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The purpose of this report is to provide information about Michigan’s
election system by examining the civic engagement work of Michigan
Election Coalition partner organizations leading up to and culminating in th
2008 Presidential election. The report concludes with recommendations for
moving forward to improve Michigan’s election system.
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2008 POST-ELECTION REPORT

Summary

Prior to November’s historic election, the Michigan Election Coalition (MEC) focused its efforts
on supporting the election administration work of city and county election officials. Building
relationships with election officials through open and honest dialogue about Michigan’s
election system enabled the MEC’s effort to predict and therefore limit Election Day election
administration problems through the development of a Hotspot Report. The Hotspot Report,
which listed the MEC partner organizations’ most prevalent election administration concerns,
along with the geographic areas where these problems were most likely to occur on Election
Day, was instrumental in the development and execution of a coordinated Poll Monitor
Program. The MEC Poll Monitor Program placed volunteer Election Challengers in various
polling locations throughout the state on Election Day. With a focus on the identified hotspots,
Election Challengers reported election administration problems that were observed. MEC
Coalition partners also organized voter engagement forums to educate and prepare voters for
Election Day. These forums were geared to educate voters about their rights under Michigan
election law, which was especially important given the number of first time and infrequent
voters expected to turnout for Election Day. Additionally, the MEC executed information
campaigns directed toward voters whose homes were in foreclosure and voters who had voted
provisionally in the 2006 elections to inform them of their voting rights. By highlighting the
work of the MEC and others in the voting rights community, we also draw attention to election
administration problems that continue to act as barriers to voting, demonstrating that more
work remains to be done to improve Michigan’s election system.

Goals and Evaluations (successes, challenges, lessons learned)

1. Hotspot Report: The purpose of the Hotspot Report was to highlight Election Protection
hotspots in the state of Michigan. Election Protection was defined as any activity that
reduces the obstacles that a voter may face when voting. These obstacles include
election administration problems like voter registration barriers, along with any other
issues a voter may experience on Election Day, such as voter intimidation. Hotspots
were defined as geographic locations that have reported or were believed to have a
likelihood of reporting election administration problems such as inadequate election
resources (malfunctioning tabulators, insufficient ballots, and insufficient voting
booths), confusing voter ID requirements, poorly trained poll workers, and long lines. In
addition, the report included the recognition that often times, election administration
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problems occurred in geographic areas that are largely populated by historically
underrepresented groups like communities of color and English-learning communities.
The report went on to highlight the work that partner organizations were doing in the
geographic hotspots to reduce election administration problems.

a. Challenges- The partner organizations were able to supply limited evidence of
actual election administration issues. Most of the evidence was anecdotal,
which - while helpful - is not as effective as identifying specific evidence of
election administration problems and where they occurred.

b. Lessons Learned- Document specific evidence of election administration issues
to build a stronger argument for holding election officials accountable for
addressing these issues prior to Election Day.

County/City Clerk Meetings- The MEC met with seven city election officials in the areas
where there were election administration concerns such as first-time student voting,
confusion around voter identification requirements, poll worker training, and expected
high voter turnout.’ The purpose of these conversations was to alert the election
officials of the concerns of those partner organizations working in these communities; to
determine what plans, if any, were in place to address these concerns; and to build a
relationship with these officials that would facilitate further discussions around election
administration reform (same day registration, early voting, no excuse absentee voting,
etc.)
a. Challenges- Election Administrators were often vague about their plans to
address any election administration concerns.
b. Lessons Learned- Be prepared to present specific evidence of election
administration issues, so we can ask for specific changes and hold officials
accountable for these reforms.

