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Thank you Chairman Durbin, and members of the subcommittee, for the 

opportunity to provide a statement for the record in this important hearing. The American 

Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO) is a voluntary 

federation of 56 national and international labor unions, representing 12.2 million 

members, including 3.2 million members in Working America, the AFL-CIO’s 

community affiliate. We are teachers and miners, firefighters and factory workers, bakers 

and engineers, pilots and public employees, doctors and nurses, painters and plumbers—

and more. Within the AFL-CIO, constituency groups bring particular attention to workers 

who are persons of color, women, veterans or part of the lesbian, gay, bisexual and 

transgender communities.  

The AFL-CIO historically has played an active role in protecting and advancing 

the right to vote for all Americans.  We have done so legislatively at the federal and state 

levels and devoted substantial resources to assist union members and others to register.  

Most recently, in 2004 and 2008, the AFL-CIO conducted a non- partisan voting rights 

protection program to ensure that those who were eligible to vote were given their fair 

right to vote and those votes properly counted.  

In the United States, the right to vote and the free and fair exercise of voting 

rights by all eligible voters are fundamental principles of our democracy.  However, in 

the past year, we have witnessed a disturbing increase in state legislation to impose 

unwarranted restrictions on voting.  This legislation has included oppressive photo 
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identification requirements, proof of citizenship to register to vote, attacks on third party 

voter registration and reductions in early voting days, as well as other types of 

restrictions, all with the singular purpose of disenfranchising certain voters.  

Specifically, legislation has been introduced in more than thirty states and already 

passed in at least seven states requiring voters to present current government-issued photo 

identification when voting.  In addition to photo identification requirements for in person 

voting, Kansas, Texas and Wisconsin now have photo identification requirements for 

absentee voting.  Governors in Montana, Minnesota, North Carolina, New Hampshire 

and Missouri vetoed photo identification bills that passed their legislatures.  At least ten 

states introduced legislation that would require proof of citizenship to register to vote.  

These citizenship laws have a disparate impact on naturalized immigrants and on elderly, 

poor and other citizens who lack this documentation.   

Efforts to adopt restrictive voting legislation have been part of a coordinated 

campaign across the country to attack democracy.  The proponents of voter photo ID and 

other restrictive legislation, including the American Legislative Exchange Council 

(ALEC), the conservative organization linked to corporate and right-wing donors 

including the billionaire Koch brothers, also have promoted companion legislation that 

attacks the rights of workers and collective bargaining.  

The AFL-CIO and its affiliated unions are opposed to these laws.  Legislation 

requiring voter photo IDs creates a disproportionate burden on racial minorities, senior 

citizens, immigrants, the homeless, disabled, young people and low-wage workers. 

Research sponsored by the Brennan Center for Justice has found that approximately 11 

percent of all eligible voters do not have current government-issued photo IDs. 
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Nationwide, 18 percent of citizens 65 and older, 25 percent of African American voting-

age citizens, 16 percent of Latino voting-age citizens, 20 percent of young people (ages 

18–29) and 15 percent of citizens earning less than $35,000 a year do not have current 

government photo IDs. In Wisconsin alone, according to a recent University of 

Wisconsin-Milwaukee study, those without state issued photo identification who would 

need to obtain one to vote include 23 percent of Wisconsinites over the age of 65, 55 

percent of African American males, 49 percent of African American women, 46 percent 

of Hispanic men and 59 percent of Hispanic women.  In its Progress Report, the Center 

for American Progress Action Fund estimates voter ID bills would depress Latino voter 

turnout by as much as 10 percent.  

