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Language assistance is essential to ensure that voters who lack 
English proficiency can participate fully in our democracy. 

Since the federal Voting Rights Act (VRA) was amended to include language assistance 
provisions in 1975, many voters throughout the country have had access to translated 
election materials and interpreter services. This assistance has led to higher rates of voter 
registration and voter turnout in many communities.1

However, the federal VRA does not guarantee language access to all voters who might 
need assistance. Tens of thousands of limited-English-proficient (LEP) voters fall outside 
of the federal VRA’s reach because of the law’s strict population thresholds and because 
of its limited definitions of “language minorities” who are eligible for assistance. In recent 
years, many state and local governments have responded to these gaps by enacting their 
own language access policies, including state-level voting rights acts and local ordinances 
focusing on large LEP populations. 

Some of the most recent local efforts have 
revolved around providing Arabic language 
assistance in the metropolitan area of 
Detroit, Michigan, which has among the 
highest concentrations of Arab Americans  
in the United States. Despite years of advo-
cacy to include Arab Americans among the 
language groups covered by the federal 
VRA,2 Arabic-language assistance is not 

Introduction

Arabic-language assistance 
is not mandated under  

federal law, and state-level 
voting rights legislation has 

yet to be enacted in Michigan 
as of this writing.
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Introduction

mandated under federal law, and state-level voting rights legislation has yet to be enacted 
in Michigan as of this writing. The Detroit-area cities of Dearborn and Hamtramck each 
enacted policies in 2022 to address the needs of these LEP populations and to bridge 
significant gaps in federal and state coverage.

This study examines how local policies can be an effective response to major limitations 
of the federal VRA, how community-based advocacy can support the passage of language- 
access laws, and how challenges to the implementation of local policies can be overcome. 
There is no one-size-fits-all approach to gaining local language access policies, but this 
study will use the policies in Dearborn and Hamtramck to illuminate some of the more 
effective practices that can be applied in future language access advocacy campaigns.
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The Need for Local  
Language Access Laws

Limitations of VRA Section 203

Section 203 of the federal VRA guarantees 
language assistance to limited-English-proficient 
voters throughout the U.S. and has played a 
critical role in expanding access to the ballot for 
many historically marginalized communities.3 
However, the mandates of the VRA apply only  
to “language minorities” who have faced well- 
documented discrimination and whose voting 
rights have been compromised by English-only 
election materials. At present, the VRA’s covered 
language minorities are restricted to “persons 
who are American Indian, Asian American, 
Alaskan Natives or of Spanish heritage.”4 States 
and localities have no federal obligations to 
provide language assistance to voters who speak 
a language whose origin is African, Caribbean, 
European (other than Spanish), Middle Eastern, 
or Pacific Islander — among many others.

The mandates of the VRA 
apply only to “language 

minorities” who have 
faced well-documented 

discrimination and whose 
voting rights have been 

compromised by English-
only election materials.
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The Need for Local Language Access Laws

Entire states can also be covered if the five percent benchmark is met statewide. In 
addition, special requirements apply to Indigenous populations whose communities may 
overlap two or more municipal geographies, so that all jurisdictions that contain part of 
the tribal land are covered.7

Failing to satisfy these benchmarks means that no language assistance is required by the 
VRA in a jurisdiction, even if populations are sizable. Because census determinations are 
made every five years, jurisdictions may eventually gain federal VRA coverage, but it is 
also possible to lose coverage if a group’s relative percentage drops below five percent  
or the absolute numbers drop below 10,000. 

Once a jurisdiction is covered by the VRA, there are extensive requirements for translations 
of election materials — voter registration forms, information packets, sample ballots, actual 
ballots, signage, and an array of other written materials — as well as for oral assistance, 
which typically includes interpreter services and the hiring of bilingual poll workers.8

Section 203 employs multiple formulas that rely on a group’s population size to  
determine coverage for a state or locality. A local jurisdiction such as a city or a county 

can be covered under either of two tests:5

5%
Percentage-Based Benchmark

For each protected language group,  
if the number of voting-age citizens who 
are limited-English-proficient is greater 

than five percent of the citizen voting-age 
population in a local jurisdiction, and  

their illiteracy rate is above the national 
average,6 then Section 203 coverage 

applies for that language group.

10,000 Citizens 
Population-Based Benchmark

For each protected language group,  
if the number of voting-age citizens  

who are LEP is greater than 10,000 in  
a local jurisdiction, and their illiteracy  

rate is above the national average, then 
Section 203 coverage applies for that 

language group.
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The Need for Local Language Access Laws

A Patchwork of State and Local Policies

To address the shortcomings of Section 203, some state and local governments have 
enacted language access policies that accomplish one or more of the following: (1) 
extending the covered language groups beyond the federal language-minority definitions, 
(2) employing benchmarks below the VRA minimums (for example three percent of the 
citizen voting-age population or 7,500 citizens), or (3) using a broader base to calculate 
eligibility, such as counting all of the residents in a city who speak a language, rather than 
counting only the voting-eligible LEP citizens. For instance, a strong policy might say that 
any language group whose adult population numbers 5,000 or more would be eligible for 
translated ballots and other election materials. A weaker policy might employ the same 
language-minority group definitions and population base as the VRA but only lower the 
benchmarks to four percent and 8,500 and only offer translated sample ballots.