Provisional Voter Outreach- Nearly 1400 voters cast provisional ballots in the 2006 state
gubernatorial election. The Advancement Project obtained the names of these
individuals and shared this list with the MEC. These voters were contacted through a
four day phone bank, culminating the weekend before Michigan’s October 6 voter
registration deadline. These voters were encouraged to update their registration before
the registration deadline. Volunteers conducting the phone bank also provided the

! Meetings were held with clerks from the following cities: Benton Harbor, Flint, Grand Blanc, Grand Rapids, East
Lansing, Buena Vista Township, and Dearborn.
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voters with their correct polling location if they were already properly registered.2
These voters were also contacted one week before Election Day through a mailer that
reminded them to check their polling location before going to vote on Election Day. The
mailer also displayed the website and phone number of the Michigan Secretary of
State’s office and 1-866-OUR-VOTE for additional help in determining their polling
location.
a. Challenges- Nearly 60-65% of these voters were unable to be reached because
phone numbers had been changed/disconnected or the voters had moved.
b. Successes- Almost 40% of these voters were reached through the phone bank
and given their correct polling location.

4. Foreclose the Vote Outreach- The "Foreclose the Vote" controversy left many Michigan
voters facing foreclosure confused as to whether election challengers may legally use
foreclosure lists to challenge voters' residency and thus, their eligibility to vote on
Election Day. Jocelyn Benson, a member of the MEC advisory committee and election
law professor, testified before Congress in a hearing on "Federal, State and Local Efforts
to Prepare for the 2008 General Election." Benson testified that Michigan election law
makes it illegal to use foreclosure lists as the sole source for challenging a voter.

Several coalition partners joined in a press conference to call on the Secretary of State
to issue a directive that explicitly states it is illegal for election challengers to challenge a
voter whose residential property is in foreclosure.? Voters facing foreclosure in Wayne,
Oakland, and Macomb counties were contacted through a mailer one week prior to
Election Day and through a weeklong phone bank conducted by partner Clean Water
Fund two weeks prior to Election Day, and were reminded that Ml election law does not
allow challengers to challenge voters who are facing foreclosure.

a. Successes- Michigan’s Director of Elections, Christopher Thomas, attended the
“Foreclose the Vote” press conference and then issued a statement that
explained foreclosure lists alone aren't enough to contest a voter's residence and
eligibility to vote.

? Partner Organizations that provided volunteers include: APIA Vote Michigan, Michigan Voice, National Lawyer’s
Committee- Michigan Election Protection Committee, Planned Parenthood of Michigan

* Partner Organizations involved in organizing the press conference include: ACLU of Michigan, Michigan ACORN,
UAW, Progress Michigan
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Voter Engagement Forums- Several partner organizations worked together to present
Voter Know Your Rights Forums in Detroit, Flint, and Lansing.4 These forums were
developed to educate voters on basic facts regarding their voting rights under Michigan
law. The forums covered topics like felony enfranchisement, rights and access of voters
with disabilities, what to wear on Election Day, and improper challenges and
intimidation on Election Day. City clerks were also invited to come and speak to the
voters and demonstrate casting a proper ballot on Election Day.

a. Successes: Nearly 60 people attended the Voter Know Your Rights Forums and

were educated about Michigan election law.

Poll Monitor Program- The MEC worked in collaboration with several partner
organizations to train and appoint Election Challengers to observe the polls on Election
Day.5 The MEC applied for and obtained permission by County Clerks in twelve counties
to appoint Election Challengers on Election Day.® Election Challengers were instructed
to observe the election and to report issues to 1-866-OUR-VOTE, the National Lawyer’s
Committee hotline. The National Lawyer’s Committee dispatched teams of attorneys,
called mobile legal volunteers, to assist challengers who needed additional assistance at
the polls. Election Challengers were also provided with local telephone numbers to call
if they needed immediate help. The Election Challengers were instructed to record all
issues or problems related to election administration in exit surveys. The surveys asked
poll monitors to report on the number of polling booths in the polling location, disability
accessibility in the polling location, the poll worker’s knowledge of relevant election
policy/law, etc.

e Problems Observed at the Polls
O Registration Issues

Issues related to the voter registration process were the most common
complaint from voters on Election Day. Many citizens registered to vote
but were not in the poll books, nor could they be found on the Qualified

* Partner Organizations involved in organizing the Voter Know Your Rights Forums include: Michigan ACORN, ACLU
of Michigan

> Partner Organizations involved in poll monitoring on Election Day include: ACCESS, AFL-CIO, APIA Vote Michigan,
MERA, National Lawyer’s Committee for Civil Rights Under the Law, P.R.O.A.C.T.l.V.E. Rock the Vote, UAW

