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T h e  m a j o r  f e a t u r e  o f  t h e  " m o t o r  v o t e r "  b i l l  is t o  p r o v i d e  
a d d i t i o n a l  m e a n s  f o r  p e o p l e  t o  r e g i s t e r  t o  v o t e ,  u p d a t e  t h e i r  
e x i s t i n g  r e g i s t r a t i o n ,  o r  c a n c e l  a  r e g i s t r a t i o n  i n  a n o t h e r  s t a t e  
—  w h i l e  t h e y  a r e  a p p l y i n g  f o r  a d r i v e r ' s  l i c e n s e .  M o t o r  V o t e r  
l e g i s l a t i o n  h a s  b e e n  a d o p t e d  i n  A r i z o n a  ( 1 9 8 3 ) ,  C o l o r a d o  (1985) 
a n d  M i c h i g a n  (1975) w i t h  a n  i n c r e a s e  o f  1 6 %  t o  t h e  r e g i s t e r e d  
r o l l s .

T h e  p r o c e d u r e  f o r  r e g i s t e r i n g  w o u l d  n o t  c o n s u m e  m u c h  t i m e  (less 
t h a n  2% i n  A r i z o n a )  o r  p l a c e  a n  e x c e s s i v e  b u r d e n  o n  D e p a r t m e n t  o f  
M o t o r  V e h i c l e  (DMV) p e r s o n n e l .  B o t h  D i v i s i o n  o f  E l e c t i o n s  a n d  
D M V  r e q u i r e  t h e  s a m e  i n f o r m a t i o n .  D M V  p e r s o n n e l  w o u l d  p o s t  
s i g n s ,  h e l p  w i t h  t h e  f o r m s ,  a n d  f o r w a r d  t h e  f o r m s  t o  t h e  D i v i s i o n  
o f  E l e c t i o n s  f o r  v e r i f i c a t i o n .

C u r r e n t l y  i n  A l a s k a ,  v o t e r  r e g i s t r a t i o n  f o r m s  a r e  a v a i l a b l e  in 
s o m e  D M V  o f f i c e s ,  b u t  n o t  i n  A n c h o r a g e  o r  F a i r b a n k s .  W h e r e  t h e  
f o r m s  a r e  a v a i l a b l e ,  D M V  d o e s  n o t  a s s i s t  i n  f i l l i n g  o u t  t h e  f o r m s  
n o r  d o e s  i t  f o r w a r d  t h e  f o r m s  t o  D i v i s i o n  o f  E l e c t i o n s .  
A p p r o x i m a t e l y  6 0 %  o f  A l a s k a n s  a r e  r e g i s t e r e d  t ^  v o t e ,  a l t h o u g h  
D i v i s i o n  o f  E l e c t i o n s  h a s  n o  f i r m  n u m b e r s  o n  t n i s .



MOTOR VOTER LAWS: 
MAKING PROGRESS 

TOWARD 
UNIVERSAL VOTER 

REGISTRATION

Introduction

by Linda Davidolf, Executive Director, Human 
SERVE Campaign and David D. Schmidt, Executive 
Directo/, Initiative Resource Center

Despite the voting rights gains of the 1960's, the 
United States has a long way to go before the ideal 
of a universal right to vote for all eligible citizens 
becomes reality. Hampered by the 50 states’ 
patchwork of registration and purge laws, fully a third 
of eligible citizens are not registered to vote, and are 
therefore barrred from voting on election day. While 
85 percent of those on the registration rolls do vote, 
the high rate of non-registration results in an overall 
voting rate of only about half of all adult citizens. 
This is in sharp contrast to the experience of other 
democracies, which provide automatic, universal 
voter enrollment sen/ices for their citizens (see page 
15).

