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Introduction

On May 4, 2016, the Committee on Governmental Operations (the “Committee”), chaired by Council Member Benjamin Kallos, will hold a hearing to vote on Proposed Int. 62-A, Proposed Int. No. 463-A, Proposed Int. No. 659-A,  Proposed Res. 553-A, Res. 848, and two preconsidered resolutions
, which all relate to voting and elections. The Committee previously heard this legislation on March 3, 2015 (Prop. Int. 659-A); February 29, 2016 (Prop. Ints. 62-A, 463-A and Prop. Res. 553-A); October 1, 2015 (Res. 848); and May 2, 2016 (the two preconsidered resolutions). At those hearings, the Committee received testimony from the administration; representatives of the New York City Board of Elections (“BOE”) and the New York City Campaign Finance Board; good-government groups; and other interested members of the public.

Background

Voter engagement is essential to building and maintaining a strong democracy. Yet, across the country, recent elections have shown staggeringly low voter turnout rates. U.S. turnout in the 2012 presidential election was just 53.6% of the voting-age population
; in the 2014 midterm elections, that rate dropped to 36.4% of eligible voters: the lowest rate since 1942.
 In New York State, 29% of those eligible actually voted in the 2014 midterm elections, making it 49th in the nation for voter participation.
 In New York City, the turnout rate of eligible voters for the 2014 midterm elections hit an historic low of 20%.
 The Council recognizes the need for action at the city level, and the proposed legislation seeks to ease the process for eligible voters so that they are encouraged to exercise their right to vote.

Efforts to improve voter participation nationwide have taken several forms, including easing the registration process, expanding the voting period, creating alternatives to in-person voting, streamlining election-day operations to improve the voter experience, increasing voter confidence by instilling accountability and transparency of the registration and voting processes, improving the provisional voting process when problems arise, and encouraging voting by specific groups with lower-than-average turnout rates.  The Committee has held four hearings focused on improving voter participation since March of 2015
, at which the Committee considered several bills and resolutions that would promote voter participation. The bills and resolutions being voted on today seek to build upon those initiatives.
The Council has compiled a package of legislation that is intended to increase voter participation by improving voter access. The proposed legislation seeks to accomplish this by enhancing voters’ ability to access valuable information and improving operations on election days. The proposed bills pertain to utilizing technology to make information about voting and elections more widely available and easier to access and posting notices on poll sites that are no longer in use. 

Voter participation can be encouraged by empowering eligible voters and ensuring that they have access to information that is thorough and instructive. This can be achieved by modernizing the manner in which information is distributed and ensuring that individuals who make the effort to vote on an election day have the most up-to-date information about their poll site location. The process can be modernized by utilizing technology in order to increase voter turnout. In today’s world, most voters are constantly connected to their email and text messages. Sending notifications to voters by email and text message will help ensure that important deadlines and up-to-date information is communicated to voters. Additionally, providing a voter information portal that users can access through a website and mobile application will make important Election Day information more readily accessible. 
Although technology is powerful, improving more traditional means of providing information can also improve voter access.  Providing notices on poll sites that are no longer in use on Election Day will benefit those who make the effort to vote but who travel to the incorrect polling location. Such notices would particularly benefit individuals who only vote in presidential or mayoral election years and who may not keep up-to-date with yearly changes in their polling location.
Finally, to encourage participation through measures that streamline the registration and voting processes, the Council recognizes the need for action at the city, state, and federal levels. Thus, the four resolutions being voted on today urge the State to pass legislation allowing for early voting, online and same-day voter registration, and no-excuse absentee voting, all of which would improve the voter registration process.
LEGISLATION