® The MEC obtained permission to appoint election challengers to observe the polls in the following counties:
Allegan County, Berrien County, Genesee County, Kalamazoo County, Kent County, Ingham County, Oakland
County, Macomb County, Muskegon County, Saginaw County, Washtenaw County, Wayne County

5
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Voter File (QVF). The Michigan Election Coalition received dozens of
reports from poll challengers stating that registered voters

presented to the polls to vote on Election Day, only to be told that their
names were not recorded in the poll books. Election Protection reported
that one voter in Detroit presented to vote and was not listed in the poll
book. The poll worker told the voter she was registered to vote at
another voting precinct. The voter stated that she had updated her
change of address over a year ago with the Secretary of State and
confirmed this update before Election Day. The voter was turned away
and told to vote at her old precinct. Several other reports indicate that
voters presented with their polling place information printed out from
the Secretary of State’s website, only to be told that they were registered
at a different polling location and should travel to another location if they
wanted to cast their ballot. In addition, Election Protection reported
infrequent voters showed up to vote on Election Day and were unaware
that they had been dropped from the voter rolls. One voter in Detroit
stated that he had not voted since 1997 and was unaware that he could
be dropped from the voter file.

Student Voting Issues
Students at Michigan’s universities reported voting issues on Election

Day. The Michigan Election Coalition received calls from Election
Challengers assigned to observe the polls at Michigan State University.
One challenger stated that an MSU student presented with his voter
registration card and his driver’s license that showed an East Lansing
address. The voter was told that he was registered in his “home” city and
that he should vote at “home” and not at his school address. Both
Election Protection and Michigan Election Coalition received reports from
students complaining that they were not allowed to vote at or near their
campus precincts because they were registered to vote at their parent’s
home address. The students cited that they could not travel to vote at
their parents’ home address, since they actually resided on or near their
college campus and voting at their home address would require them to
travel hundreds of miles to cast their ballot.
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Long Lines
Many Michigan voters faced very long lines on Election Day. Election

Protection reported a 5 hour, 1,000 person long line at Beth Eden Baptist
Church in Detroit. Election Challengers assigned to Pontiac Central High
School in Oakland County reported three hour lines. These reports cited
understaffed polling locations as the main reason for the long wait times.
Other factors contributing to long wait times were malfunctioning voting
tabulators and unorganized/poorly trained poll workers.

Malfunctioning Voting Machines

There were many complaints concerning either broken tabulators or
jammed ballots in malfunctioning tabulators throughout the state of
Michigan on Election Day. Several voters complained that they were
unsure if their votes were counted because the tabulators did not “read”
their ballots nor did they “tally” their votes. One voter reported that the
Automark machine was broken at the Howard Cromwell Recreational
Center in Detroit. The voter complained that he did not feel comfortable
with the poll worker assisting him to vote and would rather have marked
his ballot using the Automark.

Disability Accessibility

Voters with disabilities faced accessibility issues on Election Day. In
Detroit, a voter at Glazer Elementary School asked for a chair to sit in
while she voted. The poll worker denied the voter this request and the
voter left without voting. In other polling locations reports were made
that the Automark Machines were either malfunctioning or the poll
workers were unsure how to use them. This resulted in voters with
disabilities waiting longer to vote. There were also reports of voters who
were unable to enter the polling location because their voting location
property was not accessible to voters who could not walk.

Inadequate resources for Poll Workers
Several voters complained that poll workers were not equipped with the

proper training and resources to aid voters on Election Day. Voters
reported that poll workers were not well acquainted with Michigan’s
election laws and procedures for voting. In Detroit, voters complained
that poll workers at Nolan Elementary School could not explain to voters
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how to mark their ballots. Similarly, inadequately trained poll workers
may exercise discretion arbitrarily and treat some voters with
considerably more deference than other voters. For example, an African-
American voter in Holland, Michigan, reported to Election Protection that
a poll worker told her and her African-American husband that their
driver’s licenses were expired and therefore, invalid [forms of
identification]. The voter and her husband disputed this as neither
license was expired. Both voters were eventually allowed to cast their
ballots.

