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Introduction and summary

The ability to cast a ballot freely is key to having our voices heard and exercising con-
trol over our government. Without the right to vote, people do not have a say in the 
laws they must follow, and if the basic precept of a liberal democracy—the consent 
of the governed—is broken, the descent into authoritarianism begins. But to cast a 
ballot, every state except North Dakota requires people to register to vote.1

Many states have made great advances in lowering barriers to voter registration, 
providing a gateway to voter participation through tools such as automatic voter 
registration, same-day registration, and online voter registration.2 Unfortunately, 
many states are using voter registration tricks that manipulate the voter rolls and 
keep eligible Americans from having their voices heard. This report looks at two 
of the worst practices used to block eligible voters from participation: documen-
tary proof of citizenship requirements, where people must show evidence of 
citizenship in order to become registered to vote, and illegal voter purges. Like 
other forms of voter suppression, both of these practices close off the democratic 
process to wide swaths of eligible Americans. 

These tricks to prevent Americans from voting have arrived on the national stage 
in President Donald Trump’s Presidential Advisory Commission on Election 
Integrity, which is set to meet for the first time on July 19.3 This so-called Election 
Integrity Commission threatens to reverse the protections of the National Voter 
Registration Act (NVRA), a transformative law that prevents states from enacting 
overly burdensome voter registration requirements and engaging in illegal voter 
purges.4 The NVRA was passed to increase voter participation by making it more 
convenient for Americans to register to vote and to maintain their registration. 
Since its enactment in 1993, the law has been responsible for the successful regis-
tration and participation of tens of millions of eligible Americans.5 
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Leading the Trump administration’s assault on American voters is Kansas 
Secretary of State Kris Kobach (R)—dubbed the “king of voter suppression” for 
his crusading efforts to dismantle the NVRA—who has been tapped to serve as 
vice chair of the commission.6 Americans are already required to affirm their cit-
izenship under penalty of perjury in order to be registered to vote. Yet Kobach, 
as secretary of state, is the architect of Kansas’ draconian documentary proof of 
citizenship law that requires voter registrants to provide documentation proving 
citizenship—such as a passport, a birth certificate, or naturalization papers—
before being added to the state voter rolls.7 In 2016, as a result of this program, 
Kobach tried to prevent thousands of Kansas citizens from registering to vote.8 
Kobach also designed the Interstate Voter Registration Crosscheck Program, 
which, according to Peggy Lowe of Kansas City, Missouri, public radio station 
KCUR, “has evolved into a tool for shoring up claims of voter fraud instead of 
its original intention of keeping voter rolls accurate.”9 

Kobach, who was recently fined $1,000 by a federal magistrate for his “deceptive 
conduct and lack of candor” in an ongoing case over his documentary proof of 
citizenship requirement, will likely use the commission to recommend weakening 
key provisions of the NVRA and implementing nationwide documentary proof 
of citizenship requirements and greater reliance on voter purges that kick eligible 
Americans off state voter rolls.10 In a November email on draft legislation for the 
incoming administration, Kobach wrote, “I have some already started regarding 
amendments to the NVRA to make clear that proof of citizenship requirements 
are permitted.”11 In his role as vice chair, Kobach already has requested voter reg-
istration lists and other sensitive personal information—including partial Social 
Security numbers—from all 50 states; on the same day Kobach made this request, 
the U.S. Department of Justice asked states to provide information on their voter 
list maintenance procedures.12 So far, 44 states and the District of Columbia have 
refused to comply—at least in part—with Kobach’s request, while the Electronic 
Privacy Information Center (EPIC) and Common Cause filed separate lawsuits 
against the commission on the basis that its request for sensitive voter informa-
tion violates privacy laws, among other things.13 Kobach has also been sued by 
the Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under Law for violating the Hatch Act 
by exploiting his position on the commission to solicit campaign contributions as 
part of his bid for the 2018 Kansas gubernatorial election.14 Moreover, the addi-
tion to the commission of Hans von Spakovsky, a notorious anti-voter proponent 
of the voter fraud lie, should remove any doubt that this commission is a serious 
threat to American voters and the integrity of our democracy.15
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As this report shows, improper changes to voter rolls and barriers to voting 
registration such as those favored by Kobach would be enormously detrimental 
to American voters, particularly people of color and other historically underrep-
resented communities. Those such as Kobach who support documentary proof 
of citizenship requirements and conduct voter purges claim that these sort of 
measures are necessary to prevent supposed illegal voting, despite overwhelming 
evidence that shows illegal voting is extremely rare.16 Even President Trump’s own 
lawyers have stated, “All available evidence suggests that the 2016 general election 
was not tainted by fraud or mistake.”17 Instead, the true purpose of this commis-
sion is to constrain voter participation by making the process of registering to 
vote and casting ballots more difficult, particularly for certain groups. This is a 
cowardly, illegitimate power grab, no more than a scheme to maintain power for a 
select few. We must keep up the fight for the right to vote for all eligible Americans 
if we want a thriving, robust democracy that works for all.
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States are prohibited from 
adopting overly burdensome 
voter registration requirements 