Analysis of Prop. Int. No. 62-A

To exercise their right to vote, individuals must be informed about the correct location of their polling place. Frequently, notwithstanding the annual notice sent by the BOE, voters will, out of habit or otherwise, mistakenly go to poll sites that are no longer in use. When individuals make the effort to get to the polls on an election day, it is imperative that they are not prevented from voting just because they have gone to the incorrect poll site. Prop. Int. No. 62-A would require the BOE to, on the day of any primary, special or general election, post a notice near the entrances of each building that was used as a poll site in any of the four calendar years prior to such election day. This is to ensure that voters who may only vote every four years, for example in a presidential election year, will know on Election Day if their site was changed since they last voted. Such notice would need to include (1) a statement that the building is not being used as a poll site, (2) the addresses of the poll sites that are being used for such election, with a list of the election districts being served at each such poll site, (3) the website address of the BOE’s poll site locator, and (4) a phone number of the BOE that may be called for poll site information. This law would take effect January 1, 2017.
Since its initial hearing, the effective date of the bill was amended and the bill received additional technical edits.
Analysis of Prop. Int. No. 463-A

Prop. Int. No. 463-A would require the BOE to send email and text message notifications to City voters who provide their email address or mobile phone number to the BOE and who do not opt out of such notifications. Such notifications would include: (1) notification, ten days prior to and on an election day, about dates and hours of primary, general, and special elections for which such voter is eligible to vote, including such voter’s poll site location; (2) notification, on the first day of in-person absentee voting, about the dates, hours, locations, and eligibility requirements of in-person absentee voting; (3) notification, ten business days prior to the deadline for submission of a mailed absentee voting application, of such deadline; and (4) notification, within two days of an applicable sample ballot being posted online, of a link to such sample ballot by email. Such notifications would include links to the BOE’s website and would be available in the language in which the BOE publishes its election notices that are sent to voters by mail. The BOE would also be required to provide opportunities for City residents to provide their email address or mobile phone number through its website, mailings, voter registration events, and other means as determined by the BOE. Email and text message recipients would also have the option to unsubscribe from receiving such notifications or to update their email address or mobile phone number. The BOE would not be allowed to remove any email addresses or mobile phone numbers from its database unless a recipient unsubscribes or provides updated information, or if such notifications are not successfully transmitted for a period of one year. The BOE would not be permitted to share, sell or otherwise disclose such email addresses or mobile phone numbers, unless otherwise required by law, without acquiring advance written permission from individuals or unless ordered by a court of law.  This law would take effect January 1, 2017. 

Since its initial hearing, the bill was amended to clarify that if otherwise required by law to make email and mobile phone numbers public, the BOE would not be in violation of the bill.  The bill was also amended to clarify that the BOE may comply with the sample ballot requirement by providing links to sample ballots by email and that any additional information sent via email and text should be determined by the BOE. The effective date of the bill was amended, and the bill received additional technical edits.
Analysis of Prop. Int. No. 659-A

Prop. Int. No. 659-A would require the BOE to provide a secure website and mobile application that would allow users to (1) track the status of their absentee application and ballot, including whether the BOE has received a voter’s request for an absentee ballot, approved or rejected such request, mailed or delivered an absentee ballot to such voter, received such voter’s completed absentee ballot, or determined that such voter’s absentee ballot was invalid; (2) view their registration status, including whether such user is active, inactive or has been removed from the voter rolls, and if so, a brief explanation why; (3) view the party for which they are a registered member; (4)  view the federal, state, and local election districts in which they reside; (5) know whether they are required to bring any form of identification to vote; (6) view which elections held over the previous four calendar years for which they were registered to vote and whether they voted; (7) view the address at which they were previously registered to vote; (8) provide the option to receive alerts, including when there is a change in their registration status; (9) providing access to existing resources including (a) registering to vote, (b) updating registration information, (c) viewing sample ballots, (d) polling place locations, (e) voting hours, (f) signing up as a poll workers, and (g) viewing the voter guide. The website and mobile application may not require users to register to access its information, but would require users to verify that they are viewing their own information. This law would take effect January 1, 2017.