Challenges- The “Obama-effect” was often cited as the primary reason the MEC
and partner organizations were unable to recruit more volunteer Election
Challengers on Election Day. Many volunteers were working with the
presidential candidates or partisan groups. Another challenge involved
coordinating where partner organizations were going to place volunteers on
Election Day.

Lessons Learned- Nonpartisan groups should start earlier to recruit volunteers
for Election Day activities. We should improve recruiting language for
volunteering with a nonpartisan coalition so that volunteers see the benefit of
working with a nonpartisan group on election protection activities.

7. Additional Election Day Activities

a.

APIA Vote Michigan- APIA Vote Michigan collaborated with the Asian American
Legal Defense and Education Fund to monitor the election for compliance with
the federal Voting Rights Act. The two groups conducted a non-partisan
multilingual survey of voters to document Asian and Arab American voting
patterns. On Election Day, volunteers administered the multilingual voter survey
in 3-hour shifts and documented voting problems on Election Day.

Unlock the Vote- Unlock the Vote volunteers canvassed individuals with felony
convictions on Election Day. This door-to-door canvass program targeted
individuals with felony convictions in both the city of Detroit and the city of Flint.
These individuals were encouraged to cast their ballot on Election Day.
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8. MEC Media Outreach
a. The Michigan Election Coalition was mentioned in the following press clippings:
i. Michigan Messenger, Long lines could await Michigan voters Nov. 4, by
Alexa Stanard,
http://michiganmessenger.com/7262/long-lines-could-await-michigan-
voters-nov-4
ii. Public News Service, Lose your home; lose your right to vote? by Jim
Wishner
http://www.publicnewsservice.org/index.php?/content/article/6640-1
iii. MetroTimes, Election Protection, by Curt Guyette
http://metrotimes.com/news/story.asp?id=13399
iv. The Michigan Daily, City prepares for expected spike in voter turnout by
Julie Rowe
http://www.michigandaily.com/content/2008-10-30/after-substantial-
increase-registrants-city-prepares-possibe-record-turnout
v. Michigan Nonprofit Association, Policy Portal
http://www.mnaonline.org/PPupdates/ppupdate251.asp
b. Lessons Learned- The MEC will work to utilize our media contacts in a more
useful manner. We also want to create a better rapid response system for a
more coordinated response to address issues that arise during the course of an
election cycle.

What Have We Learned? WS O2 YYSYRIF A2y a FT2NJ LYLINRZAY3I aiOK)

Thanks to the hard work of election administrators, voting rights advocates, and the resolve of
determined voters, Michigan saw its highest voter turnout in nearly 28 years. Michigan’s voter
turnout among eligible voters reached 69.2%, placing it seventh in the nation for voter turnout.
Compared to the 2004 election, the State of Michigan boasted a 3.4% increase in ballots casts
in the 2008 election. Notwithstanding the historic growth in voter participation documented in
this past election, Michigan’s rising electorate still faced unnecessary barriers to voting prior to
and leading up to Election Day.

Voter registration issues were the most common barrier to voting cited by voters and voting
rights advocates during the 2008 election season. These issues - which included a lawsuit
guestioning the legality of the voter list maintenance procedures used by Michigan election
officials, confusion around student voting, complaints of alleged registration fraud, and misuse
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of provisional ballots - resulted in a series of actions that affected voters’ participation in the
electoral process.

For example, The Advancement Project, along with the American Civil Liberties Union- Michigan
(ACLU) and the United Students Association (USSA) filed suit weeks before Election Day
challenging two statewide voter removal programs that unlawfully eliminated thousands of
Michigan voters from the statewide voter file. Although the district court judge ruled that this
voter removal program violated the National Voting Registration Act of 1993 (NVRA), the state
refused to restore the affected voters to the rolls in advance of the presidential election.

Confusion around registration requirements disenfranchised students, since these students
were often registered to vote at their home addresses and were unable to travel hundreds of
miles home to cast their ballots.

