


































































































1 

 

125 Broad Street 
New York, NY 10004 
Ph: 212.607.3300  
Fax: 212.607.3329 
www.nyclu.org 

 

 

 

 

TESTIMONY OF  

THE NEW YORK CIVIL LIBERTIES UNION 

 

Before  

 

THE NEW YORK CITY COUNCIL  

COMMITTEE 

 

On 

 

Int. 464 & 628, Res. 695 & 848  

 

October 1, 2015 

 

 

The New York Civil Liberties Union respectfully submits the following testimony in 

support of Int. 628 and Resolutions 695 and 848, and in qualified support of Int. 464, to expand 

voting access in New York.
1
 

 

  The NYCLU, the state affiliate of the American Civil Liberties Union, is a not-for-profit, 

non-partisan organization with eight offices across New York state and 80,000 members and 

supporters. The NYCLU’s mission is to defend and promote the fundamental principles, rights 

and constitutional values embodied in the Bill of Rights of the U.S. Constitution and the 

Constitution of the State of New York. Securing and protecting the right of all eligible New 

Yorkers to vote is a core part of our mission, as is expanding access to the vote to historically 

underrepresented populations. We commend the City Council for tackling this issue. 

 

I. Qualified Support for Int. 464 

Int. 464 requires the Department of Corrections (DOC) to expand its efforts to ensure that 

people incarcerated at Rikers Island and other city jails are able to obtain and cast absentee 

ballots. The U.S. Supreme Court upheld the right of pretrial detainees and people incarcerated on 

misdemeanors to vote via absentee ballot in 1974,
2
 and yet the difficulties in obtaining and 

casting a secure absentee ballot from jail are often prohibitive. The DOC should bear the 

responsibility to make voting as easy as possible for people in city jails, and we support Council 

efforts to increase voting participation among this underrepresented population.  

                                                 
1
 The NYCLU recognizes Amanda Seelman, NYLS ’17, for her assistance with this testimony. 

2
 O’Brien v. Skinner, 414 U.S. 524 (1974) 
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However, due to the enormous power imbalance between incarcerated people and jail 

staff, and the intricacies of managing mail at Rikers Island and other facilities, the NYCLU has 

concerns about the DOC’s ability to guard against partisan influence and breeches in the secrecy 

of the ballot. It is vital that these voters have the same right to secrecy and voting independence 

as their fellow New Yorkers. We recommend Int. 464 be amended to include concrete safeguards 

for the protections of a secret, and uncompromised, ballot. 

 

II. Support of Int. 628 

The percentage of young people registered to vote is the lowest it has been in 40 years, 

and less than 20% of people between the ages of 18 and 29 voted in the 2014 elections.
3
 New 

York City residents between 18- and 30-years-old have the lowest voter turnout of any age or 

socioeconomic group in the city.
4
 Youth are simply not taking advantage of their right to vote.  

 

One reason for this is that the process to register can be complicated and inaccessible for 

teens. Providing registration information and materials in schools can help break down the 

accessibility barrier by meeting teens in a familiar location where they have access to trusted 

adults. This distribution must be thoughtfully designed, however, to provide teens with guidance 

and information on the importance of registering and voting. This must be done in the confines 

of a classroom or class activity, and should be focused on not just graduating seniors, but all 

students who are eligible to register, regardless of grade level.
5
   

 

Int. 628, the Young Adult Voter Registration Act, can help narrow these gaps and 

promote youth voting, but it must be part of a larger effort. Adding a tracking mechanism to 

DOE-provided registration materials could provide an important measure of the effectiveness of 

the program, but only if the statistics are kept diligently and only if there is meaningful follow up 

with schools as a result of those reports. Tracking and reporting on these efforts should not, 

however, supplant the importance of developing new creative methods of encouraging and 

assisting young people to register and vote.  

 

We applaud efforts on behalf of the DOE and the Council to ensure voter registration 

materials are available in all necessary languages and can be downloaded online. We encourage 

Councilmembers to participate in new or existing voter registration efforts at high schools, such 

as Councilmember Helen Rosenthal’s Student Voter Registration Day. We hope the Council and 

DOE will commit the necessary resources to expand this program beyond a pilot to every high 

school in the city. 

 

III. Support of Res. 695 & 848 

To further the goal of increasing voter participation, the NYCLU supports Resolutions 

695 and 848, which calls upon the State Legislature to create additional pathways to registration. 

                                                 
3
 The Center for Information & Research on Civil Learning and Engagement (CIRCLE), 2014 Youth Turnout and 

Youth Registration Rates Lowest Ever Recorded; Changes Essential in 2016, Tufts University Jonathan M. Tisch 

College of Citizenship and Public Service, Available at http://www.civicyouth.org/2014-youth-turnout-and-youth-

registration-rates-lowest-ever-recorded-changes-essential-in-2016/.  
4
 Samar Khurshid, Student Voter Registration Push Targets New York's Turnout Crisis, Gotham Gazette, March 19, 

2005. Available at http://www.gothamgazette.com/index.php/government/5642-student-voter-registration-push-

targets-new-yorks-turnout-crisis.  
5
 Students in New York can attend public school until the age of 21 if they have not received a diploma. 
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Registering to vote, and the various registration deadlines and paper requirements are huge 

deterrents to voting not just for young people, but many New Yorkers. Our city and state should 

take the necessary steps to break down all unnecessary barriers to realizing this right. Res. 695 

supports a state bill that would allow 16 and 17-year olds to pre-register to vote in schools and at 

Department of Motor Vehicles offices. Res. 848 calls upon the state to enact a bill permitting 

same-day and online voter registration. We applaud the City Council’s efforts to support these 

important state actions. 

 
