Since its initial hearing, the bill was amended to require a mobile application in addition to a website.  The bill was also amended to require that the website and mobile application allow users to view additional information beyond tracking their absentee ballot and application, such as viewing their registration status, party affiliation, voting history, whether the voter is required to bring any form of identification to vote, and accessing existing resources related to elections. The bill was amended to clarify that the website and mobile application need only be updated daily when there are applicable changes.  The effective date of the bill was also amended, and the bill received additional technical edits.
Analysis of Prop. Res. No. 553-A

A 2010 United States Census Bureau survey found that the most common reason cited by non-voters for not voting is a category defined as “No time off/too busy.” Early voting addresses this challenge by allowing voters more than a single day to vote. Thirty-three states and the District of Columbia offer voters the option of no-excuse, in-person voting before Election Day, while three states exclusively utilize vote-by-mail. New York, by contrast, only allows in-person voting on Election Day. To vote by absentee ballot prior to Election Day in New York, a voter must affirm he or she will be absent on Election Day due to one of several specified reasons. These restrictions limit voter turnout and political participation. Early voting would increase voter turnout, reduce congestion on election days, and improve voter experience. 

Prop. Res. No. 553-A calls upon the New York State Legislature to pass, and the Governor to sign, A.8582-A and S.3813-B, which would allow early voting in New York State.

Analysis of Res. No. 848


Currently, voter registration forms have to be mailed to a county board of elections at least 25 days prior to the election at which the applicant may vote. Res. No. 848 advocates for three election reforms in New York State: (1) online voter registration for all eligible voters, (2) same-day voter registration, and (3) access to these two tools at every poll site. In order to implement an online voter registration system as an option for all eligible voters, an amendment to the New York State Constitution is necessary. The resolution calls for the passage of such an amendment, which would have to pass two consecutive sessions of the New York State Legislature and then subsequently be approved by voters in a referendum vote. Res No. 848 also calls upon the New York State Legislature to pass, and the Governor to sign, legislation amending the Election Law to allow same-day voter registration and to ensure access to both online and same-day voter registration at every poll site. 
Analysis of Preconsidered Res. No. ______ Resolution calling upon the New York State Legislature to pass, and the Governor to sign, the Voter Empowerment Act of New York (A.5972 and S.2538-B), to streamline the voter registration process
This resolution calls upon the New York State Legislature to pass, and the Governor to sign, A.5972, introduced by Assembly Member Brian Kavanagh, and S.2538-B, introduced by Senator Michael Gianaris. The Voter Empowerment Act would implement a number of measures to streamline the voter registration process: creating automatic registration of eligible consenting citizens at designated government agencies; instituting online registration and online access to registration records; permitting the pre-registration of 16- and 17-year-olds; allowing automatic transfers of registration of New Yorkers who move within the state; and moving the deadlines for registration and party enrollment to 10 days prior to an election.
Analysis of Preconsidered Res. ____ Resolution calling upon the New York State Legislature to pass, and the Governor to sign, A.2644, and the electors of the State of New York to approve and ratify the resulting constitutional amendment, to establish no-excuse absentee voting

This resolution calls upon the New York State Legislature to pass, and the Governor to sign, A.2644, introduced by Assembly Member Brian Kavanagh. A.2644 proposes an amendment to the New York State Constitution to remove certain restrictions on the legislature’s ability to permit voters to cast absentee ballots. The goal is to allow any registered voter to vote via absentee ballot without citing one of the currently accepted reasons, thereby removing a barrier for many voters who have difficulty appearing in person at a poll site on Election Day. Since constitutional amendments require approval and ratification by voters, the passage of a statewide voter referendum is required to implement no-excuse absentee voting.
Prop. Int. No. 62-A
 

By Council Members Garodnick, Dickens, King, Koo, Mendez, Palma, Rose, Rosenthal, Reynoso, Cornegy and Van Bramer
  

A Local Law to amend the New York city charter, in relation to requiring notice on former poll sites
  