Although many voters reported registering to vote before the voter registration deadline, these
voters’ names were not listed in the poll books and they were unable to cast a regular ballot on
Election Day. As a result, some poll workers incorrectly turned voters away despite the explicit
requirements of the federal Help America Vote Act of 2002 (HAVA) and Michigan election law,
which afford voters the opportunity to cast a provisional ballot. Unnecessary barriers to voter
registration must be removed in order to ensure that all eligible voters are allowed to
participate fully in Michigan’s election system.

Another common barrier to voting Michiganders faced on Election Day was the amount of time
many voters had to wait in order to vote. These very long wait times were unacceptable, as
some voters with work obligations or disabilities were unable to wait in such long lines, and
thus, were unable to vote.

It is clear that voters face persisting barriers when exercising their fundamental right to vote.
By working to secure and accommodate every citizen’s right to vote, we can reduce and even
remove the barriers voters face when electing to cast a meaningful ballot. Based on the
Michigan Election Coalition’s pre- and post- Election Day observations, the following policies
are recommended to improve the way elections are run in Michigan:

Registration Modernization

In Michigan, eligible voters are not placed on the voter roll until they register to vote either
through a government approved agency or a citizen run registration drive. Although a voter has
properly registered to vote, he may be required to re-register if, for instance, he moves from
one township to another township or is considered inactive because he has failed to vote in

10
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two consecutive federal elections. The current registration procedures result in a system that
places the burden on the voter to navigate registration laws that are confusing and often lead
to the disenfranchisement of otherwise eligible voters. Recent technological advances
combined with the state-wide voter databases mandated by the Help America Vote Act (HAVA),
can help facilitate the transition toward removing the registration burden from voters to the
government, which is more equipped to handle the needs of the citizenry. In particular,
modernizing Michigan’s voter registration system can create a comprehensive voter roll where
the government bears the burden of registering every eligible voter and has the responsibility
of maintaining a complete voter roll.

Current registration requirements in Michigan present many obstacles to voting. Michigan has
a 30-day voter registration requirement. Registration forms must be completed, signed, and
received by the 30th day before the election. Michigan’s voter registration deadline prohibits
voters from voting who decide to vote after the deadline or who receive notice that they need
to comply with a registration requirement after the deadline has passed. The limitations of
Michigan’s registration deadlines are often experienced on Election Day, when voters who
believe they are registered show up at the polls and find their names missing from the poll
books. In Michigan, the only remedy for this type of situation is to cast a provisional ballot.
Provisional ballots, however, are valid when the clerk has verified that the voter was in fact
registered and cast her vote in the correct precinct. In some cases, a clerk is unable to verify
that a voter is in fact registered and that provisional ballot is not counted.

Additionally, Michigan’s voter registration residency requirements have a disproportionate
impact on low income citizens and students. These voters are more likely to change addresses
more frequently than other citizens and have to re-register with every move. Students, for
example, may have unconventional living arrangements that do not easily meet residency
requirements (such as temporary student housing, summer housing, or sorority/fraternity
housing). Students living in these “on campus” arrangements have both a campus address and
a home address where their parents reside. Students may not understand the voter
registration residency requirements as they pertain to their complex living arrangements.
Many student voters are disenfranchised during an election because they show up to vote at
the wrong polling location (usually their campus polling location) believing they are registered
to vote at that location only to be told that they are registered at their “home” polling location.
Often, these voters do not have time to travel to another polling location, which can sometimes
be hundreds of miles away.

11
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Recognizing that the current voter registration and voter file maintenance procedures pose
significant challenges for voters and administrators alike, modernizing Michigan’s voter
registration system would assist election officials with their responsibility to register voters and
maintain the voter file. By adopting 21*" century election reforms, Michigan election
administrators would increase the number of properly registered voters and could eliminate
many of the problems associated with voter file maintenance.

Michigan could achieve modern election administration reform by automatically registering
voters using all available databases such as the Secretary of State’s driver’s license division,
income tax authorities, the U.S. Postal Service database, or social services agencies. This would
involve creating a system that would transfer information from agency records to the state
election administrators, adding voters to the voter rolls and giving then notice and a chance to
amend the registration. In New York, legislators introduced a bill, A4346, that would
automatically register voters using tax and motor vehicle records.