Federal laws designed to broaden the franchise, 
such as requring states to provide mail-in registration 
forms and to open the polls io registration on the 
day of election, have b. ; a stymied in Congress for a 
decade or more. Some states, however, have 
moved to eliminate registration barriers. Among the 
reforms adopted around the country, "Metor Voter" 
laws, permitting eligible citizen:; to register to vote at 
the same time they register to become licensed 
drivers or receive an official identification card, have 
been successful in increasing the number of eligible 
citizens who get on -  and stay on -- the voting rolls. 
"Motor Voter" laws have resulted in notable voter 
registration gains, especially in Michigan, Arizona, 
and Colorado.

Quietly and continuously, Motor Voter programs 
register hundreds of eligible citizens each day, and 
thousands each week. In just 18 months prior to the 
1934 election, Arizona's Motor Voter program 
registered 112,000 citizens. In Colorado, the first 
year of Motor Voter, 1985-86, saw 175,000 voter 
registration transactions in Motor Vehicle Offices. 
Michigan has seen even larger gains over the 
decade Motor Voter has been in elfect there.
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The secret of Motor Voter's success in these three 
states is simple: Employees at driver's licensing 
bureaus are required to ask every adult citizen who 
applies for a license, renewal, or identification card if 
he or she would like to register to vote (or re-register 
at a new address).* If so, the citizen fills out a 
registration form along with the license, renewal, or 
ID card form**, and returns both forms to the 
licensing bureau employee. The licensing bureau 
forwards the registrations to election officials.

Human Service Agencies 
and Voter Registration

Motor Voter is a special case of a broader approach 
to voter registration in public agencies. A 
comprehensive voter registration system -  one that 
will insu e voting rights for the entire eligible citizenry— 
should incorporate registration services into all 
public agencies which serve large numbers of 
citizens. Since low registration rates are common in 
ihe low-income and minority communities, it is critical 
for registration services to be offered in those public 
offices which see the largest number of low-income 
and minority clients. These include: housing, 
employment, health, food stamp, and income- 
support offices.

Agencies at all levels of government have begun to 
institute voter registration services, including but not 
limited to, motor vehicle offices. The city of Chicago, 
IL and Trenton, NJ; the states of New York, Ohio, 
Texas, Minnesota, Montana, and Vermont; and 
counties in New Jersey, Texas, and California have 
all implemented voter registration programs in public 
offices. Governors and Mayors have issued 
Executive orders and state and city legislators have 
enacted programs. The strategy of public agency 
voter registration has been endorsed by the US 
Conference of Mayors, the US Conference of Black 
Mayors, the Joint Center for Political Studies, and 
the National League of Cities.

If many more states adopt Motor Voter and other 
effective means of including all citizens who come 
into contact with their public agencies on the voter 
registration rolls, the United States can move closer 
to the ideal of universal enrollment for all eligible 
citizens._________ ____________________
‘An ideal system would go further, providing that 
every citizen whose eligibility to vote is established 
by his or her motor vehicle license, Medicaid, or 
other state services application form, is autPfUaimllY 
registered to vote.
** Colorado uses a single form for driver's license 
and voter registration. See Appendix



QUESTIONS AND AN SW ERS 
ABOUT "MOTOR VOTER" LAW S

Q. What Is "Motor Voter"?

A. Me . Voter is the voter registration system that 
registers people to vote when they get their driver's 
license or non-driver identification card from motor 
vehicle agencies.

Q. Is Motor Voter needed in a state that 
already has mail-in registration and/or 
deputizatior. of volunteer registrars?

A. Yes. Neither postcards nor volunteer deputies 
reach the vast majority of eligible citizens. Motor 
Voter gives a chance for citizens to fine and fill out 
the ra il- in forms, or to be registred by a 
conveniently available deputy.

Q. Will Motor Voter skew voter registration 
rolls toward upper- Income groups, since 
these are most like ly to have driver's 
licenses?

A. Upper-income people are more likely to be 
registered regardless of a states' voter registration 
methods. Motor Voter reduces this bias, since it 
reaches not only the upper and middle-income 
groups, but a larger number of lowsr-income people 
as well: Among the poorest one-third of U. S. 
households, fully two-thirds own at least one motor 
vehicle.* In addition to reaching low-income drivers, 
Motor Voter reaches non-drivers who get 
identification cards from licensing agencies.