Under the National Voter Registration Act, states may not require voter registrants 
to produce any information or documentation beyond that which is necessary 
to assess a registrant’s eligibility and prevent duplicate voter registrations.18 As 
described by U.S. District Judge for the District of Kansas Julie A. Robinson, states 
may require “only the least possible amount of information necessary to enable State 
election officials to assess whether the applicant is a United States Citizen.”19 In addi-
tion, the NVRA’s “motor-voter” provision requires every application for a driver’s 
license to serve as a simultaneous application to register to vote in federal elections.20 
According to the NVRA, states may not require registrants to provide information 
that is duplicative of information already required in the motor-voter application.21 

Documentary proof of citizenship laws are illegal because they require more than 
the minimum amount of information necessary to allow election officials to assess 
an applicant’s citizenship status. Indeed, federal voter registration forms already 
require applicants to swear, under penalty of perjury, that they are U.S. citizens 
and eligible to vote. This attestation clause has been found sufficient by federal 
courts for the purposes of assessing eligibility.22 Documentary proof of citizenship 
requirements also are illegal because they require registrants to produce informa-
tion already satisfied by the attestation clause, in violation of the NVRA’s prohibi-
tion against duplicative information.23 Moreover, removing someone from the 
voter rolls for failing to produce documentary proof of citizenship is not included 
on the NVRA’s exclusive list of reasons for removal.24

Overly burdensome voter registration laws disenfranchise voters. For example, 
Kansas Secretary of State Kobach’s documentary proof of citizenship requirement 
threatened the voter registrations of more than 30,000 people, which was 14 per-
cent of all voter registrations from 2013 to 2016.25 These individuals were placed on 
a “suspense list” and slated for removal from the state’s voter rolls unless they could 
present documentation proving citizenship within 90 days of submitting their voter 
registration form.26 Of those, more than 12,000 registrants were purged from the 
voter lists.27 As noted by Doug Bonney with the American Civil Liberties Union, 
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“It is as if 1 out of 7 people who have tried to register to vote have had their applica-
tions thrown in the trash.”28 The U.S. Court of Appeals for the 10th Circuit ruled 
against the law last year, but had the court system not intervened, up to 50,000 
people could have been prevented from voting in the 2016 general election.29

Documentary proof of citizenship laws force eligible Americans to overcome 
unnecessary barriers by requiring them to produce expensive and difficult to 
obtain documentation—such as a birth certificate, a passport, or naturalization 
papers—before registering to vote. One survey found that as many as 7 percent 
of American citizens, 13 million in all, do not have easy access to these kinds of 
documents.30 Documentary proof of citizenship requirements are particularly 
damaging for people of color, low-income Americans, and young and elderly 
people, who are less likely to own or obtain these documents. These laws threaten 
the right and ability of eligible Americans to participate in our elections and 
offend basic democratic principles of fairness and equality. 