Some jurisdictions have focused on expanding language assistance coverage for specific 
ethnic groups and languages. In these cities and counties, a fast-growing immigrant  
community has become a significant portion of the voting population. At the same time, 
advocates have become more organized, and there is growing support to accommodate 
community interests among government officials, some of whom are themselves mem-
bers of these ethnic communities. For instance, Haitian Creole ballot translations have 
been available in Florida’s Miami-Dade County for several years to assist the county’s 
large Haitian American population.9 Numerous cities in Southern California have similarly 
addressed language needs among ethnic groups that fall outside federal coverage. For 
example, the City of Glendale has offered ballot translations in Armenian, and the City  
of Beverly Hills has offered ballot translations in Farsi.10 Illinois’ Cook County currently 
provides language assistance to voters in eleven specified languages other than English, 
including the non-Section-203 languages of Arabic, Polish, Russian, and Ukrainian.11

Other state and local governments do not target specific languages but employ language- 
group definitions and numerical benchmarks that are less restrictive than the federal 
ones. In California, state law requires county election officials to provide sample ballots 
and instructions in precincts where three percent or more of the voting-age residents 
(not just adult LEP citizens) are members of a single language group and lack sufficient 
skills in English to vote without assistance.12 For instance, in San Diego County, sample 
ballots are offered in Arabic, Farsi, Somali, and several Asian languages, in addition to the 
VRA-covered languages of Spanish, Chinese, Tagalog, and Vietnamese.13
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The Need for Local Language Access Laws

State-level voting rights acts can also address shortcomings in the federal VRA.14 State 
VRAs typically expand language assistance and address key provisions of the federal VRA, 
such as litigation standards and preclearance systems, that have been undermined by 
court decisions and have not been restored by Congress.15 For instance, the Connecticut 
Voting Rights Act (CTVRA) was enacted in 2023 and employs benchmarks significantly 
lower than the federal benchmarks: a 4,000 absolute-number test, as well as a percent- 
test of two percent.16 The CTVRA does not link coverage to language minorities with 
documented histories of discrimination. Instead, the CTVRA extends coverage to munici-
palities in which voting age citizens “speak a particular shared language other than English 
and are limited English proficient individuals.”17

Demography and Language Needs in Arab American Communities 

Unlike the data for language minorities covered by the VRA, precise numbers for Arab 
American populations can be difficult to obtain through U.S. Census data.18 There is  
no distinct “Arab American” category under federal data guidelines, and Arab American 
populations are not clearly broken down within the “white” racial category.19 Nonethe-
less, there are Census Bureau survey data on countries of origin and language usage, as 
well as estimates from local government and nonprofit organizations, that can provide 
insights into Michigan’s Arab American populations and their language needs.

First, Michigan’s Arab American communities are among the largest in the United States, 
and second only to California’s in total numbers. Census Bureau data from 2024 have 
estimated Michigan’s Arab American population to be over 218,000;20 however, accord-
ing to a 2026 analysis by the Arab American Institute that takes into account immigration 
and census undercounting, the actual number may be closer to 400,000.21 The estimated 
growth in Michigan’s Arab American population since 2020 is approximately 87 percent.22 
The state’s Arab American population is also diverse and draws on several countries of 
origin; some of the largest numbers in Michigan communities are of Lebanese, Iraqi, or 
Yemeni descent.23
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The Need for Local Language Access Laws

Several cities in Michigan’s Wayne County have 
among the highest concentrations of Arab Amer-
icans in the country.24 Dearborn, with an overall 
population of nearly 110,000 people, has been 
estimated to be roughly one-half Arab American.25 
Nearby Dearborn Heights, with a population of 
over 60,000 people, has been estimated to be 
at least one-third Arab American.26 And in 
Hamtramck, which has a population of nearly 
28,000, Arab Americans are estimated to be 
over one-third of the city’s population.27

WAYNE COUNTY, MICHIGAN

Municipal Boundaries

Municipal Boundary Shapefiles Source: Wayne County, MI 

Base map and data from OpenStreetMap and OpenStreetMap Foundation (CC-BY-SA).© 
https://www.openstreetmap.org and contributors.

ESTIMATED ARAB AMERICAN 
PERCENTAGE OF OVERALL 

POPULATION

Dearborn (nearly)

1/2
Hamtramck (over)

1/3
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The Need for Local Language Access Laws

Levels of limited English proficiency are also high among Arab Americans. In 2024,  
the limited-English-proficient population among Arabic speakers in Wayne County was 
estimated to be nearly 45 percent.28 Statewide, Arabic speakers are the second-largest 
non-English language group in Michigan, exceeded only by Spanish speakers. Recent 
estimates place the number of Arabic speakers in Michigan at approximately 210,000, 
with 190,000 of them residing in the metropolitan Detroit area alone.29