Be it enacted by the Council as follows:
Section 1. Chapter 46 of the New York city charter is amended by adding a new section 1057-c, to read as follows:
§ 1057-c Notice at former poll sites. On the day of any primary, special, or general election, prior to the opening of the polls, the board of elections in the city of New York shall post a notice on or near the main entrance or entrances of each building that was used as a poll site in any primary, special, or general election in any of the prior four calendar years, but which is not being used as a poll site for the election being held on such day, unless the owner of such building objects to such notice being posted. Such notice shall only be required at former poll sites that covered one or more election districts in which an election is being held on such day. Such notice shall include, but not be limited to: (i) a statement that the building is not in use as a poll site for such election, (ii) the address or addresses of the poll site or sites that are being used for such election, accompanied by a list of the election districts being served at each such poll site; (iii) the website for the official poll site locator of the board of elections in the city of New York; and (iv) a phone number of the board of elections in the city of New York that may be called for poll site information.
§ 2. This local law takes effect January 1, 2017.
 

dss/smd
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Prop. Int. No. 463-A
 

By Council Members Vacca, Dickens, Barron, Johnson, Koo, Mealy, Mendez, Koslowitz, Rodriguez and Van Bramer
 

A Local Law to amend the New York city charter, in relation to providing e-mail and text message notifications to New York city voters
Be it enacted by the Council as follows:
Section 1. Chapter 46 of the New York city charter is amended by adding a new section 1057-d to read as follows:
§1057-d Notifications to voters. a. The board of elections in the city of New York shall send e-mail and text message notifications related to voting for local, state, and federal elections to registered New York city voters who provide the board with an e-mail address or mobile phone number for this purpose. The board shall provide opportunities for city residents to provide an e-mail address or mobile phone number to the board for this purpose and shall maintain a database of all such e-mail addresses and mobile phone numbers. Such e-mail and text message notifications shall be sent for primary elections, general elections and special elections for which each such voter is eligible to vote, for the following purposes and at the following times:
(1) notification of the dates and hours of such election, as well as the applicable poll site location, and any changes thereto, for such voter, sent ten business days prior to such date, and on election day;
(2) notification of the dates, hours, locations, and eligibility requirements for casting an in-person absentee ballot sent on the first day of in-person absentee voting for such election;
(3) notification of the deadline for submission of a mailed absentee voting application for such election, sent ten business days prior to such deadline; and
(4) for e-mailed notifications only, distribution to such voter of an applicable sample ballot, or a link to such sample ballot, for such election, sent within two business days of such sample ballot being posted online.
b. E-mail and text message notifications sent pursuant to this section shall include links to the board's website to access relevant forms, materials and other additional information, as determined by the board, and shall be available in the languages in which the board publishes the election notices sent to such voter by mail.
c. The board shall provide opportunities for city residents to provide an e-mail address or mobile phone number through the following means:
(1) on voter registration forms;
(2) on the board's website;
(3) by collecting e-mail addresses at events promoting voter registration, voter participation, and any other events or meetings the board deems appropriate;
(4) in all mailings to registered voters by directing recipients of such mailings to the board's website; and
(5) by any other means that the board determines would facilitate the collection of e-mail addresses of registered or prospective New York city voters.
d. The board shall provide all e-mail and text message recipients under this section the option to unsubscribe from receiving such e-mail or text message notifications or to update an e-mail address or mobile phone number previously provided to the board. The board shall not remove any e-mail address or mobile phone number from its database unless an e-mail or text message recipient unsubscribes or provides an updated e-mail address or mobile phone number, or if e-mails or text messages sent to such e-mail address or mobile phone number are not successfully transmitted for a period of one year.
e. The board shall not share, sell or otherwise disclose e-mail addresses or mobile phone numbers collected pursuant to this section, except as otherwise required by law, without acquiring advance written permission from individuals providing such information, or unless ordered by a court of law.
§2. This local law takes effect January 1, 2017.
dss/smd
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Prop. Int. No. 659-A

By Council Members Kallos, Cabrera, Eugene, Gentile, Gibson, King, Wills, Mendez, Rodriguez and Rosenthal

A Local Law to amend the New York city charter, in relation to creating an online voter information portal allowing absentee voters to track the status of their absentee application and ballot, allowing users to view their registration status and voting history and allowing users to access online resources related to voting

Be it enacted by the Council as follows:
Section 1. Chapter 46 of the New York city charter is amended by adding a new section 1057-e to read as follows:


§ 1057-e Voter information portal.

