In 2012, 
the average voting wait time increased to a daunting 45 minutes.20 Multihour waits at 
some polling locations kept more than 200,000 voters from casting ballots.21 Some 
voters had to wait as long as six hours,22 and voters of color waited almost twice as long 
as white voters to cast a ballot.23 The bipartisan Presidential Commission on Election 
Administration, formed after long lines plagued polling locations across the country in 
2012, recommends that no citizen should have to wait more than 30 minutes to vote.24

Problems in the 2016 primaries

This year, voter confusion was so widespread in Palm Beach County that the Florida 
Department of State had to intervene and instruct county officials on correct voting 
protocols for voters without a party affiliation.25 Voters found all entrances to one Boca 
Raton polling site locked during voting hours.26 Understaffing at a site in Volusia County 
left just three poll workers to assist voters for two precincts, resulting in wait times of 
more than an hour.27 Long wait times disproportionately affect older or disabled voters, 
who may have difficulty standing for such a long period.

* Correction, October 6, 2016: This issue brief incorrectly stated the year of record-breaking 
early and in-person voting in Florida, which in fact occurred in March 2016.
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At least one Miami-Dade County voter’s party affiliation was incorrectly recorded, 
which would have prevented him from voting in the closed primary if he had not had 
a copy of his registration with him.28 In Apopka, two polling sites ran out of ballots 
for both parties and turned voters away.29 Voters in Orange County reported broken 
machines at multiple polling sites.30 Meanwhile, electronic poll books malfunctioned 
in both Orange County31 and Duval County.32 As a result of the glitch in Duval County, 
199 precincts had to check voters’ identification against a paper list.33 

What to watch for at the polls

Florida is one of the rare states that has recently loosened a restriction on voting: 
Although its voter ID law remains in place, poll workers may now accept veterans’ 
health IDs, concealed-carry licenses, and government employee IDs.34 But the state has 
not addressed a number of other laws that are not conducive to a smooth election day; 
trends indicative of problematic practices; and technological deficiencies. 

As of October 3, Florida’s election officials are facing a new challenge in federal court to 
a law that permits county canvassing boards to reject mail-in ballots on which a voter’s 
signature does not match their signature on file—and denies voters any recourse for 
curing these so-called signature “defects.”35 County boards threw out hundreds of bal-
lots on this basis during the August 30 primary.36 Many more ballots will meet a similar 
fate in November if this law remains in effect, as a record number of voters have already 
requested mail-in ballots.37

Laws governing voter challenges and voter intimidation

This year, Florida does not appear to be engaged in attempts to remove registered voters 
from their rolls improperly. Most recently, Florida Secretary of State Ken Detzner aban-
doned a renewed effort to purge “non-citizens” from the rolls in 2014.38 He did so just 
weeks before the U.S. Court of Appeals for the 11th Circuit finally affirmed that Gov. 
Scott’s 2012 purge violated a federal law prohibiting the “systematic” removal of voters 
from the rolls in the 90 days before an election.39 

According to guidance from the Florida Division of Elections, any elector or poll 
watcher can challenge voters in the challenger’s county within 30 days of the election or 
at the polls, so long as they do so in writing, signing a statutory oath.40 Challenged voters 
are permitted to vote provisionally at a minimum but, after doing so, must provide addi-
tional evidence of eligibility by 5 p.m. on the second day after the election.41 Florida has 
made frivolous registration challenges punishable as a first-degree misdemeanor.42
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While Florida restricts the number of poll watchers at the polls; requires notification of 
poll-watcher designations in writing to the supervisor of elections in advance of the elec-
tion; and bars law enforcement officers from serving as poll watchers, it does not have 
specific rules regulating poll-watchers’ behavior.43 Such regulations are an important 
means of curtailing avenues of interference and intimidation, such as communicating 
with voters and taking photos of them at the polls.44 However, state law prohibits acts 
of voter intimidation, such as “threatening or coercing any person for the purpose of 
interfering with that person’s right to vote” and “using or threatening to use intimidation 
or coercion to compel a person to vote or not vote.”45

Use of provisional balloting

In 2008, 0.42 percent of ballots in Florida—a total of 35,635 votes—were provisional, 
and 51.4 percent of provisional ballots were rejected.46 Four years later, 0.5 percent of 
ballots—a total of 52,745 votes—were provisional,47 and Florida rejected 42.4 percent 
of these ballots.48 

Election technology

In Florida, “an ‘electronic database’ may be used as a precinct register at a polling 
place.”49 But Florida is still using voting machines purchased more than 15 years ago.50 
Florida Secretary of State Detzner has stated that 30 of Florida’s 67 counties “may need 
new equipment or upgrades.”51 In 2014, Secretary Detzner stated, “It’s kind of one of 
those things that you don’t think about until something happens.” He admitted, “We 
know we need to do something.”52 A Polk County supervisor of elections similarly com-
mented, “The equipment is going to start breaking down[:] I feel like I’m driving around 
in a 10-year-old Ford Taurus and it’s fine and it’s getting the job done, but one of these 
days it’s not going to wake up.”53 Meanwhile, a Leon County voting systems manager 
admitted that the county’s voting technology is so outdated that he had to turn to eBay 
to find a replacement modem—one that’s only a fraction as fast as modern modems—
in order to rehabilitate a voting machine.54
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Conclusion

There is great cause for hope in Florida, especially following the expansion of accepted 
forms of voter ID55 and high voter turnout during the 2016 primaries. However, there 
is also good reason to remain vigilant in November. Next month could see a repeat of 
March’s primary voting issues with voter confusion and polling site problems, includ-
ing human error and technological glitches. State officials and voting rights advocates 
alike should be ready to step in with the correct information and to draw attention to 
instances of long wait times, inaccessible polling sites, and computer failures in real time.

Rebecca Buckwalter-Poza is a Fellow at the Center for American Progress. Liz Kennedy is the 
Director of Democracy and Government Reform at the Center.
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