Nada Al-Hanooti of Emgage Michigan, a Muslim American civic engagement organization, 
recently provided anecdotes to Michigan Public Radio that illustrate some of the challenges 
that LEP voters face, particularly elderly voters.30 Al-Hanooti recounted a prior election 
day at a polling site in Dearborn Heights where she encountered a Lebanese American 
woman who reminded her of her grandmother. She recalled the woman telling her,  
“I never leave my house. I am vulnerable to COVID. I just left [home] just to vote.” As  
the woman was preparing to leave the polling site, Al-Hanooti sat down next to her and 
helped her fill out the form, which was available only in English. It had become clear to 
her that the woman would not have been able to cast an English-only ballot without her 
help. In the interview, Al-Hanooti also made clear that her experience was not unique: 

LIMITED-ENGLISH-PROFICIENT ARABIC SPEAKERS  
IN DEARBORN AND HAMTRAMCK
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The Need for Local Language Access Laws

Her colleagues had witnessed several voters 
struggle with English-only forms in the city of 
Dearborn. She emphasized, “This is a form  
of voter suppression.”

Voter suppression and intimidation have been 
serious problems for Arab Americans in Michigan 
and other parts of the country.31 The City of 
Hamtramck itself has been subject to voting 
rights litigation to remedy anti-Arab discrimina-
tion. In 2000, the U.S. Department of Justice 
sued Hamtramck for violations of Section 2 of 
the VRA during the 1999 elections; these acts 
included election workers challenging the citizen-
ship of voters with dark skin (targeting South 
Asian voters) and voters with Arabic-sounding 
names, as well as requiring those voters to take 
an oath and to provide extra identification.32 
Among the remedies in a settlement agreement 
with the federal government were requiring Hamtramck to end racial profiling and to 
establish a short-term language assistance program for South Asian (Bengali-speaking) 
and Arab American voters. Hamtramck was eventually covered under Section 203 for 
Bengali beginning in 2011, but Arabic-language assistance expired within a few years 
under the settlement agreement.33 

“This is a form of voter 
suppression.”

NADA AL-HANOOTI,  
EMGAGE MICHIGAN
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Language Access  
Policies of Dearborn  
& Hamtramck

To better understand Arabic-language assistance in Michigan,  
it is useful to look at both the actual requirements of the policies 
and the processes that produced them. 

The next section will examine the Dearborn and Hamtramck policy requirements 
together, because the resolutions are almost identically worded and were passed  
within weeks of each other. The analyses of the advocacy work and legislative processes 
will focus on Dearborn, since it was the first of the two cities to enact a resolution and  
it is more typical of municipalities that do not have a prior history of VRA litigation  
or of Section 203 compliance.

City Council Resolutions: Key Provisions and Requirements

The policies adopted by Dearborn in March of 2022 and Hamtramck in April of 2022 
contain clear references to the VRA and specific gaps in federal coverage. The two city 
council resolutions are nearly identical, but there is one major difference: The Dearborn 
resolution mandates assistance for all language groups that meet the resolution’s numerical 
criteria — with Arabic being the only language that is currently eligible for coverage; the 
Hamtramck resolution, however, mandates only Arabic-language assistance and makes 
assistance for any other language groups that might satisfy the numerical criteria entirely 
optional. (See Appendices A and B for the text of each resolution.) 

Each resolution draws on the federal Voting Rights Act and criticizes the narrowness of 
the “language minority group” definitions while establishing broader numerical triggers 
that are taken directly from Section 203. The Dearborn and Hamtramck resolutions 
employ the same five percent/10,000 tests of the VRA, but they make an important 
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Language Access Policies of Dearborn & Hamtramck

change in the denominator used to calculate eligibility.34 Instead of using voting-age 
citizens who are limited-English-proficient as the base, the resolutions use “the city’s 
residents” who speak the language as the base. This formula makes it much easier  
for a language group to qualify for assistance, because the base is larger and includes 
Arabic-speaking minors and noncitizens who reside in the city.

Both resolutions also cover a wide range of election materials, not just sample ballots, 
which are often the only materials offered under more-limited policies. Both require 
“timely translation for all official ballots, notices, absentee ballot applications, registration 
forms, appropriate signage, and affidavits.” The resolutions also state that “[t]he Clerk 
shall provide equitable language access in operations and communications related to its 
elections.” However, interpreter services by poll workers and other election officials are 
not clearly guaranteed under the policies, unlike federal VRA standards that require both 
written translations and oral assistance. While Modern Standard Arabic can be used for 
written translations, it also is not clear how each city might address voters’ spoken dialects 
of Arabic, such as Lebanese Arabic vs. Yemeni Arabic, based on the variations and the 
predominance of dialects among LEP voters in each city.35

Since the policies are relatively new, outreach and education for LEP communities to 
expand usage of the translated ballots will continue to be needed.36 And, during early 
implementation, translation issues did arise. For example, media reports have noted that 
some voters have had trouble with the formality of some of the Arabic related to voting 
instructions and to ballot measures containing legislative language; instead, voters often 
prefer the use of more informal language in the translations.37

A more serious translation problem arose in the November 2022 election, when there 
was an error in the Dearborn ballot’s judicial elections section that instructed voters to 
select “not more than one” rather than “not more than two.”38 That year, Michigan had 
two open seats on the Michigan Supreme Court, and voters with flawed translations 
might have cast votes for only a single candidate, even though they could have voted for 
two.39 However, no comparable translation problems have arisen since then.
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Language Access Policies of Dearborn & Hamtramck

Despite some of these implementation and translation 
challenges, reports by voters gaining access to trans-
lated ballots for the first time have been positive.  
For instance, one Lebanese American voter from 
Dearborn first became a naturalized citizen in 2021 
and registered to vote on the same day. She explained, 
“That was the moment where I really felt that I am an 
American citizen.”40 In reaction to being able to use  
a translated ballot for the first time, she stated, “I felt 
like I was at home when I voted in Arabic.”