Documentary proof of citizenship requirements  
disproportionately affect people of color and the elderly 

Due to the high frequency of home births taking place during the early 20th 
century, large numbers of older African Americans and low-income Americans 
lack birth certificates.31 In all, nearly 9 percent of voting age African Americans—
around 2 million people—lack access to birth certificates and passports, com-
pared with 5.5 percent of whites.32 Many elderly people—more than 7 percent, or 
2.3 million people—also lack this kind of documentation and are blocked from 
registering and voting by documentary proof of citizenship requirements.33 

After spending the better part of their lives voting without having to prove citi-
zenship status, documentary proof of citizenship requirements can leave older 
Americans feeling disenchanted with the political process. For example, a 90-year-
old woman and lifelong voter who was never issued a birth certificate gave up on 
voting after Kobach’s documentary proof of citizenship requirement made Kansas’ 
voter registration process too difficult. “I don’t have energy for all that. I guess I 
voted most of my lifetime. I’m done,” said the woman.34 

Documentary proof of citizenship laws threaten to roll back a century’s worth of 
progress in removing barriers so that eligible people of color can exercise their 
right to vote and make their voices heard. 

“It is as if 1 out of 7 

people who have 

tried to register to 

vote have had their 

applications thrown  

in the trash.”
— Doug Bonney, American
Civil Liberties Union
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Documentary proof of citizenship requirements  
are bad for low-income, rural Americans

Acquiring birth certificates or naturalization papers can be expensive. A copy of 
one’s birth certificate can cost from $15 to $30, while acquiring or renewing a 
passport can cost $135 and $110, respectively.35 An individual can spend upward 
of $345 acquiring his or her naturalization papers.36 These costs are particularly 
burdensome for low-income Americans, for whom every day is a struggle to 
make ends meet. One registrant who had difficulty affording a birth certificate 
described the problem this way: “You’re going to put the money where you feel 
the need is most urgent. … We couldn’t eat the birth certificate, and we couldn’t 
pay rent with the birth certificate.”37

The Center on Budget and Policy Priorities found that Americans who earn less 
than $25,000 per year are nearly twice as likely to lack citizenship documentation 
such as passports and birth certificates, compared with those who earn more than 
$25,000.38 Almost 3 million low-income Americans do not have easy access to this 
kind of documentation. At the same time, more than 9 percent of rural Americans, 
or 4.5 million individuals, lack access to birth certificates and passports, compared 
with 4.5 percent of those living in nonrural areas.39 In the case of Kansas’ docu-
mentary proof of citizenship requirement, Michael Smith, professor of political 
science at Emporia State University, found a “relationship between high levels 
of voters below the poverty line and more suspense voters”—those whose voter 
registrations were scheduled for removal unless they could show proof of citizen-
ship—suggesting a disproportionate impact on low-income registrants.40 

less than $25,000

FIGURE 1

Registration rates of eligible voters by income, 2016

Source: Center for American Progress calculations are based on data from the November supplement of Bureau of the Census, Current 
Population Survey (U.S. Department of Commerce, 2016), available at http://www.nber.org/data/current-population-survey-data.html.

$25,000–$40,000 $40,000–$60,000 $60,000–$100,000 $100,000 or more

59.7%
64.8%

68.8%
73.7%

79.3%
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Americans should not have to pay to exercise their right to vote, which hearkens 
back to the dark days of imposing poll taxes on voting.41 According to 2016 census 
data, there is a 20-point gap between the voter registration rates of low-income 
and high-income Americans.42 

Documentary proof of citizenship requirements strike at our country’s founda-
tion of political equality by penalizing people for being poor—taking away their 
right to vote by forcing them to choose between paying for expensive citizenship 
documentation and supporting their families. 