To reduce the income-level bias of voter registration 
rolls still further, Motor Voter should be 
supplemented by registration services at health and 
welfare, and employment agencies.

Q. Does Motor Voter increase the 
potential for vote fraud?

A. No. People who registei through Motor Voter 
must meet positive identification requirements at 
least as stringent as other voter registration systems 
in the same state.

Oak Ridge National Laboratory, Transportation 
Energy Conservation Data Book: Edition 4, chart 
showing "Motor Vehicle Ownership by Selected 
Household Characteristics 1977."

Q. Does Motor Voter increase the 
"deadwood" (deceased or moved voters) 
on registration rolls?

A. Motor Voter reduces "deadwood," because at 
the same time it encourages more citizens to 
register, the program also gives those already 
registered an opportunity to change their 
registration address if they have moved.

Q. Does Motor Voter create longer waiting 
lines at V iver's licensing offices?

A. During the initial implementation period, longer 
lines may result. Once in effect, Motor Voter saves 
citizens time by eliminating the necessity of another 
trip to another agency to register or re-register.
Such trips are particularly tine-consuming when the 
last-minute pre-election rush creates long lines at 
the city hall or county courthouse.

Q. Does Motor Voter make driver's 
licensing clerks' jobs more time 
consum ing ?

A. Experience with Motor Voter shows that the 
extra work required is minimal, and can usually be 
handled with no additional staff.

Q. Does Motor Voter result in staff layoffs 
in the offices o f elections officia ls?

A. No. Elections officials still process the 
applications and maintain registration lists. The 
workload shifts from overseeing applicants tilling out 
forms, toward processing completed forms 
-  because Motor Voier substantially increases total 
registration.

Q. How does Motor Voter deal with 
persons who don't want to register to vote, 
or are ineligible?

A. Motor Voter offers a chance to register for those 
who wish to do so. Persons are Iree to decline.
Each license and registration form is designed to 
weed out ineligible persons such as those under 
18, convicted felons, and non-citizens; the system 
is the same under motor voter and other registration 
methods.

Q. Why should government spend tax 
dollars on voter reastra tion when political 
parties, candidate^, and others do it for 
free?



A. Because:
• Partisan and special interest group voter 
registration drives are not free -- and "he who pays 
the piper calls the tune." A 1985 Republican- 
sponsored registration drive called "Operation Open 
Door" cost $7.50 per voter registered. Such 
registration drives pinpoint and register only those 
segments of the population sympathetic to the 
groups paying for them. A system that encourages 
this puts voting rights up for sale to the highest 
bidder.

• Most democratic governments throughout the 
world actively identify and register all eligible voters -
and consequently have much higher rates of 

election participation than the U. S.

« Campaigns which rely on volunteers are sporadic 
and episodic

• Fair elections a*-0 the essence of democratic 
government. Mec: nsms which ensure electoral 
fairness and promote participation therefore 
deserve the highest priority.

"Motor Voter" in Michigan

MICHIGAN: 
BIRTHPLACE OF 
MOTOR VOTER

Motor Voter has been available in Michigan for more 
than ten years.Public Act 28 of 1975, establishing 
the program, was signed into law by Governor 
William G. Milliken in April of that year. Before 1975, 
voter registration tell under the sole authority of 269 
city clerks and 1242 township clerks. These clerks 
oiten kept irregular hours, particularly in rural areas.

Motor Voter requires that all 179 Secretary of State 
Branch offices actively offer voter registration 
services to the public. These branch offices issue 
and renew drivers license and non- driver 
identification cards, vehicle registrations, and 
license plates. They are all open five days per week, 
eight hours per day, and some are also open on 
Saturdays.