Advocacy and Policy Making for the Dearborn Resolution

Interviews that Dēmos conducted with Mustapha Hammoud, the Dearborn Council 
member who sponsored the resolution, and Shams Al-Badry, an advocate who has spent 
years working on civic engagement in Arab American communities, revealed a complex 
interplay of grassroots advocacy and local politics, as well as a state-level layer of policy 
influence. Some of these dynamics are likely unique to Dearborn, a city that is often called 
the “Capital of Arab America” and that is situated as a hub for local, state, and national 
advocacy. But Dearborn is also typical of many communities with large and growing 
foreign-born populations whose members are gaining increasing political influence, 
including winning seats on local boards and city councils.

In analyzing Dearborn’s language policy, it is useful to examine developments chronologically, 
but it is also important to consider how three sets of actors interacted throughout the 
process: (1) the Michigan secretary of state’s office, which has provided strong support 
for language assistance across the state; (2) grassroots advocates led by Arab American 
community organizations and their allies supporting voting rights; and (3) Dearborn’s 
local government officials, including its city council, mayor, and city clerk.41 These actors 
did not always coordinate with each other, and they were often at odds. For instance, 
advocates focused their early work on the city clerk, who at the time was not supportive 
of expanding translated materials, and less so on the city council. On the other hand, the 
council member who introduced the resolution drew on community support but relied 
largely on his own drafting and data analysis, relying more on the advice from the city’s 
legal staff. But the basic goals and interests of the actors eventually converged to produce 
the language access policy.

“I felt like I was at 
home when I 

voted in Arabic.”

DEARBORN LEBANESE 
AMERICAN VOTER
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Language Access Policies of Dearborn & Hamtramck

Secretary of State’s Office

The need for Arabic-language ballots in Michigan has existed for many years, but the 
policies to make translations a reality appeared only in the early 2020s. Initial efforts by 
Secretary of State Jocelyn Benson to expand language assistance in Michigan predated 
the Dearborn-specific policies, and the secretary’s office made several translated materials 
available for local use. In 2020, Secretary Benson formed a Michigan Language Access 
Task Force, composed of over 50 organizations and over 200 partners statewide that 
assisted in the creation of translated materials and web resources. These items included 
voter registration applications, absentee ballot applications, and toolkits that were trans-
lated into Arabic, Spanish, Bengali, Korean, Tagalog, Mandarin, Burmese, Hindi and 
Urdu.42 Under a pilot program implemented for the 2020 general elections, Dearborn 
was one of five Michigan cities that received sample ballots that had been translated, 
depending on the specific need, into Arabic, Spanish, or Bengali through the work of the 
Language Access Task Force.43

Grassroots Advocacy and the City Clerk

Before the Dearborn resolution was introduced in 2022, advocates for Arabic-language 
assistance and their allies had pushed City Clerk George Darany — a longtime Dearborn- 
based elected official who is of Syrian and Lebanese descent44 — to offer translated 
election materials.45 A broad coalition of organizations — local and national, as well as 
Arab American and non-Arab American — were involved in these efforts. At various stages, 
advocates included representatives from the Arab Community Center for Economic and 
Social Services (ACCESS), Emgage Michigan, Michigan Voices, Voters Not Politicians, the 
League of Women Voters, the National Network for Arab American Communities, and 
the American-Arab Anti-Discrimination Committee.46 

In July 2021, advocates met with Dearborn’s city clerk to urge both the translation of 
sample ballots into Arabic and the posting of these sample ballots at all polling sites for 
the August 2021 elections. Nada Al-Hanooti of Emgage Michigan expressed some of the 
community’s frustrations on local television: “What we had to do last election, we actually 
had to bring volunteers to translate voter registration forms and to translate their ballots 
inside with them, so they did not have those services for us.”47 In a separate interview, 
Al-Hanooti stated, “We pushed hard. It’s up to us to put pressure and advocate for [trans-
lated ballots], because what we care about is making sure … that there’s fair and equal 
access to all Dearborn constituents, whether they speak English, whether they don’t.”48
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Language Access Policies of Dearborn & Hamtramck

Abed Ayoub, a representative of the American- 
Arab Anti-Discrimination Committee (ADC), 
based in Washington, D.C., also expressed 
dissatisfaction that the city clerk had not met 
prior demands to translate election material: 
“All we’re asking is, is do your job, translate the 
material. Now, it took members, community 
members emailing him. It took our organiza-
tion getting involved to get a simple translation 
of the absentee ballot posted.”49 Ayoub added, 
“[W]hat I’m saying is your policies are having a 
[disparate] impact on Arab Americans, and he 
needs to understand that.” 