Documentary proof of citizenship requirements  
prevent young people from voting

Documentary proof of citizenship requirements pose unique challenges for young 
people, particularly students, who are highly transient. In Kansas during the lead-
up to the 2016 presidential election, people under age 30 made up 44 percent of 
those whose voter registrations were slated for removal from the state voter rolls 
for failing to provide documentary proof of citizenship.43 This is striking, consid-
ering people in this age group make up only 15 percent of all registered voters in 
Kansas.44 For example, Smith found that “[t]he University of Kansas had the high-
est percentage of suspense voters of any census tract in the state.”45 

Another way documentary proof of citizenship requirements make it harder for 
young people to register to vote is by effectively eliminating community-based 
voter registration drives, whereby ordinary citizens help register their friends 
and neighbors to vote. Voter registration drives conducted at high schools and 
on college campuses have proven successful in increasing youth voter reg-
istration. For example, a 2012 voter registration drive conducted at Illinois’ 
Northwestern University resulted in the successful registration of almost 95 
percent of the university’s eligible freshmen, while a similar effort at Stanford 
University in California netted more than 700 new voter registrants in only two 
weeks’ time.46 

Voter registration drives are not limited to college and high school campuses. 
Similar efforts at venues such as hospitals and community events have helped 
millions of eligible Americans—spanning age, demographic, and political 
affiliations—register to vote.47 Nearly 9 million Americans reported register-
ing through a voter registration drive in 2008, while an additional 9.4 million 
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reported registering in public venues where voter registration drives are often 
carried out.48 By requiring eligible people to present birth certificates, passports, 
or naturalization documents prior to registering to vote, documentary proof of 
citizenship laws close off an important tool for increasing voter participation 
and civic engagement in our elections.49 The Kansas League of Women Voters 
suspended voter registration drives for eight of nine state chapters after the 
documentary proof of citizenship requirement was adopted.50
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States are prohibited from 
improperly removing registered 
Americans from voter rolls

According to the provisions of the National Voter Registration Act, it is illegal for 
a state to remove a person from its voter rolls for any of the following reasons:51 

•	 On the sole basis that a mass mailing was returned undeliverable52

•	 Simply because he or she fails to vote53

•	 On a systematic basis, fewer than 90 days before an election54

•	 On a discriminatory basis or under any circumstances that violate  
the Voting Rights Act55

To be clear, it is not illegal to be registered in more than one state or for dead 
people to appear on voter rolls. 

Unfortunately, not all states abide by these rules. Instead, some states engage 
in highly questionable and even illegal voter purges that target the removal of 
certain groups of voters. A recent report by the bipartisan U.S. Election Assistance 
Commission found a 12.8 percent increase in the number of voters purged from 
state voter rolls between 2014 and 2016, compared with between 2012 and 
2014.56 In all, 1.9 million more people were purged during that period compared 
with between 2012 and 2014.57 Most states removed between 5 percent and 10 
percent of their voter rolls, while Indiana removed a whopping 22.4 percent of its 
registered voters.58 The governor of Indiana during that time—Mike Pence, the 
current vice president—now chairs the so-called Election Integrity Commission 
alongside Kansas Secretary of State Kris Kobach.59

Voter purges can happen in several different ways, as detailed below. But what they 
all have in common is that they almost always have a disproportionately negative 
impact on communities of color.
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Bad data-matching techniques

The improper removal of eligible voters may result from a state’s reliance on inac-
curate or unreliable databases.

In 2016, Georgia Secretary of State Brian Kemp (R) made headlines after 
removing tens of thousands of people from Georgia’s voter rolls based on 
discrepancies—as minor as an out-of-place hyphen, space, or apostrophe—in 
voter registration forms. In all, nearly 35,000 voter registrations were canceled 
or placed in “pending status” and slated for removal between July 2013 and July 
2016.60 The state agreed to discontinue its removal process in September 2016, 
allowing those whose voter registrations had been canceled dating back to at 
least 2015 to vote in last year’s general election.61 Of those targeted, nearly 64 
percent were African Americans, making them eight times more likely to be 
affected by the purge than whites.62 Asian Americans and Latinos were more 
than six times more likely than white voters to be affected.63 

