
	  
	  
	  
FACT SHEET: A Campaign to Protect Access to the Polls and 

Encourage Voter Participation in 2012 
	  
The Essential Right to Vote 
The ability to vote—to have a part in choosing the elected officials whose decisions impact our 
lives, families, communities, and country—is at the core of our democracy and what it means to 
be an American. Every American should have a voice in issues that affect them. Every voter 
counts. 

Over the past 200 years, often in the face of enormous obstacles, the right to vote has been 
expanded: to African-American men, to women, to young adults. Fifty years ago, a powerful 
grassroots movement inspired millions of Americans and moved the federal government to pass 
the Voting Rights Act of 1965 to outlaw practices that many states and localities were using to 
keep African Americans from voting. And in recent decades, states and communities successfully 
put in place ways to make it easier for people to take part in elections, including voter registration 
at motor vehicle departments, Election Day registration, early voting and voting by mail. 

These efforts worked. In 2008, American democracy was buoyed by a surge in voter participation 
by people who have historically been under-represented at the ballot box. Record numbers of 
young people, African Americans, and Latinos joined their fellow citizens to engage in the most 
basic right and responsibility of citizenship. This was a high point of American democracy, a 
milestone on the path toward the goal of a truly universal franchise, in which every voting-age 
American citizen has the right, opportunity, and ability to vote. 

The Shameful Surge of Voter Suppression in America 
Unfortunately, some powerful interests did not view the expansion of voter participation as good 
news; they were threatened by the way the 2008 election turned out. Rather than trying to win 
over these newly energized voters, these interests launched a coordinated effort to shut some 
voters out. Under the guise of preventing so-called “voter fraud” and working in conjunction with 
advocacy groups, some governors and state legislators have passed laws making it harder for 
millions of Americans—especially students, seniors, and people of color—to register and to vote. 

Some of these laws eliminate or reduce successful programs like early voting, which allows 
voters to avoid long lines on Election Day or to cast a vote when their work and family schedules 
allow. Some create absurd and unreasonable restrictions—and devastating penalties for simple 
mistakes—on the kind of community voter registration drives that nonprofit organizations have 
engaged in for years. And some impose unnecessary and burdensome costs and requirements on 
acquiring the photo ID that will be required to vote—leaving many senior citizens and college 
students unable to vote and disproportionately disenfranchising people less likely to have 
government-issued photo IDs, including African Americans, Latinos, and lower-income voters. 

Left unchallenged and unchecked, new voter suppression efforts could disenfranchise millions of 
voters—five million by one credible estimate—which is more than enough to determine the 
outcome of close national, state, and local elections.  

The shameful surge in voter suppression is defended with bogus, exaggerated claims of voter 
fraud as a justification for new restrictions on registration and voting. But study after study has 
found that voter fraud is extremely rare. There is a better chance of being struck by lightning. The 
few claimed examples of voter impersonation are insignificant in determining election results—



and do not in any way justify restrictions that will keep millions of eligible citizens who are eager 
to vote from exercising that right. 

The Every Voter Counts Campaign 
The Leadership Conference Education Fund, working with allies at the local, state, and national 
levels, is implementing a campaign to elevate and sustain a focus on voter protection and turnout; 
to strengthen the ability of individuals and organizations to overcome barriers to the right to vote; 
and to increase voter turnout among underrepresented populations that are the targets of voter 
suppression efforts. The campaign includes communications, policy, and field organizing 
components. 

The Education Fund is:  

• Creating an interactive online resource that partner organizations can use to share and access 
information about the impact of voter suppression efforts and strategies for overcoming them; 

• Working with national and local partners to develop and place stories, editorials, op-eds, blog 
posts, and letters-to-the editor in mainstream and ethnic media; 

• Developing educational materials to build a national narrative around voting rights and voting 
requirements, which include in-language information about language assistance requirements 
in areas covered by Section 203 of the Voting Rights Act; 

• Launching a new media marketing campaign to educate, engage, and connect with young 
people of color on voting rights and requirements; 

• Producing a video on the importance of voting, the impact of historical and current voter 
suppression efforts, and the citizen campaigns to resist and overcome them; 

• Collaborating with community-based organizations in Ohio, Wisconsin, and Colorado, and 
potentially in other states, to reduce the impact of voter suppression laws, including in areas 
covered by language assistance requirements of Section 203 of the Voting Rights Act; and  

• Providing strategic assistance and targeted sub-grants for state and local educational efforts. 

The Education Fund believes that all Americans have a role to play in preventing democracy 
from being degraded by restrictions on registration and voting that effectively strip millions of 
their right to vote. 

Through the Every Voter Counts campaign, The Education Fund will collaborate with and 
strategically support efforts by voting rights advocates and community-based organizations to 
encourage citizens to exercise their right to vote, to educate voters on current voting 
requirements, and to raise awareness of the dangers posed by the expansion of voter suppression 
tactics. 

Talking Points: Every Voter Counts 
Every American citizen should be encouraged and empowered to exercise his or her right  
to vote. 