As is often the case in debates around language assistance, election officials in Dearborn 
were reluctant to offer new services when funding, resources, and the extent of voter 
needs were in question. In an email response to the ADC, the city clerk stated that his 
office had “only recently been contacted by a few residents requesting that election 
materials be written in Arabic.”50 He added, “I am very surprised that residents would 
contact your office in D.C. before calling their clerk’s office in Dearborn. In my mind,  
this means that the need for Arabic election information is not widespread.”51

Ultimately, the city clerk agreed to post Arabic-language sample ballots on the Dearborn 
website, as well as at polling sites, beginning with the August 2021 primary election.52 
But he remained adamant about not producing translations of other election materials.  
In an off-camera interview with local television, Darany stated that voters who only speak 
Arabic could compare the sample ballot to the real ballot, but that official ballots were 
not in the budget.53 He opposed adding official ballots, because those ballots could open 
the door to ballots in other languages, which he argued would not be cost-effective.

Dearborn City Council’s Resolution

Arab American influence on the Dearborn City Council goes back decades, and since 
2013 the seven-member council has had an Arab American majority. In 2022, four of  
its members were Arab American, including Mustapha Hammoud, the sponsor of the 
Arabic-translation resolution. Abdullah Hammoud (no relation to the council member) 
also began his tenure in 2022 as the city’s first Arab American mayor. Arab American 

“It took our organization 
getting involved to get a 
simple translation of the 
absentee ballot posted.”

ABED AYOUB,  
REPRESENTATIVE  

OF THE AMERICAN-ARAB 
ANTI-DISCRIMINATION 

COMMITTEE
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Language Access Policies of Dearborn & Hamtramck

representation in elected office does not guarantee that those officials will support  
language access legislation, but it is clear from the statements of the mayor and the 
council members that their personal experiences and knowledge of local Arab American 
communities strongly influenced their support of the language-access resolution.

Council member Hammoud had been in office for only a few months when he intro-
duced the Arabic-translation resolution at the city council’s March 22, 2022 meeting.54 
Compiled quickly and first circulated in draft form only days before the meeting, the 
resolution was timed so that translated ballots could be available for the August 2022 
primary elections, which were the first elections of the 2020s reflecting Michigan’s new 
redistricting maps. Council member Hammoud also offered a detailed empirical analysis 
of Dearborn’s electorate and the number of Arabic speakers in each precinct.

In his introductory remarks, council member Hammoud stressed the personal effects  
of language access on Arab American voters and recounted how he had been introduced 
to translated ballots through his father’s work in the 2000s on Hamtramck’s voter intimi-
dation problems, as well as through conversations at that time with Jocelyn Benson,  
who had been a longtime advocate for language access prior to her tenure as secretary 
of state.55 Council member Hammoud stated, “We all know voting is one of the most 
important rights we have as American citizens. Providing greater access to people builds 
additional trust, engagement, and integration of residents into our democracy.”56

Council member Erin Byrnes, who was the 
secondary sponsor of the resolution, offered 
her full endorsement: “I think every person, 
every voter has the right to read a ballot in a 
language that they are most comfortable and 
most familiar with and feel most confident 
with. ... [E]very resident when they go to vote 
should see the process of voting as a reflection 
of who they are.”57 She added, “It’s a greater 
step towards equity and inclusion and recog-
nizing our community.”58 Council member 
Kamal Alsawafy expressed similar support: “This is about civic engagement, about being a 
part of your own community. My parents didn’t start voting ’til I started voting. And while 
the process might seem like it’s second nature to some, it could be intimidating to others. 
... [O]ur democracy only gets better when we’re all involved in it.”59

“Every resident when 
they go to vote should 

see the process of 
voting as a reflection  

of who they are.”

COUNCIL MEMBER ERIN BYRNES

15Language Access & Local Voting Rights: A Case Study of Arabic Language Assistance in Michigan Communities



Language Access Policies of Dearborn & Hamtramck

Although there was no opposition to the concept of translated ballots, a few council 
members expressed concerns that the resolution had been rushed, that there would be 
insufficient input from the public, and that the timing and cost of implementation were 
too uncertain. In addition, City Clerk George Darany expressed misgivings about costs 
and the deadline to have materials ready for the August 2022 election. He offered pre-
liminary budgetary estimates that varied depending on whether multiple dialects would 
be needed to assist visually impaired voters.60 The estimates fell within a range of roughly 
$10,000 to $20,000 per election.61

In response to concerns about uncertain or excessive costs, council member Hammoud 
posed the basic question: “How much is too much to spend on democracy?”62 He 
continued: “I’m hearing numbers like 10,000, 15,000. I’d be happy to spend $100,000 
a year on democracy. ... I think in a hundred million worth of tax money that’s given to 
this city, I think we can spare a little bit of extra money to make sure that everybody feels 
that they have a stock in our democracy.”

Mayor Abdullah Hammoud also expressed his 
support for the resolution and the allocation of 
sufficient dollars to implement it: “The issue of 
translated ballots is not a new issue.  
It’s an issue that we’ve been discussing for 
decades. ... [F]rankly, what was frightening was 
some of the commentary that was spoken to 
in previous council meetings about why there 
should not be translated ballots. And I found 
that very undemocratic.”63 He added, “As the 
administration, we are committed to fully fund 
the translation of ballots. We can find the 
funding within our budget, be it $20,000 or 
be it $100,000.”