Four years earlier, in 2012, Texas officials used bad data matching to identify 68,000 
people as possibly deceased and eligible for removal from that state’s voter rolls.64 
According to the Houston Chronicle, in compiling the list, Texas officials “repeatedly 
and mistakenly matched active longtime Texas voters to deceased strangers across 
the country.”65 Those living in districts with heavy concentrations of Hispanics or 
African Americans were more likely to be affected.66 James Harris Jr., an African 
American veteran whose eligibility was challenged after he was confused with 
another man of the same name who died in Arkansas in 1996, said he felt “someone 
has gone to a concerted effort and gone to a lot of time and research coming up with 
this matrix in a way of being able to knock people off of the voting rolls.”67

Florida’s 2000 voter purge lives on in infamy. There, state election officials used unre-
liable felony conviction data to remove those whose last name matched 80 percent 
of the letters in the last name of someone with a criminal conviction.68 In all, officials 
misidentified an estimated 12,000 people as ineligible to vote.69 The company 
contracted to compile the list—Database Technologies Inc. (DBT)—had warned 
state officials that the state’s broad search parameters would turn up “false posi-
tives.”70 Many of those identified by the purge were people of color.71 For example, 
African Americans made up 66 percent of those identified by the state as potentially 
ineligible to vote in Miami-Dade County and 54 percent in Hillsborough County.72 

“... someone has gone 

to a concerted effort 

and gone to a lot of 

time and research 

coming up with this 

matrix in a way of 

being able to knock 

people off of the 

voting rolls.”
— Eligible voter
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More than half of the African American registrants who appealed their removal in 
Miami-Dade were found to be eligible to vote.73 One African American woman who 
was wrongly identified as a felon felt the removal process was politically motivated: 
“I don’t feel like it was an honest mistake … I felt like they knew most of the minori-
ties was going to vote against Bush.”74

Improper use of databases

Reportedly, President Trump’s sham commission plans to check state voter rolls 
against the Systematic Alien Verification for Entitlements (SAVE) program.75 SAVE 
is run by the U.S. Department of Homeland Security (DHS) and is used to verify 
immigration status for the purposes of determining eligibility for public benefits.

SAVE compiles records from other databases about individuals who have interacted 
with the U.S. immigration system, including naturalized citizens or those born out-
side the United States who retain citizenship through their parents. It is not designed 
for voter registration purposes and is ill-equipped to do so.76 For one thing, SAVE 
contains data that are outdated, capturing people who were previously ineligible but 
who have since obtained citizenship status. As an example, a naturalized U.S. citizen 
who at one time interacted with a department of motor vehicles to obtain a driver’s 
license before she became a citizen could be misidentified by SAVE as ineligible 
to vote.77 SAVE thus threatens hard-won voting rights for millions of naturalized 
citizens who came to the United States seeking a better life.78

SAVE can also result in false matches between citizens and noncitizens who share 
the same name and birthdate. People of color are particularly vulnerable to being 
misidentified by the SAVE program, since it is more common in Hispanic and 
Asian American communities for people to have the same surnames, increasing 
the likelihood for misidentification and improper removal from voter rolls.79

In 2012, the same year they received approval from DHS to access SAVE for voter 
registration purposes, Florida officials used motor vehicle databases to compile lists 
of more than 180,000 people suspected of being noncitizens.80 The state threatened 
to remove these individuals from the voter rolls unless they could prove citizenship 
status, an unreasonable burden that could have resulted in eligible Florida voters 
being prevented from voting through no fault of their own.81 The state’s lists were 
based on “limited and often-outdated citizenship information that carried a high 
risk of making lawful voters look like noncitizens.”82 As reported by the Miami 
Herald, 87 percent of those whose eligibility was questioned were people of color.83 
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County election officials, including 30 Republicans, refused to comply due to the 
list’s inaccuracies.84 The Miami-Dade election supervisor, Penelope Townsley, 
reported an error rate of more than 30 percent for that county alone, while another 
election supervisor said that he and other supervisors agreed, “The list is bad. And 
this is illegal.”85 The state was later found by a federal court to have violated federal 
prohibitions against engaging in systematic purges too close to Election Day.86