The board of elections in the city of New York shall provide a secure website and mobile application that shall not require the user to create an account, but shall, through methods determined by the board, require verification that the user is accessing his or her own record. The information presented in such website and mobile application shall be updated with any applicable changes no less frequently than daily. Such website and mobile application shall include, but not be limited to, the following functionality:

a. allowing any registered voter who has submitted an application for an absentee ballot, or who otherwise has a right to receive an absentee ballot, for an upcoming election pursuant to the election law to view the current status of their absentee application and absentee ballot. Such website and mobile application shall indicate for each such voter whether the board of elections in the city of New York has: 

(1) received such voter’s request for an absentee ballot, if applicable;

(2) approved or rejected such request, if applicable, and, if rejected, a brief statement of the reason for rejection;

(3) mailed or delivered an absentee ballot to such voter for such upcoming election, and shall include the ability for such voter to see the status of a mailed absentee ballot by United States postal service intelligent mail barcode or successor technology;

(4) received such voter’s completed absentee ballot for such upcoming election; and

(5) determined that such voter’s completed absentee ballot was invalid, and, if such a finding was made, a brief statement of the reason.

b. allowing the user to view his or her registration status, including but not limited to:

(1) active status, with the inclusion of the date on which the user’s status became active;

(2) inactive status, with a brief explanation of what this status means and why the user is categorized as such; and

(3) purged, with a brief explanation of what this status means and why the user is categorized as such.

c. allowing any registered voter to view the party for which they are a registered member, if any.

d. allowing the user to view the federal, state, and local election districts in which such user resides.

e. informing any registered voter whether they are required to bring any form of identification to vote and, if so, which form of identification.

f. allowing the user to view which elections held over, at a minimum, the previous four calendar years for which the records of the board of elections in the city of New York indicate:

(1) that such user was registered to vote; and

(2) for such elections, whether such user voted and whether such user did not vote.

g. allowing the user to view, if applicable, the address at which the user was previously registered to vote.

h. through such communication methods as determined by the board of elections in the city of New York, providing any registered voter with the option to receive alerts including, but not limited to, a change in their registration status.

i. allowing the user to access existing online resources including, but not limited to, resources allowing such user to:

(1) register to vote;

(2) update registration information;

(3) view sample ballots;

(4) look up polling place locations;

(5) look up voting hours;

(6) sign up as a poll worker; and 

(7) view the voter guide.

§ 2. This local law takes effect January 1, 2017.
dss/smd
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Proposed Res. No. 553-A
 
Resolution calling on the New York State Legislature to pass, and the Governor to sign, A.8582-A and S.3813-B, which would allow early voting in New York State.
 
By Council Members Cabrera, Chin, Constantinides, Johnson, Kallos, Koo, Richards, Rose, Williams, Rodriguez, Rosenthal and Van Bramer
 