During public comments, Bilal Hammoud (no relation to either of the Dearborn officials), 
who was the former chair of the Department of State’s Language Access Task Force, 
offered additional insights into the implementation of prior language assistance in Michigan, 
including Hamtramck.64 He also provided information on potential costs and, based on 
his recent conversations with vendors, offered an even lower cost estimate of $4,000 per 
election to implement the translations. Hassan Abdullah, chair of the Dearborn Charter 

“As the administration, 
we are committed to 

fully fund the translation 
of ballots. We can find 
the funding within our 
budget, be it $20,000  

or be it $100,000.”

MAYOR ABDULLAH HAMMOUD
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Commission,65 also expressed his personal support and directed more pointed remarks 
to the city clerk, criticizing any potential delays: “When you make a commitment to 
public service, increasing civic engagement falls under that umbrella [of the clerk’s 
responsibilities], and ensuring that it is done for this year, I think, is extremely important.”66

Other speakers, including election workers and nonprofit representatives, recounted 
their personal experiences with language barriers and the effects on Arabic-speaking 
voters. Some individuals even offered to provide translation services for free or at a 
discount to the city. Nada Al-Hanooti of Emgage Michigan offered community-focused 
advocacy — reminding the city clerk that the translation issue was hardly novel and had 
been pushed by advocates for months — and concluded with a more personal note:  
“I’m here to urge you, to plead with you, to preserve our democracy, to make sure that 
people like my mother feel empowered to make their vote heard autonomously.”67

On the city council’s final vote, a motion was introduced to sever language from the 
resolution setting the deadline for the August 2022 primary — basically deferring the 
translations to an unspecified date. The motion was defeated by a 5-2 vote. The full 
resolution was then voted on, and it passed by a unanimous vote.

Controversies and Legal Challenges

Although the Dearborn resolution saw minimal opposition during the city council meet-
ing, there were controversies and challenges in the aftermath of its passage. Within days 
of the March 22 meeting, Maria Marzolo Darany, the wife of the city clerk, caused an 
uproar and was criticized because of a social media post that read in part, “What is typical 
is the group of bullies including both Hammouds and their cohorts for the last 4+ yrs. 
attacking precinct workers during election (to the point of needing police escort) and clerks 
(sic) office. So sad. We do speak American in this country as most immigrants learn.”68 

In an interview with local news, Nada Al-Hanooti of Emgage Michigan expressed her 
anger at the post: “This message is not only irresponsible but is racially charged.” The 
city clerk responded to the controversy, but he did little to criticize the actual post. He 
stated, “[I t]hink she said we do speak American in this country, which obviously is true. 
We also speak a lot of other different languages. She printed that. Those are her words, 
not mine.” Darany commented that he was ready to move forward to implement the 
resolution: “We will work as hard as we can to make sure this happens in August.”
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The legality of the Dearborn resolution also became an issue when Wayne County Clerk 
Cathy Garrett questioned whether the city council had the authority to impose transla-
tion mandates.69 In an April 2022 letter to the secretary of state, the county clerk wrote, 
“I look forward to reviewing the legal authority provided to the City of Dearborn from 
your office and the approved steps a City or Township in this state, that is not bound by 
federal mandate, follows regarding ballots and election materials being translated in other 
languages.” She expressed concerns that the resolution “does not specify any language or 
dialect” and that translated ballots could be considered “unofficial” and left uncounted.

The dispute was resolved when the secretary of state’s chief external affairs officer wrote 
in a reply letter that “The law does not prevent jurisdictions from translating ballots to 
other languages, and even if a lower percentage of the population speaks that language  
or if the language is not specifically covered by the Voting Rights Act.”70 The letter further 
clarified that Michigan election law empowers local officials to translate ballots into other 
languages: “If the City of Dearborn and Wayne County seek to expand voting access 
among the more than 50% of Dearborn residents who speak Arabic, they have authority 
to do so under the same provisions of the Michigan Election Law governing the general 
printing of ballots.”71
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Below are some of the opportunities for improvement in the Dearborn and Hamtramck 
resolutions, as well as lessons for new language-access campaigns that can be drawn 
from the Michigan examples.

Building on the Dearborn and Hamtramck Resolutions

The Dearborn and Hamtramck resolutions provide both symbolic and practical support 
for limited-English-proficient voters through Arabic translations of ballots and election 
materials. But the resolutions’ requirements are less than ideal, and they offer both greater 
and lesser protection than the federal Voting Rights Act. 

