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ELECTION LEGISLATION 

by Richard G. Smolka 

Much of the legislation passed in the lasl 
two years has been intended to reverse the 
long term trend of declining voter participa· 
tion in national elections and in most state 
elecljons. During this time states continued 
a quarter-century trend to make it easier to 
register and to vote and 10 have the vote 
counted. Their efforts included procedures to 
aid not only able-bodied citizens but also the 
elderly and those with physical handicaps. 

Laws wert passed increasing the ways in 
which citizens cou ld register to VOle, and (0 

make it possible fo r administralOrs to make 
voting more convenient. Some laws made it 
easier to obtain an absentee ballot and to re
turn the ballot in lime (0 be cQunted, especial. 
ly for overseas citizens and military personnel. 

Allhough few changes in election technolo
gy occurred during the past two years, law
makers were more concerned than in the past 
about the impact of technology on the voter 
and on the counting of the ballots. legisla
tive committees looked into the impact of bal
lot format and design, and the security and 
accuracy of computer vote-count ing methods. 

In addition, some laws have attempted to 
address growing public dissatisfaction with 
the electoral system. Legislators have respond· 
ed to those who beHeve campaigns are too ex
pensive or who think candidates may become 
indebted to large contributors. In the past two 
years, campaign fi nance Jaws in general and 
increased campaign spending in particular 
have occupied lawmakers allention. 

Voler Registration 

The liberalization of laws relating to voter 
registration continued unabated during the 
past two years. Although no dramatic changes 
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were made, several states adopted laws mak
ing marginal changes and many used admi ni
strative rules and regulations to ease voter 
registration. 

Most interest was shown in the "motor
voter" concept of voter registration. With "mo
tor-vote";' any person applying for a driver's 
license, or seeking to renew a driver's license, 
is automatically offered a chance to register 
to vote. 

The "mOlor·voter" registration idea, first 
used in Michigan in 1976, was based on the 
fact that fa r more people are licensed to drive 
than are registered to vote. By combining the 
procedures, SlateS attempted to increase vot
er registrat ion to include a ll eligible voters 
who also had driver's licenses. 

By early 1990, six states, Arizona, Colora
do, Michigan, Minnesota, Nevada, and Wash
ington, as well as the District of Columbia 
offered an opportunity to register to vote with 
the driver's license application or renewal. 
The registration opportunity was either 
through a combined form used for both pur
poses or by a procedural requirement to ask 
all driver's license applicants whether they 
wished to register to vote. 

Several other states., including Iowa, North 
Carolina, Ohio and Vermont, also offered the 
opportunity to vote through motor veh icle 
agencies but the procedure was passive. The 
voter registration form was available but the 
driver had to pick up the fo rm or request it 
from a motor vehicle agency employee. The 
motor vehicle agency would accept the com
pleted forms for forwarding to the appropri-
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