Whereas, Only 28.8% of eligible voters cast a ballot in the 2014 New York State General Election, near the bottom of the turnout rate for all states; and
Whereas, Some have attributed New York's low voter turnout to the State's lack of an early voting option; and
Whereas, Thirty-three states and the District of Columbia offer voters the option of no-excuse, in-person voting before Election Day, while three states exclusively utilize vote-by-mail; and
Whereas, Only 14 states allow only in-person voting on Election Day or voting by absentee ballot with a required excuse; and
Whereas, New York is one of these 14 states, as a voter in New York must visit his or her assigned polling location between 6:00 A.M. and 9:00 P.M. on Election Day in order to cast a vote; and
Whereas, A voter may only vote prior to Election Day in New York by absentee ballot and, even then, only if such voter affirms that he or she has an acceptable reason for being unable to physically visit at his or her assigned polling site on Election Day; and
Whereas, In the 2012 General Election, between 30% and 40% of voters nationwide cast their ballot before Election Day; and
Whereas, A 2010 United States Census Bureau survey found that the most common reason cited by non-voters for not voting is a category defined as “No time off/too busy”; and
Whereas, Allowing voters more than a single day to vote would accommodate those who are physically unable to vote on Election Day; and
Whereas, The 15-hour window of opportunity to vote in New York potentially results in disenfranchisement due to unintended delays in opening poll sites, as occasionally happens locally, given the large number of poll sites in New York City; and
Whereas, Evidence suggests that, when combined with same-day registration, early voting has a positive effect on voter turnout; and
Whereas, If enacted, A.8582-A by New York State Assembly Member Brian Kavanagh, and companion bill S.3813-B by State Senate Minority Leader Andrea Stewart-Cousins, would address the need for early voting by enabling registered voters to vote in person during a designated period before Election Day; and
Whereas, These bills would bring New York State in line with two-thirds of the states and contribute to more representative elections in the future; now, therefore, be it
Resolved, That the Council of the City of New York calls on the New York State Legislature to pass, and the Governor to sign, A.8582-A and S.3813-B, which would allow early voting in New York State.
 
Dss/lw
LS #3393
2/24/2016
Res. No. 848
 
Resolution calling upon the New York State Legislature and the People of the State of New York to amend the State Constitution, and the New York State Legislature to pass and the Governor to sign legislation amending the Election Law to establish same-day and online voter registration.
 
By Council Members Kallos, Cabrera, Barron, Chin, Gentile, Gibson, Lander and Menchaca
 
                     Whereas, According to analysis conducted by the United States Elections Project (USEP), only 36.4% of eligible voters nationally cast ballots in the 2014 midterm elections, setting the lowest number since 1942, when the country was engaged in World War II; and
                     Whereas, In the same elections, only 29% of eligible voters voted in New York State, making it 49th in the nation in terms of voter participation, according to USEP data; and
                     Whereas, New York City’s voter turnout rate for the 2014 midterm elections was even more alarming, with only about 20% of eligible voters casting ballots, hitting a historic low, according to the New York City Campaign Finance Board; and
                     Whereas, Most of the states with the highest voter turnout rates have implemented various electoral reforms to increase voter participation, including same-day registration; and
                     Whereas, Fifteen states and the District of Columbia have enacted reform to offer same-day registration, according to the public policy group Demos; and
                     Whereas, Using 2012 presidential election data, Demos found that four of the top five states for voter turnout had implemented same-day registration; and
Whereas, Furthermore, Demos’ analysis of presidential elections’ turnout rates from 1980 to 2012 revealed that the average turnout rate in states with same-day registration was 10.3% higher than the average in states without the reform; and
Whereas, Some states have more than 15% of their voters using same-day registration, including Minnesota at 17.89% and Idaho at 17.69%, according to Demos; and
                     Whereas, Currently in New York State, registration forms must be postmarked at least 25 days before an upcoming election, causing many potential voters to miss their chance because they fail to meet the deadline; and
                     Whereas, Another voter-friendly reform supported by many voter participation advocates is online registration; and
                     Whereas, The Presidential Commission on Election Administration (PCEA), in its 2014 report to President Obama, listed as its top recommendation the implementation of online registration as an option for all voters; and
                     Whereas, An online registration system typically requires the potential voter to have some form of state-issued identification card, such as a driver’s license, because a signature is needed to complete an application, and a signature on file at a state’s motor vehicles agency can be transferred electronically to election officials; and
                     Whereas, As of July of 2015, 21 states, including New York, offer online registration to applicants with an existing signature in the motor vehicles agency’s database, and an additional six states have passed legislation to offer it, according to the National Conference of State Legislatures; and
Whereas, Several of these 21 states have gone further and offer online registration to applicants without a state-issued identification card, including Minnesota, Delaware, and Missouri, according to the Brennan Center for Justice; and
Whereas, PCEA’s 2014 report found that Arizona, which was the first in the nation to introduce this practice in 2002, saw an increase in registration rates from 29% to 53% among young voters after the state created an online system; and
                     Whereas, PCEA’s 2014 report also showed that in Arizona in 2008, 94% of online registrants voted, compared to 85% of registrants by paper; and
                     Whereas, In addition to increasing registration rate and turnout rate, PCEA also credits online registration systems with increasing the accuracy of voter rolls, which in turn reduces delays and congestion at poll sites; and 
                     Whereas, Furthermore, PCEA states that jurisdictions reap significant cost savings from using online registration, citing a county in Arizona that has saved 80 cents in labor cost for each online registration; and
                     Whereas, Since same-day and online registration have both proven to be successful in increasing voter participation, New York State should enact same-day registration and expand online registration to include applicants without a state-issued identification card; and
                     Whereas, To maximize potential voters’ use of these two effective tools, every poll site in New York State on election day should have electronic devices with access to online registration so that potential voters can register and then immediately vote at the site; now, therefore, be it
                     Resolved, That the Council of the City of New York calls upon the New York State Legislature and the People of the State of New York to amend the State Constitution, and the New York State Legislature to pass and the Governor to sign legislation amending the Election Law to establish same-day and online voter registration.
LS # 1203.1
7/30/2015
LW
Preconsidered Res. No.