The Dearborn resolution is stronger in that it is not limited by coverage to specific language 
minorities and employs numerical triggers that are more relaxed than the ones in Section 
203 of the VRA. On the other hand, the Hamtramck resolution guarantees assistance 
only to Arabic speakers, and it is uncertain if additional language groups will ever receive 
comparable services. However, both resolutions lack guarantees of oral assistance —  
including providing bilingual poll workers — that are present in the federal VRA and its 
regulations. The resolutions also lack mechanisms for monitoring compliance and for 
periodic review. And while there are long histories of community engagement in Dearborn 
and Hamtramck, there are no requirements for community advisory bodies in the resolu-
tions, nor are there specific provisions for community education regarding the availability 
of translated materials. For advocates such as Shams Al-Badry of the Arab Community 
Center for Economic and Social Services (ACCESS), effective implementation must 
include funding for both translated materials and educational outreach to LEP voters.72 

Opportunities  
& Lessons
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Opportunities & Lessons

Another limitation of the Dearborn and Hamtramck policies is their status as city council 
resolutions, rather than as city ordinances or city charter amendments. Passage as a 
resolution means that the policies can be easily modified or undone by later city councils, 
compared to an ordinance or a charter amendment that could have stronger budgetary 
mandates and more permanency. Council member Mustapha Hammoud, the sponsor of 
the Dearborn resolution, has made clear that passing a city ordinance to codify the trans-
lation policy is an important next step, but a formal ordinance has yet to be enacted.73

Lessons in Advocacy and Governmental Relations

The language-access resolutions in Dearborn and Hamtramck demonstrate that local 
community-based advocacy and governmental action can align to produce policies that 
promote democratic participation. State-level election officials were also highly supportive 
of the local initiatives and provided both legal and logistical assistance that was critical to 
the creation and implementation of the resolutions. At the same time, however, advocates 
for language assistance encountered blockages that are common in the language access 
arena. Local election officials are often reluctant to make changes related to language 
access, and genuine concerns about resources and costs can frequently evolve into direct 
opposition, as was seen with clerks in Michigan.74 Once governing bodies such as the 
Dearborn City Council and the Michigan secretary of state asserted their support at key 
stages, advocates faced far smoother sailing.

The Dearborn and Hamtramck examples thus illustrate the critical importance of having  
a champion on a city council or other governing body who can introduce legislation, 
develop bases of support, and defend the legislation against challengers. In the case of 
Dearborn, council member Hammoud played a central role in drafting the resolution, 
producing arguments and data to support the resolution, and defending the resolution 
when challenged.75 In a lesser but still important role, Michigan’s Secretary of State 
Benson helped set the stage for the Dearborn and Hamtramck policies by creating the 
Language Access Task Force and deploying translated materials to local governments. 
Her office was also key to allaying the concerns of the Wayne County clerk that might 
have derailed the Dearborn policy.
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The alignment of interests that occurred in Dearborn and Hamtramck provide useful 
examples of when advocacy coalitions can together work effectively, but there are no 
guarantees of success. A clear example is the neighboring city of Dearborn Heights, 
which also has a high percentage of Arab American LEP voters but has yet to enact 
comparable legislation. Nor has Wayne County. Nonetheless, the advocacy activities in 
Dearborn and Hamtramck do reflect effective strategies that can lead to changes in local 
policies. Advocates for Arabic-language assistance in Dearborn and Hamtramck worked 
in coalition with state and national Arab American organizations, such as Emgage USA 
and the American-Arab Anti-Discrimination Committee, as well as with state civil rights 
and voting rights organizations, such as Michigan Voices and the League of Women 
Voters. This coalition clearly influenced the city clerk and members of the city council.

Advocates also effectively used personal examples of LEP voters who faced challenges  
in voting, in addition to demographic and ethnic statistics for Michigan and the Wayne 
County localities. Stories of elderly voters who were newly naturalized and were voting 
for the first time carried resonance at city council meetings, and they even generated 
personal accounts from some of the council members themselves. However, firsthand 
accounts of voting challenges faced by actual LEP voters were not as extensive as the 
secondhand reports relayed by advocates in the Dearborn meeting. These types of 
narratives — particularly when told by the voters themselves through in-person testimony, 
emails, and letters — can have a powerful impact on elected officials.76

Finally, one key area in which advocates might have further bolstered their arguments was in 
developing estimates of specific costs of implementation, including mapping out scenarios 
for different sets of written materials, looking at potential costs of interpreter services and 
poll workers, and projecting added costs based on assistance for multiple spoken dialects. 
In the case of Dearborn, the city clerk’s estimates were markedly higher than ones offered 
by the former chair of the Michigan Language Access Task Force, and higher budgetary 
figures can be a deterrent to adopting language access policies. Several Dearborn city 
officials were, on principle, willing to tolerate a much higher budget for translation, but 
showing an appreciation of cost-effectiveness and presenting concrete data on projected 
costs can enhance advocates’ credibility and influence passage of the legislation.77

Opportunities & Lessons
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Conclusion

Arab American communities in the United States have witnessed 
enormous growth in both population and political power in  
recent decades. 