And, several recent incidents in Wisconsin underscore how a photo ID 

requirement can disenfranchise eligible voters. Wisconsin launched a “soft” 

implementation of parts of the state’s voter ID law during the just-concluded July and 

August state senate recall elections.  Under the new law, poll workers were required to 

ask voters for their photo identification but voters were not required to provide it. WTMJ 

NBC 4 in Milwaukee reported that in the city of Glendale, during the recall efforts in 

State Senate District 8, voters experienced long lines, including up to 40- minute waits, 

because of limited polling places and poll workers asking voters to show photo ID.  Not 

connected to the recall elections, but just as problematic, the Daily Kos reported that a 

Wisconsin DMV worker told a young voter seeking a supposedly state-guaranteed free 

ID that he could not get one because he did not have enough activity in his bank account 

to constitute proof of address.  Worse, the DMV posts no signs about the opportunity to 

obtain a free ID and DMV personnel are not instructed to tell voters they can get the ID 
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without charge.  These examples foreshadow greater problems likely to arise when states 

implement these laws statewide, and they underscore the need for thorough and proper 

training of personnel and education of voters on the new laws.  The combination of 

restrictive laws, poorly trained election workers and inadequate public notice greatly 

increases the risk of voter disenfranchisement. 

The assault on voting rights and democracy is not limited to photo identification 

laws, however.  In Ohio, Gov. Kasich signed into a law a bill that shortens the state’s 

early voting period, bans in-person early voting on Sundays, prohibits boards of election 

from mailing absentee ballot requests to voters, and allows poll workers to refuse to tell 

voters where they can vote.  Outraged citizens in Ohio are working together to collect 

signatures to put Ohio’s oppressive voting law, HB 194, on the ballot for November 

2012.  Florida recently enacted legislation that will, among other provisions, impede full 

civic participation by curtailing early voting, prohibiting voters from updating their 

addresses at the polls when they move between counties, and impose onerous new 

requirements and stiff criminal penalties on organizations engaged in voter registration 

activities.  Notably, more than half of African-Americans voted early in Florida in the 

2008 election and fewer early voting days will decrease turnout among this traditionally 

disenfranchised group.  As reported in Politico, Florida State Senator Mike Bennett (R- 

Bradenton) explained the new law as follows:  

Do you read the stories about the people in Africa? The people in 
the desert, who literally walk two and three hundred miles so they can 
have the opportunity to do what we do, and we want to make it more 
convenient? How much more convenient do you want to make it? Do we 
want to go to their house? Take the polling booth with us? This is a hard-
fought privilege. This is something people die for. You want to make it 
convenient? The guy who died to give you that right, it was not 
convenient. Why would we make it any easier? I want 'em to fight for it. I 
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want 'em to know what it's like. I want them to go down there, and have to 
walk across town to go over and vote.  

 
Proponents of photo ID legislation, citizenship requirements and other restrictions 

have been unable to provide evidence to support their claims that these strict 

requirements provide solutions to problems that threaten voting integrity, correct election 

irregularities or combat voter fraud.  Current election laws that do not include strict photo 

ID provisions have proven to be effective and have not presented impediments to free and 

fair elections. Moreover, claims of voter fraud have gone unproven time and again. 

According to the New York Times, in 2007, a five-year investigation by the Bush Justice 

Department, yielded only 86 convictions out of 196 million votes cast.   

There is also evidence that the administration and implementation of legislation 

requiring voter IDs, citizenship requirements and imposing other restrictions on voting 

requires significant monetary resources, creates an excessive financial burden for states 

already in financial crisis, and further depletes resources needed for basic services for 

state residents, including education, health and human services, police and fire protection 

and other critical needs. The costs of implementation are significant; for example, a 

legally compliant photo ID law can cost a state millions of dollars.  Wisconsin’s law, 

according to the Wisconsin Legislative Fiscal Bureau, will require more than $5 million 

to implement.  

There is also a severe burden on the would-be voter.  The cost and effort to secure 

the underlying documentation needed for the free ID, such as a birth certificate, may be 

prohibitive for many voters, particularly the poor, elderly and students.  These citizens 

are simply disenfranchised, and others with the means to pay for the documentation are 
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essentially paying for the right to vote, regardless of whether the state-issued 

identification is “free” otherwise.   

Legislatures should enact reforms that increase voter participation, not pass laws 

that impair the ability of eligible voters to cast ballots.  Voter suppression legislation is an 

attack on democracy and voting rights and is part of a coordinated effort to attack 

working people. The AFL-CIO firmly opposes voter photo ID legislation and other 

measures that restrict or curtail voting.   

Thank you for the opportunity to provide this statement for the record in 

connection with this hearing.  

 

 