The right to vote is our most basic and important right. Voting is our right and responsibility 
as citizens. Voting is how we protect all our rights and choose the elected officials whose 
decisions affect our lives, our families, and our communities. Generations of Americans have 
fought and died to make the right to vote available to all citizens.  

The right to vote is under attack. There is a shameful, unprincipled, campaign underway to 
make it harder for millions of Americans to vote. Politicians are pushing laws all across the 



country to restrict the ability to register and to vote. Five million eligible voters could be 
prevented from taking part in November’s elections by these laws. These voter suppression 
efforts could not only determine the outcome of this year’s election; they could reverse decades 
of work to bring more Americans into the political process.  

Voter suppression takes many forms. Governors and state legislators are passing laws to make 
it harder for people to register and vote. They are: 

• Requiring people to show government-issued photo IDs in order to vote: 
New voter ID laws have been popping up all over the country, along with horror stories 
of people who have voted faithfully for decades but are now being turned away. In 
Pennsylvania, new restrictive ID laws could keep 750,000 eligible voters from casting  
a vote. 

• Making it harder to help voters register: 
Some states have passed laws to make it harder for groups like the League of Women 
Voters and the NAACP to assist individuals who want to register to vote. These laws 
impose huge fines and have unreasonable requirements. For example, a teacher was fined 
for helping her students register when she missed a deadline for handing in the completed 
registration forms within 48 hours. 

• Cutting back on early voting: 
Early voting periods have enabled millions of people to avoid long Election Day lines 
and vote when they are able to. Some states have limited the number of days available for 
early voting, and some have specifically eliminated early voting on the Sunday before 
Election Day—a day often used by African-American churches to get their “souls to the 
polls” after worship. 

• Purging voters: 
Another way that states limit voter participation is by removing eligible voters from the 
voting rolls, a practice known as “purging.” These efforts often remove eligible voters 
inaccurately, and tend to use dubious methods, such as questioning the citizenship status 
of voters with Hispanic sounding last names. 

Florida, which wrongly purged thousands of eligible voters before the 2000 election, is 
currently seeking to purge its voter list, supposedly targeting non-citizens based on 
limited—and in most cases faulty—evidence. In Colorado, the Secretary of State has 
sought to declare anyone who did not vote in 2010 an “inactive” voter. 

How do they justify keeping people from voting? Politicians pushing laws that would restrict 
access to the vote say they are trying to prevent “voter fraud” — people impersonating someone 
else to vote.  

The truth is that there is no problem with voter impersonation in this country. Research has 
shown that a person is more likely to be struck by lightning than to impersonate another voter. 
Voter impersonation is not a problem that impacts the outcomes of U.S. elections. But measures 
that keep thousands or millions of eligible citizens from voting do threaten the integrity of 
elections.  

What’s wrong with voter ID laws? 
Voter ID laws often keep students, older voters, African Americans, Latinos, and people with 
disabilities from voting. Many Americans are surprised to learn how many of their fellow citizens 
do not have the required ID. Population-wide estimates indicate that about 10 percent of eligible 
voters don’t have photo identification. The percentage increases sharply among certain vulnerable 



populations. Problems such as a name change after marriage, lack of access to a birth certificate 
for individuals born at home or adopted, as well as costs and physical access to the state agency 
all inhibit the ability to get an ID. Here are some of the other problems with voter ID laws.  

• They don’t address a significant problem. Voter ID laws are supposedly designed to prevent 
voter impersonation, which is a practically non-existent problem and has never been shown to 
change the outcome of an election.  

• They hurt some voters more than others.  
o Some older Americans who have voted for decades are now being turned away 

because they cannot produce birth certificates or other required documentation under 
new laws. 

o 25 percent of African Americans and 19 percent of Latinos don’t have government-
issued IDs, compared to only 8 percent of Whites. 

o Voters with less than $35,000 in annual income are twice as likely as higher-income 
voters not to have photo ID—and some cannot afford the time and expense of getting a 
new ID. 

• The result of voter ID laws is to keep eligible Americans from voting, without producing any 
improvement in election administration. This violates their rights and undermines our 
democracy. Every voter counts. 

Voter suppression is bad for America. Restricting the right to vote is an attack on American 
democracy. Targeting some groups of voters is an attack on democratic values. The United States 
already has the lowest voter participation rate of any advanced country. We should be trying to 
get more Americans involved in elections, not shutting out people who want to be responsible 
citizens. The new voter suppression movement is an effort to rig the system for partisan political 
benefit. That should concern all Americans, regardless of their own political leanings. 

We can and must overcome voter suppression and voter confusion. In 2008, American 
democracy benefited from a surge in voter participation by people who have historically been 
under-represented at the ballot box. Record numbers of young people, African Americans, and 
Latinos joined their fellow citizens to engage in the most basic right and responsibility of 
citizenship. This was a high point of American democracy, a milestone on the path toward the 
goal of a truly universal franchise, in which every voting-age American citizen has the right, 
opportunity, and ability to vote. We must overcome efforts to reverse this progress. 

	  