Resolution calling upon the New York State Legislature to pass, and the Governor to sign, the Voter Empowerment Act of New York (A.5972 and S.2538-B), to streamline the voter registration process.

By Council Member Kallos


Whereas, New York State consistently has one of the lowest voter turnout rates, ranking 49th among states in the 2014 General Election, according to the United States Elections Project; and

Whereas, Data from the New York State Board of Elections show that only 10.7% of voters eligible to vote in the 2014 gubernatorial primary actually voted; and

Whereas, Steps can be taken to modernize the voter registration process, which will increase the number of potential voters and the chance of higher voter turnout; and


Whereas, New York State Assembly Member Brian Kavanagh introduced A.5972, and New York State Senator Michael Gianaris introduced S.2538-B, a package of needed electoral reforms called the Voter Empowerment Act of New York; and

Whereas, The bills aim to streamline the voter registration process by addressing current challenges faced by potential voters, including ease of registration, timing of registration, address change, and registration status; and
Whereas, Potential voters often find it challenging to register, due to confusing rules and/or lack of time, resulting in nearly 25% of eligible voters not being registered, according to the public policy group Demos; and

Whereas, A.5972 and S.2538-B would allow voters to register online through a secure website established by the New York State Board of Elections, on condition that such voters provide their signatures at their poll sites; and


Whereas, A.5972 and S.2538-B would allow consenting eligible voters to be automatically registered when they interact with participating agencies, including the Department of Motor Vehicles, the New York City Housing Authority, the City University of New York, the Department of Labor, the Department of Corrections and Community Supervision, and many others; and
Whereas, College and university students are an important electoral demographic, but the primary reason they do not vote is that they are not registered, often due to lack of clear and accurate information; and

Whereas, When registered, students are an active and involved part of the electorate, as shown by the Campus Vote Project, which found that 87% of 18- to 24-year-old college students who were registered in 2008 actually voted; and 

Whereas, Finding a way to get young voters, ages 18 to 29, involved in the voting process is extremely important given that, once registered and voting, people are more likely to continue this practice throughout their lives, according to a Yale University study; and 


Whereas, A.5972 and S.2538-B would allow 16- and 17-year-olds to preregister to vote, increasing the likelihood they take part in the electoral process once they turn 18; and


Whereas, A.5972 and S.2538-B would mandate that all universities, colleges, and public school districts make registration forms available to students eligible for registration or pre-registration; and