Automatic re-registration is another way state governments can move toward a more modern
election registration. Already registered voters must be tracked as they move from place to
place. States can maintain registrations automatically by updating voter rolls when voter
information changes. Minnesota’s legislature passed HB 1546, which established automatic re-
registration for all voters who move anywhere within the state.

Embedded in maintaining adequate voter registration processes is ensuring that voters have an
opportunity to amend their voter registration, even on Election Day. The Michigan Election
Coalition supports allowing voters to correct their registration on Election Day through Election
Day Registration (EDR), which ensures that a voter’s registration never lapses and allows the
voter to vote at the polls on Election Day. The MEC advocates EDR as a viable first-step toward
modernizing Michigan’s election registration system.

Early Voting/No Excuse Absentee Voting

Thirty-one states offer some sort of early voting. Early voting differs from absentee voting in
that voters may visit an election official’s office or, in some states, other satellite voting
locations, and cast a vote in person without offering an excuse for not being able to vote on
Election Day. Satellite voting locations vary by state and may include other county and state
offices (besides the election official’s office), grocery stores, shopping malls, schools, libraries,
and other locations. Early voting generally is conducted on the same voting equipment used in
the regular election, as opposed to absentee voting, which is conducted on mail-in paper
ballots. The time period for early voting varies from state to state, but most often it is available

12
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during a period of 10-14 days before the election, generally ending on the Friday or Saturday
immediately preceding the election.

Currently, Michigan law requires an eligible voter to apply for an absentee ballot when the
voter attests that she cannot go to the polls on Election Day because of a physical disability,
religious practices, serving as an election inspector, being 60 years old or older, planning to be
away from her polling place on Election Day, or being in jail awaiting arraignment or trial. Early
voting legislation allows a voter to offer no excuse for casting an absentee ballot. Early voting
also requires no advance absentee voter application. Early voting is credited with reducing long
lines and encouraging increased voter participation.

The MEC would also support allowing voters to vote early and would work with local clerks to
offer innovative best practices, keeping in mind the fiscal and administrative restraints the local
officials would be faced with in implementing early voting reforms.

MEC Collaborative Election Reform Issue Agenda:

In addition to the election administration issues identified through the work of MEC partners
leading up to Election Day, the MEC partners are also working on various good government,
voter education and voter access reforms. These include:

e American Civil Liberties Union- will monitor and continue to oppose legislation that
would permit the Secretary of State to order police to polling places under the guise
of voter protection.

¢ America Vote Education and Action Fund- priorities include passing no excuse
absentee voting legislation

¢ Asian Pacific Islander America Vote- Michigan and Arab Community Center for
Economic and Social Services- advocate for translated ballots (present both
options- paper ballots in addition to AutoMARK) and at the same time, work with

clerks to increase the number of bilingual poll workers.

e Michigan Campaign Finance Network- focused mainly on judicial campaigns. In
particular, MCFN will advocate disclosure of financing of electioneering

communications and public financing of Supreme Court campaigns. The MCFN is
also interested in, and will support, work for early voting/ no-excuse absentee
voting, EDR, and work around the Census/Redistricting.

13
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Michigan Election Reform Alliance- priorities include working with legislators to

repeal "Rogers' law," to reinstate the right of a voter to maintain a residence
address different from a driver address; election day registration (introduced
since 2002); no-reason absentee voting; measures to broaden authority of local
clerks to register voters; to remove the catch-22 for first time registrants who
register to vote by mail, and to ban caging.

United States Student Association- is working to pass the Student Voter
Opportunity to Encourage Registration Act (Student VOTER Act), a federal bill
introduced in Congress by Representatives Jan Schakowsky (D-IL) and Steven
LaTourette (R-OH), as well as Senator Dick Durbin (D-IL). The Student VOTER Act
amends the National Voter Registration Act (NVRA) to designate colleges and
universities as “voter registration agencies.” The legislation would require all

colleges and universities that receive federal funds to offer voter registration to
students during “enrollment for a course of study.” NVRA, or the “Motor Voter
Act,” already requires state and local governments to offer voter registration to
citizens when they obtain a driver’s license or public assistance benefits.
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