Inactive voters

Some states have violated the law against removing people from voter rolls who 
simply fail to participate in the electoral process:

In the lead-up to the 2016 election, Ohio removed thousands of people from 
its state voter rolls for failing to vote in previous elections.87 Low-income, black 
voters were disproportionately affected. Between 2012 and 2016, more than 10 
percent of voter registrants were purged in “heavily African American” neigh-
borhoods near downtown Cincinnati, compared to only 4 percent of those 
living in the surrounding suburb of Indian Hill.88 Those living in Democratic-
leaning neighborhoods were nearly twice as likely to be purged.89 Larry 
Harmon, an African American man removed from the voting lists for failing 
to participate in the 2012 and 2014 elections, had this to say: “Why should we 
fight for the country if they’re gonna be taking away my rights? I mean, I’m a 
veteran, my father’s a veteran, my grandfather’s a veteran, now they aren’t giving 
me my right to vote, the most fundamental right I have? I just can’t believe it.”90

In upholding a challenge to Ohio’s purging practice, the U.S. Court of Appeals for 
the 6th Circuit said that the law “constitutes perhaps the plainest possible example 
of a process that ‘result[s] in’ removal of a voter from the rolls by reason of his or 
her failure to vote” in violation of the NVRA.91 The state’s appeal will be heard by 
the U.S. Supreme Court in the upcoming term.92

Interstate Crosscheck System

In addition to championing documentary proof of citizenship requirements, 
Kansas Secretary of State Kobach is the progenitor of the Interstate Crosscheck 
System, widely criticized for being discriminatory and unreliable by voting 
rights advocates and state election officials.93 In Kansas, Kobach has used the 
system as his own personal weapon in his futile attempt to prove widespread 
voter fraud and suppress voters.94

“The list is bad.  

And this is illegal.”
— Election supervisor
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The Interstate Crosscheck System compares voter lists across a handful of states 
to detect instances of double registrations or illegal voting.95 The system’s mini-
mal search criteria, which in practice often consider only first and last names 
and birthdates, result in eligible Americans being misidentified as potential 
illegal voters. People of color are especially likely to be improperly targeted by 
Crosscheck. According to a report by Greg Palast for Rolling Stone magazine, 
people of color are overrepresented in 85 out of the most common 100 last 
names.96 For example, “If your name is Washington, there’s an 89 percent chance 
you’re African-American. If your last name is Hernandez, there’s a 94 percent 
chance you’re Hispanic. If your name is Kim, there’s a 95 percent chance you’re 
Asian.”97 Fifty percent of people of color share a common surname, compared 
with only 30 percent of whites.98 As a result, African Americans living in states 
relying on Crosscheck have a one in nine chance of being flagged as potentially 
ineligible. If you are Hispanic or Asian American, your chances increase to one 
in six and one in seven, respectively.99

One analysis found that out of the roughly 7 million Americans flagged by 
Crosscheck, only four individuals have been charged with double voting or delib-
erate double registration.100 At least two states have dropped out of the system 
voluntarily, with one of those states, Oregon, blaming Crosscheck’s “unreliable” 
results for its departure from the program.101

Voter caging

Purging may also occur through a process known as “caging,” whereby groups tar-
get certain communities by sending out mass direct mailings to registered voters 
through mail that cannot be forwarded. 

Shortly before the 2016 election, a federal judge ordered North Carolina elec-
tion officials in Cumberland, Moore, and Beaufort counties to add thousands of 
eligible voters back onto the state’s voter rolls after they were removed through a 
caging campaign waged by the conservative Voter Integrity Project, challenging 
the voter registrations of those whose mail was returned undeliverable.102 The 
group presented evidence of the returned mail to election officials to support a 
claim that the voter had died or moved and was no longer eligible to vote. The 
campaign and subsequent purge targeted communities of color. For example, 
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African Americans made up more than 65 percent of those purged in Beaufort 
County, even though they account for less than 26 percent of that county’s 
population.103 What’s more, the removal process took place within the 90-day 
period before an election when states are prohibited from systematic purges.104 
Ultimately, the court found the three counties guilty of “systematically purging 
between 3,500 and 4,000 voters from registration rolls,” ordering the state to 
add them back onto the rolls in time for Election Day.105 
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Recommendations