Whereas, The current process for registration demands that the registration be completed several weeks before an election, causing many hopeful registrants to not be eligible to vote in the election that they were interested in taking part; and 


Whereas, A.5972 and S.2538-B would allow eligible voters to register closer to the date of an election, moving the registration deadline from 25 to 10 days prior, allowing voters who have only recently become interested the chance to participate; and


Whereas, Many previously registered voters, due to having moved, have outdated voter registration information on file; and

Whereas, A.5972 and S.2538-B would streamline the process so that when voters move and file change of address forms with the United States Postal Service, their registrations stay current with automatically updated new addresses; and

Whereas, A.5972 and S.2538-B would direct the Board of Elections to send an annual “Address Correction Requested” form to every registered voter in active status who has not filed a change of address that year; and 

Whereas, Due to complications at registration facilities, some eligible voters are turned away because they have not been properly recorded as eligible to vote at that poll site; and


Whereas, A.5972 and S.2538-B would prevent voters from being turned away if they can prove that they live in the area, are voting at the proper polling place, and are willing to swear to those facts; and


Whereas, Voters are sometimes discouraged from voting due to uncertainties regarding whether and where they are registered; and


Whereas, A.5972 and S.2538-B would allow voters easy online and phone access to their current registration status, and the option to submit a confidential request to correct or update information; now, therefore, be it


Resolved, That the Council of the City of New York calls upon the New York State Legislature to pass, and the Governor to sign, the Voter Empowerment Act of New York (A.5972 and S.2538-B), to streamline the voter registration process.
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Preconsidered Res. No. _______

Resolution calling upon the New York State Legislature to pass, and the Governor to sign, A.2644, and the electors of the State of New York to approve and ratify the resulting constitutional amendment, to establish no-excuse absentee voting.

By Council Member Kallos


Whereas, According to the United States Elections Project, only 29% of eligible voters in New York State cast a ballot in the 2014 General Election, making it 49th in the nation in turnout rate; and 


Whereas, In the same election, only 20% of eligible voters in New York City voted, hitting a historic low, according to the New York City Campaign Finance Board; and 


Whereas, While there are numerous reasons for low voter participation rates, the most common reason for not voting cited in a 2010 United States Census Bureau survey was “No time off/too busy”; and 


Whereas, Many states with high voter turnout rates have instituted various electoral reforms to increase participation, including permitting voters to cast absentee ballots without citing an excuse; and


Whereas, Twenty-seven states and the District of Columbia currently allow any voter to vote via absentee ballot without offering an excuse, and three states have all-mail voting where ballots are automatically sent to every eligible voter, according to the National Conference of State Legislatures; and 


Whereas, New York State requires voters applying for absentee ballots to affirm that they qualify to do so due to one of several reasons, including absence from their county or New York City on Election Day, illness or disability, primary care taker responsibilities of  someone ill or disabled, and detention  in jail or prison; and


Whereas, Applying for an absentee ballot and falsely citing one of the qualifying reasons is a felony; and 


Whereas, There are many additional reasons that make it difficult or impossible for some voters to appear in person at poll sites on Election Day, such as work hours and child care responsibilities; and  


Whereas, Many advocates for increased voter participation have supported removing these limitations on absentee voting, since potential voters often miss the opportunity to cast a ballot when the voting period is confined only to certain hours of one day; and


Whereas, New York State Assembly Member Brian Kavanagh introduced A.2644, which eliminates restrictions on absentee voting and allows every eligible voter to cast absentee ballots without offering a specific justification; and


Whereas, Establishing no-excuse absentee voting in New York State would increase voter participation by allowing all voters the option to vote from home at a time convenient to them; now, therefore, be it


Resolved, That the Council of the City of New York calls upon the New York State Legislature to pass, and the Governor to sign, A.2644, and the electors of the State of New York to approve and ratify the resulting constitutional amendment, to establish no-excuse absentee voting.
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