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PERMANENT & PORTABLE
VOTER REGISTRATION

« A person’s voter registration should remain valid when he or she moves
within the state.

« Centralized statewide voter registration databases are essential to
provide portable registration.

« Permanent and Portable registration helps narrow participation gaps
among young people, people of color and lower-income Americans.

welve percent of Americans change their residence every year.!

Between 2011 and 2012, 22 million voting-age Americans

moved either within the same county or to a different county

within their state.>* Yet, because voter registration is tied to your
legal residence at the time of registration, if you move, you often cannot
vote unless you re-register with the new address, even if you move just
down the block.

Tying voter registration to a set address adds an unnecessary level of
red tape that prevents eligible voters from voting. Many people don’t
know that you have to re-register to vote every time you move. A quarter
of Americans mistakenly believe that when they change their address
with the post office, their registration automatically changes as well.*

With Permanent Portable Registration, your registration moves with
you when you move within a state. Any voter who has previously regis-
tered in the state will not lose their registration when they move. Allow-
ing voters to stay registered when they move makes sense and is a natural
evolution of a modern democracy. Permanent and Portable registration is
not a new type of registration. It is just the administration of a previously
valid registration.

Implementing Permanent Portable Registration is simple. An election
official accesses the statewide voter registration database, which states are
required to maintain under the Help America Vote Act, to confirm that
the voter is already registered in the state. Once the voter fills out an affi-
davit with his new address or new name, the voter votes a regular ballot.

Allowing already registered voters who move to keep their registra-
tions and vote on Election Day helps increase voter participation. Studies
have shown that Americans’ mobility plays a substantial role in low voter
turnout.® According to the Census Bureau, barely one-half (51 percent)
of voting-age citizens who moved in the last year reported voting in 2012.
The voting rate jumped to 76 percent for voting age citizens who had
lived in their residence for five or more years.® One estimate concluded
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that if registration were portable within states, turnout would increase by
as many as two million voters nationally.”

Not surprisingly, some groups move more than others. The added need
to re-register with each move widens the voter participation gap among
certain demographic groups. In particular:

« Young people. A recent Census survey on geographic mobility found
that individuals in their late twenties moved more often than any other
age group over a 5-year period.

« Communities of color. Census respondents who self-identified as
Hispanic/Latino or Black/African American moved significantly more
often than White respondents.

« Lower-income Americans. Over one-half (52.5 percent) of people living
below the poverty line moved between 2005 and 2010. Less than one-
third (32 percent) of individuals at or above 150 percent of the poverty
line moved during the same period of time.®

Currently, Delaware,® Hawaii,'* Oregon,'* and Texas'? allow voters who
have moved within the state to update their registrations when they vote,
and vote a regular ballot. Some states allow voters who have moved within
a state to vote in their new county without having previously re-registered
at their new address, but they can only vote a provisional ballot, which
may require further action from the voter before it is counted. These states
include Florida,’* Maryland,'* Ohio,'* and Utah,'s as well as Washington
D.C.v

Florida has recently passed a law implementing Permanent Portable
Registration in 2014, for any county that “uses an electronic database as
a precinct register at the polling place”'® Unfortunately, in the 2012 elec-
tions, Florida changed its laws to require voters who moved to vote a pro-
visional rather than a regular ballot, and saw huge increases in provisional
ballots compared with 2008.1°
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Automatic Voter Registration

utomatic regis-
shifts the

burden of voter reg-

tration

istration from the
individual to the
States could
automatically

A

ister eligible voters to vote at any oppor-

state.
reg-

tunity where government agencies are in
a position to verify a person’s residence
and eligibility. Individuals could decline
to register and protections would be built
in to ensure only eligible citizens are reg-
istered. Data from the USPS, DMV, Social
Security, Medicare, Medicaid and other
agencies could be used to generate voter
lists, and automatically update voter reg-
istrations of existing voters whenever they
move. Austria, Germany, France, Bel-
gium, and Canada already successfully
use government-run databases to develop
voter lists.?® Stateside, the Brennan Center
for Justice has developed a proposal for
automatic voter registration based on the
Selective Service System.!

In Oregon, Secretary of State Kate
Brown made a push for automatic voter
registration legislation in 2013,%2 but the
Oregon Senate rejected the bill on July
7.23 Under the bill, individuals would
have been automatically registered to
vote when a state agency received age,
residence, and citizenship data and a dig-
ital copy of a signature from that individ-
ual, provided they were eligible to vote.>
The program would have begun with
data collected from the DMV (includ-
ing for non-driver identification cards),
and would have eventually expanded to
include data from other government
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agencies.?s All eligible individuals who
had records in the DMV database would
have been automatically registered in

a process beginning January 1, 2014,
and voter registration records would be
updated when individuals updated or
renewed their licenses.?¢ Voters would
initially be registered as unaffiliated with
any political party; later, they would re-
ceive a postcard allowing them to choose
a party affiliation or opt out of voter
registration entirely.?”

In Florida, State Senator Jeff Clemens
introduced a bill in January 2013 that
would have automatically registered
eligible adults using state DMV data.®
Sen. Clemens cited easing the burden on
election supervisors and reducing poten-
tial voter fraud as reasons to support the
bill.?* Hawaii and Texas also considered
automatic voter registration legislation in
the past year.3°

In 2009, Minnesota passed an auto-
matic voter registration bill, which was
supported by the Minnesota Secretary of
State but ultimately vetoed by Gov. Tim
Pawlenty.?* The bill would have automati-
cally transferred data from an application
for a driver’s license, identification card,
or learner’s permit to the Minnesota
Secretary of State’s office; the Secretary of
State would then register all individuals
it deemed eligible to vote.32 After county
registration officials received the regis-
tration information, they would mail a
notification to newly registered voters
informing them of their registration, and
providing instructions for opting out if
the voter was not eligible or wished not
to be registered.??



POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

Voter registration should follow eligible voters when they move with-
out requiring re-registration. Allowing this modernization increases voter
turnout and can be easily implemented. In particular:

States should implement centralized statewide voter registration data-
bases that would allow election officials to pull the registration records of
any voter who moves.

Election officials should have real-time access to these centralized reg-
istries at the polls to allow for an effective system of portable registration.

States whose precincts are not already networked to the statewide voter
registration database should develop a plan for connecting them. Election
officials must be able to find registrations effectively and efficiently.

Ultimately, states should move to automatically register eligible voters
to vote at any opportunity where government agencies are in a position
to verify a person’s residence and eligibility. Individuals could decline to
register and protections would be built in to ensure only eligible citizens
are registered. (see sidebar for more information.) H
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