The Michigan communities of Dearborn and Hamtramck have reflected this growth, 
which has included not only increasing numbers of community-based organizations and 
elected officials but larger numbers of limited-English-proficient voters whose participa-
tion in democratic processes has been compromised by ballots that are available only  
in English. The city resolutions that now mandate that election materials in Dearborn  
and Hamtramck be translated into Arabic represent another important step in the growth 
of these communities. The policies will continue to provide strong examples of how 
grassroots advocacy and government initiative can expand democratic participation  
in communities across the U.S.
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Appendix A

Dearborn City Council Resolution 03-176-22 

By Hammoud supported by Byrnes

WHEREAS: Voting rights are guaranteed by the Fourteenth, Fifteenth, and Nineteenth Amendments  
to the United States Constitution, and

WHEREAS: The Voting Rights Act (VRA) of 1965 is a landmark piece of federal legislation in the United 
States that prohibits discrimination in voting, and

WHEREAS: The VRA sought to secure the right to vote for minorities throughout the country, and

WHEREAS: Two provisions of the VRA require certain jurisdictions to provide election materials to voters 
in multiple languages, Section 4(f)(4) and Section 203(c), and

WHEREAS: A jurisdiction covered by either provision must provide all materials related to an election- 
such as voter registration materials, ballots, notices, and instructions-in the language of any applicable 
language minority group residing in the jurisdiction, and

WHEREAS: 52 U.S. Code § 10310 narrowly defines “language minority group” as persons who are 
American Indian, Asian American, Alaskan Natives or of Spanish heritage, and

WHEREAS: The VRA is considered by the US Justice Department to be the most effective piece of 
federal civil rights legislation ever enacted in the country, and

WHEREAS: The City Council of Dearborn believes in the values of an accessible, safe, and secure  
democratic voting process for residents of the City of Dearborn, and

WHEREAS: The City of Dearborn is confident additional accessibility can be accomplished effectively and 
at reasonable cost; therefore be it

RESOLVED: The Clerk shall provide equitable language access in operations and communications related 
to its elections; be it

RESOLVED: Language access for election materials shall be provided in the English language and  
any language(s) that are the Language Spoken at Home by a minimum of 10,000 or 5% of the city’s 
residents (whichever criterion is met first) as reported by the most recent American Community 
Survey; be it further

Appendix
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RESOLVED: The Clerk shall provide timely translation for all official ballots, notices, absentee ballot 
applications, registration forms, appropriate signage, and affidavits; be it further

RESOLVED: The timely translation for all election materials shall be completed for the August 2022 
primary election; be it further

RESOLVED: The Clerk shall receive the necessary appropriation as determined by the Council to provide 
equitable language access for all election related materials from the City’s General Fund; be it further

RESOLVED: That this resolution be given immediate effect.

Upon a roll call vote as follows; 

Yeas: Abraham, Alsawafy, Byrnes, Hammoud, Herrick, Paris and Sareini (7); 

Nays: none (0) 

Absent: (0), the resolution passes.

Appendix B
HAMTRAMCK RESOLUTION 2022-40

APPROVING TRANSLATION OF ELECTION MATERIALS INTO ARABIC

WHEREAS, voting rights are guaranteed by the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments to the United 
States Constitution; and

WHEREAS, the Voting Rights Act (VRA) of 1965 is a landmark piece of federal legislation in the United 
States that prohibits discrimination in voting; and

WHEREAS, the VRA sought to secure the right to vote for minorities throughout the country; and

WHEREAS, two provisions of the VRA require certain jurisdictions to provide election materials to voters 
in multiple languages, Section 4(f)(4) and Section 203(c); and

WHEREAS, a jurisdiction covered by either provision must provide all materials related to an election—
such as voter registration materials, ballots, notices, and instructions—in the language of any applicable 
language minority group residing in the jurisdiction; and

WHEREAS, 52 U.S. Code § 10310 narrowly defines “language minority group” as persons who are 
American Indian, Asian American, Alaskan Natives or of Spanish heritage; and

WHEREAS, the VRA is considered by the US Justice Department to be the most effective piece of federal 
civil rights legislation ever enacted in the country; and

WHEREAS, the City Council of Hamtramck believes in the values of an accessible, safe, and secure 
democratic voting process for residents of the City of Hamtramck; and

WHEREAS, the City of Hamtramck is confident additional accessibility can be accomplished effectively 
and at reasonable cost.

NOW THEREFORE BE IT RESOLVED: The Clerk shall provide equitable language access in operations 
and communications related to its elections; and
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BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED: Language access for election materials can be provided in the English 
language and any language(s) that are the Language Spoken at Home by a minimum of 10,000 or 5% of 
the city’s residents (whichever criterion is met first) as reported by the most recent American Community 
Survey; and

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED: The Clerk shall provide timely translation for all official ballots, notices, 
absentee ballot applications, registration forms, appropriate signage, and affidavits; and

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED: The timely translation for all election materials shall be completed for the 
August 2022 primary election; and

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED: The Clerk shall receive the necessary appropriation as determined by the 
Council to provide equitable language access for all election related materials from the City’s General 
Fund; and

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED: That this resolution be given immediate effect.

NOW THEREFORE BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED: BY THE CITY COUNCIL OF THE CITY OF HAMTRAMCK, 
WAYNE COUNTY, MICHIGAN TO APPROVING ALL ELECTION MATERIAL TO BE TRANSLATED INTO 
ARABIC.

PASSED AND APPROVED BY THE CITY COUNCIL OF THE CITY OF HAMTRAMCK, WAYNE COUNTY, 
MICHIGAN THIS 12th DAY OF APRIL 2022.

AYES: Alsomiri, Hassan, Jaczkowski, Refai, Choudhury, Albarmaki

NAYS:

ABSENT:
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