Public Act 28 had broad support when it was 
enacted in 1975. A diverse coalition of public 
interest, labor, religious, and student organizations, 
in addition to public officials, endorsed it. The 
coalition included the Michigan Department of State, 
Association of Counties, Farm Bureau, Catholic 
Conference, League of Women Voters, American 
Association of University Women, Education 
Association, Federation of Teachers. United Auto 
Workers. Building and Trades Council, AFL-CIO, 
and Student Government Council of the University 
of Michigan.

Voter Registration Made Simple

With each transaction, branch office clerks are 
required to ask clients, "Would you like to register to 
vote in Michigan (or update your voter 
registration)?"lf the answer is yes, applicants, not the 
employees, complete the voter registration forms 
away from the counter and return them to the clerk 
along with their drivers license or ID card forms. In 
the more heavily trafficked offices, a separate voter 
registration window is staffed to receive registration 
forms. In other offices, a clerk walks down client 
queues asking clients to indicate the nature of their 
business. Anyone interested in registering to vote 
is handed an application form to complete while 
waiting in line.

Voter registration adds only a minimal amount of time 
to each client's visit.
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O r i g i n a l  s p o n s o r :  B o u c h e r

I N  T H E  H O U S E  B Y  T H E  S T A T E  A F F A I R S  C O M M I T T E E

CS F O R  H O U S E  B I L L  NO. 308 .(State A f f a i r s )

IN T H E  L E G I S L A T U R E  O F  T H E  S T A T E  O F  A L A S K A  

F I F T E E N T H  L E G I S L A T U R E  - F I R S T  S E S S I O N  

A  B I L L

F o r  an A c t  e n t i t l e d :  "An A c t  r e l a t i n g  to v o t e r  r e g i s t r a t i o n . "

BE IT E N A C T E D  A  T H E  L E G I S L A T U R E  OF  T H E  S T A T E  OF  ALASKA:

* S e c t i o n  I. A S  1 5 . 0 7 . 0 7 0  is a m e n d e d  b y  a d d i n g  a n e w  s u b s e c t i o n  to

read:

(g) T h e  d i r e c t o r  s h a l l  p r o v i d e  v o t e r  r e g i s t r a t i o n  f o r m s  p r e p a r e d  

u n d e r  (b) o f  this s e c t i o n  to the D e p a r t m e n t  of  P u b l i c  S a f e t y  for 

d i s t r i b u t i o n  to the p u b l i c  u n d e r  AS 28.05.045.

* See. 2. A S  28.05 is a m e n d e d  b y  a d d i n g  a n e w  s e c t i o n  to read:

Sec. 2 8 . 0 5 . 0 4 5 .  V O T E R  REGIST P ^ A T I O N . A  p e r s o n  a p p l y i n g  f o r  a 

d r i v e r ' s  l i c e n s e  in an o f f i c e  o f  the d i v i s i o n  of m o t o r  v e h i c l e s  w h o  is 

18 y e a r s  o f  age or older, o r  w h o  w i l l  be  18 y e a r s  o f  a g e  or o l d e r  

w i t h i n  90 days- s h a l l  at the ti m e  o f  a p p l i c a t i o n  b e  a d v i s e d  b y  the

d e p a r t m e n t  that the p e r s o n  m a y  a l s o  r e g i s t e r  to vote. T h e  d e p a r t m e n t

s h a l l  u s e  a f o r m  for v o t e r  r e g i s t r a t i o n  p r e p a r e d  b y  the d i v i s i o n  of 

e l e c t i o n s  a n d  s h a l l  f o r w a r d  c o m p l e t e d  forms to the d i v i s i o n  o f  e l e c­

tions. T h e  d e p a r t m e n t  s h a l l  p r o m i n e n t l y  d i s p l a y  n o t i c e  o f  t h e  r i g h t  

to a p p l y  f o r  v o t e r  r e g i s t r a t i o n  at e a c h  p l a c e  that the p u b l i c  m a y  

a p p l y  for a d r i v e r ' s  license.
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