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LOCAL LAW: Young Adult Voter Registration Act

	PROPOSED INT. NO. 261-A:
	By:  Council Members Gioia, Moskowitz, Addabbo, Barron, Brewer, Clarke, Comrie, Foster, Gentile, Gerson, Gonzalez, Jackson, Jennings, Koppell, Liu, Lopez, Monserrate, Reyna, Rivera, Sanders, Seabrook, Stewart, Vann, Weprin, Boyland, Gennaro, James, Katz, McMahon, Quinn, Recchia, Reed, Serrano, Martinez and Palma

	TITLE:
	A Local Law to amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to requiring that the New York city department of education provide voter registration forms to students.

	ADMINSTRATIVE CODE:
	Amends title 3, by repealing and reenacting section 209, repealing section 210 and renumbering section 210.1.


On, June 16, 2004, at 10:00 a.m., the Committee on Education, chaired by Council Member Eva Moskowitz, will hold a hearing on proposed Int. 261-A, entitled the “Young Adult Voter Registration Act.” This proposed law would amend the Administrative Code to require the New York City Department of Education (the “Department”) to provide voter registration forms to all students who receive diplomas. The Committee and the Committee on Investigations, chaired by Council Member Eric Gioia, held a hearing on proposed Int. 261-A on June 9, 2004, at which the Department of Education and civics groups testified.  No opposition to the bill was raised, although the witnesses made several proposals to change the proposed law.  On the basis of those proposals, the bill’s sponsors modified the law slightly to clarify its intent.

Background And Rationale For the Proposed Local Law

Proposed Int. 261-A was proposed to remedy the shocking lack of voter participation by young people.  Approximately 791,063 people between the ages of 18-25 live in New York City.
  About 1.7 million people in the City are eligible to vote but unregistered.  Of them, statistically, about 166,000 18-24 year olds are eligible  to vote but unregistered.
  However, in the 2002 general election in the City, only about 180,000 people under 25 were registered to vote, and of those, only 31,672, or 17.5% of them actually voted.
  That figure is the lowest of any age group within the City and is about half of the average turnout of 37.4%.

These statistics reflect an ongoing decline in voter participation among young people.  For example, in national presidential elections, from 1972 through 2000, the annual voter turnout declined 13% among voters aged 18-24 years, from 61% to 42%.
  It is generally recognized that voter turnout at all levels is declining in New York City and nationwide.

Eligibility to Vote

The right to vote is guaranteed in the United States Constitution
 and, for residents of New York State, in Article II, § 1 of the New York State Constitution.  To vote in New York State, a person must be a United States citizen over 18 year of age, and a resident of the State for 30 days prior to the election.  To vote in a local election, the voter must reside locally for 30 days prior to the election.
 

Registration is also required to vote and is, accordingly, the first, necessary step towards participation in City, State and national elections.  The success of voter registration laws and programs, therefore, bears a direct impact on the number of eligible voters and the number of citizens who ultimately exercise their franchise at each election.

Governmental Voter Registration Efforts

Virtually every level of government in the United States has programs to encourage voter registration.  These programs range from National Voter Registration Forms
 to Motor/Voter laws that permit voter registration at the state Department of Motor Vehicles,
 to on-line voter registration websites and other programs run by State agencies, municipalities and county Boards of Election.

New York City, too, employs several mechanisms to encourage potential voters to register to vote.  For example, it has established agency-based voter registration programs, pursuant to Local Law 29 of 2000 (codified at Chapter 46, § 1057-a, of the City Charter), that require participating City agencies to make voter registration materials available to their clients during the course of agency business and to incorporate registration materials into their paperwork.

These mechanisms are not ideal for reaching the City’s youth, however.  For example, 50% of City residents do not hold a driver’s licenses
 and relatively fewer own cars than elsewhere in the State.  Young adults, therefore, often fall outside of the reach of the State’s Motor/Voter law and, as a result, are less likely to become registered through the Department of Motor Vehicles.  Likewise, the Department of Education is not a “participating City agency” under Charter § 1057-a.
  Although the Administrative Code requires the Department to make registration materials available in all high schools,
 this approach appears to be relatively ineffective and not to have generated a significant number of new voter registrations.

The proposed local law, proposed Int. 261-A, is designed to remedy these shortcomings and to increase registration among young adults by targeting them at school, and by inculcating their sense of civic responsibility by linking their success in graduating to society’s expectation that they register to vote.  Proposed Int. 261-A reflects a growing trend nationwide to increase voter registration by targeting graduating high school students.  For example, the Pennsylvania Department of State recently mailed voter registration cards to public and private schools encouraging them to distribute the cards during or after graduation ceremonies.
   In Vermont, the Secretary of State designates a week in May as “High School Voter Registration Week.”
  Springfield, Massachusetts, goes a step further and provides voter registration tables in its high school cafeteria.
  Proposed Int. 261-A takes these ideas a step further by delivering voter registration cards directly to graduating seniors, a group that contains the highest number of eligible voters among the high school population.

The Proposed Local Law – Int. 261-A
The proposed local law would require the Department to provide voter registration forms to all graduating high school students, at the same time and in the same manner as such students receive their diplomas.

Section 1 of the proposed local law contains legislative findings.

Section 2 of the proposed local law would repeal Administrative Code 

§ 3-209, which currently contains legislative findings in support of Administrative Code § 3-210.

Section 2 of the proposed local law would also enact a new § 3-209.  Proposed § 3-209(a) would name this new section as the “Young Adult Voter Registration Act.”  Proposed §309(b) would require each public or private high school within the City to make voter registration materials available to students during the school year.  This proposed provision is identical to the current Administrative Code § 3-210, which would be repealed.  

Proposed § 2-309(c), in turn, would require the Department to provide postage-paid, New York City Board of Elections voter registration forms to all graduating students who receive a high school diploma, at the same time and in the same manner as such students receive their diplomas.  Proposed § 3-209(d) would require the Department to make such forms available in the main school office throughout the school year and provide students with adequate notice about such availability, and proposed § 3-209(e) would require the Department to request sufficient voter registration forms for these purposes from the Board of Elections.

Section 3 of the proposed local law would repeal Administrative Code § 3-210, which, if the legislation is enacted, will be incorporated into the newly-enacted § 3-209 as § 3-209(b).

Section 4 of the proposed local law would renumber Administrative Code § 3-210.1 as § 3-210.

Section 5 of the proposed local law would contain a severability clause and section 6 of the proposed local law would provide that the Act, if enacted, would take effect thirty days after its enactment.  A copy of the proposed local law follows.
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