Any attempt by the Trump administration to make it harder to register voters or 
easier to remove eligible voters from voter rolls will prevent Americans from exercis-
ing power and having their voices heard. Indeed, as explained by U.S. District Court 
Judge for the District of North Carolina Loretta C. Biggs, “electoral integrity is 
enhanced, not diminished, when all citizens who are eligible to vote are allowed to 
exercise that right free from interference and burden unnecessarily imposed by oth-
ers.”106 Voter registration lists can be properly maintained to ensure they are secure 
and accurate without violating the voting rights of eligible Americans.

To accomplish this, this report recommends that states take the following actions.

Adopt automatic voter registration (AVR)

Automatic voter registration offers a secure, modern way to use data efficiently to 
protect the integrity of voter rolls and facilitate voter participation. With AVR, a 
state updates or adds eligible people to its voter registration rolls using informa-
tion it already has on file, unless the individual chooses not to become registered 
to vote or to have his or her address updated.107 An individual who is registered 
through AVR has his or her voter registration updated automatically when they 
move, making it easy for the millions of Americans who change residence each 
year to maintain accurate voter registrations.108 AVR also improves the security of 
the nation’s election rolls and prevents errors in registration, since it removes the 
guesswork that comes from having to decipher applicant handwriting and clerical 
errors that occur in the traditional data entry process. 

Oregon’s first-in-the-nation AVR program proved a resounding success in increas-
ing voter registration and participation amongst eligible Americans in 2016. 
Additionally, new analysis shows that those registered through Oregon’s AVR system 
were younger, more rural, and more diverse compared with traditional registrants.109 

“... electoral integrity 

is enhanced, not 

diminished, when 

all citizens who are 

eligible to vote are 

allowed to exercise 

that right free from 

interference and 

burden unnecessarily 

imposed by others.”
— U.S. District Court Judge
Loretta C. Biggs
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Thus, in addition to streamlining the voter registration process for voters and elec-
tion administrators and making voter rolls more accurate and secure, AVR strength-
ens our democracy by opening up the democratic process to groups historically 
blocked from participating due to barriers in the voter registration system.

Participate in the Election Registration Information Center (ERIC) 

Not all data-matching programs are created equal. The Electronic Registration 
Information Center is a membership organization that uses advanced technology to 
identify voter registrations that are outdated or invalid.110 States participate to keep 
their voting rolls up to date without subjecting voters to illegal purging and to iden-
tify new eligible residents in order to facilitate their registration. ERIC’s data-match-
ing criteria is much more comprehensive than the Interstate Crosscheck System—it 
considers names, addresses, birthdates, and other points of comparison using official 
data from voter registration rolls, motor vehicle records, postal addresses, and Social 
Security death records.111 Upon receiving ERIC’s results, states contact residents 
identified by the program as eligible but unregistered to vote to educate them on the 
most efficient means of completing their voter registration. For those whose registra-
tion information is identified by the report as inaccurate or outdated, the state 
provides them with information on how to update their record.112 According to the 
ERIC membership guidelines, “All voter registration list maintenance activity based 
on information provided by ERIC must be conducted under the strict guidelines of 
the National Voter Registration Act (NVRA).”113 

After implementing ERIC, the state of Washington updated 53,000 voter records 
and mailed registration information to another 140,000 unregistered but poten-
tially eligible voters.114 Washington Secretary of State Kim Wyman praised the 
program, saying, “ERIC provides states with a powerful new set of tools that 
improve the accuracy of voter rolls and expand access to voter registration, achiev-
ing both goals more efficiently.”115 

Secure America’s election infrastructure

Russia’s interference in the 2016 presidential election, including attempts to hack 
at least 21 state and local election systems, was an assault on our democracy.116 
While there is no evidence that Russia tampered with vote totals, there is also no 
telling what it may do in the future as its methods become more sophisticated. 

“ERIC provides states 

with a powerful 

new set of tools that 

improve the accuracy 

of voter rolls and 

expand access to voter 

registration, achieving 

both goals more 

efficiently.”
— Washington Secretary 
of State Kim Wyman
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As warned by cybersecurity expert J. Alex Halderman, professor of computer 
science in the University of Michigan College of Engineering and director of the 
Center for Computer Security and Society, “there is no doubt that Russia has 
the technical ability to commit widescale attacks against our voting system, as do 
other hostile nations.”117 Former FBI Director James Comey has warned that the 
Russians “will be back.”118 Foreign interference in America’s elections undermines 
the integrity of our democracy and prevents us from governing ourselves freely. 

Cybersecurity experts who have studied U.S. voting machines have found “severe 
vulnerabilities that would allow attackers to sabotage machines and to alter 
votes.”119 The Russian hacks in the 2016 election serve as a wake-up call for the 
dire need to begin investing in updating our electoral infrastructure to keep our 
elections safe from future malicious attacks. These measures include updating out-
dated voting machinery and technology, implementing minimum cybersecurity 
standards, and instituting voter verified paper trails and mandatory audits. Instead 
of wasting time and resources on a sham voter commission, the Trump adminis-
tration should be putting into place safeguards to protect against the real threat 
that foreign interference poses to our elections and American voters. 

Fully comply with the National Voter Registration Act

The NVRA helps ensure that eligible Americans are registered to vote. For more 
than two decades, the NVRA has proven vital in setting forth specific guidelines 
states must abide by when registering eligible people to vote and before remov-
ing them from registration rolls. This is especially true for people of color. In fact, 
one of the goals Congress had in mind when enacting the NVRA was to protect 
against discriminatory voter registration laws and procedures that target commu-
nities of color and keep them from exercising their political power.120 

The right to vote transcends partisan politics and is essential for our democracy 
to function. The NVRA was originally passed on a bipartisan basis, with both 
Democrats and Republicans alike recognizing the importance of protecting the 
ability of all eligible Americans, regardless of political affiliation, to have their 
voices heard on Election Day.121 By fully enforcing the NVRA, implementing pro-
grams such as AVR and ERIC, and investing in the security of our election infra-
structure, states can enhance the overall security of our voter rolls, while making 
sure that all eligible Americans are able to exercise their fundamental right to vote.
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Conclusion

We must ensure that government leaders are protecting the right to vote, not 
making it harder for Americans to participate in the process of self-government. 
Make no mistake: Baseless claims of illegal voting—such as the lie put forward by 
President Trump himself that millions of people voted illegally in the 2016 elec-
tion—are a precursor to further voter suppression measures.122 In claiming that 
documentary proof of citizenship requirements and voter purges are necessary, 
people such as Kansas Secretary of State Kris Kobach ignore mountains of data 
and research showing that widespread illegal voting is exceedingly rare.123

Rather than wasting time and taxpayer money on a fruitless investigation of 
American voters and questioning the integrity of the voter registration process, 
the Trump administration should focus on supporting programs aimed at increas-
ing access, removing barriers, and ensuring that the American people can fully 
exercise their right to participate in our democracy. At a time when our democ-
racy is under attack by foreign powers seeking to influence our elections and 
infiltrate our voter lists, we must find ways to safeguard the electoral process and 
the fundamental right to vote.

The NVRA plays an essential role in expanding participation and fighting against 
voter suppression tactics in the states. States have an important part to play in 
combating dangerous rhetoric and action by the federal government. Responsible 
leaders should refuse to cooperate with the dangerous overreach of the sham com-
mission. Instead, states should expand access to the voting booth for Americans 
by ensuring that the National Voter Registration Act is fully enforced and encour-
aging legislatures to implement automatic voter registration and to participate in 
the Election Registration Information Center exchange.
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