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Letter from the  
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for Civil Rights Under 
Law President and  
Executive Director

 Barbara R. Arnwine
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I can’t think of a more important right and responsibility in our country than the right to 
vote.  And if we’re going to protect this right – we need your help. 

That’s what this Voting Rights Toolkit is all about. Established by proclamation by Presi-
dent John F. Kennedy, the Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under Law has worked for 
over 50 years to protect the right to vote.  But even now, that right is being threatened.  
In June 2013, the Supreme Court gutted key provisions of the Voting Rights Act of 1965 
in the case Shelby County, Alabama v. Holder.  And around the country, voting rights are 
being limited in a number of ways, from overly-burdensome voter identification require-
ments to unfair practices at the polls.  

We need your help to make sure that every citizen in this country can exercise his or her 
right to vote.  As you know, we’ve fought too long, and sacrificed too much, for this right 
to be limited or taken for granted.  This Voting Rights Toolkit provides concrete steps to 
get involved in the Voting Rights Movement, and ensure that voting rights are protected 
for all Americans, both now and in the future.

Specifically, this toolkit will provide you with the following:

1. The latest on the voting rights fight in our country and why it is more important than 
    ever to have grassroots leaders involved in the fight to protect voting rights;
2. Information on the types of restrictive tactics to look out for and how you can  
    report them;
3. Key steps to advance voting rights and help the broader civil rights community know 
    how to best support work protecting voting rights in your community;
4. Tools and strategies for sharing voting rights information with others. 

Our country needs your leadership, and we are thrilled to have great partners like you in 
the fight for voting rights. This is the first toolkit in a series for the faith community, and 
this toolkit focuses specifically on the Christian faith tradition, while other toolkits for 
other faiths are coming soon. Thank you for your commitment to this issue and careful 
consideration of the information in this toolkit.

Sincerely, 
Barbara R. Arnwine
President and Executive Director

Dear Friends,

i
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Letter from National 
Faith Leaders



iii

We greet you with joyous hearts—knowing that the victory is already in hand (John 16:33)!

We, national clergy leaders and friends, join together in support of The Lawyers’ Commit-
tee’s Voting Rights Toolkit for Faith-based Organizations. It has been a long and arduous 
journey towards the full right to vote for every citizen of our country. Many have bled and 
died for this precious right—and today, the struggle continues.

After the Supreme Court’s 2013 decision in Shelby County v. Holder, we are once again 
in a position where the right to vote is threatened in far too many states and localities 
across the country. Voter suppression still exists, and Americans – including formerly 
incarcerated persons – are too often disenfranchised. More than ever, we need people of 
faith and moral concern to step up and say that enough is enough.

That’s what this Voting Rights Toolkit is all about. In this Toolkit, you will find important 
information on voting rights; 5 specific ways you can get involved in the fight; and 
resources to share in your congregation and community. We hope and urge all the faithful 
to make full use of this toolkit and ensure that protecting the right to vote is a critical 
priority within your congregation.

We appreciate the Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under Law for their leadership 
in drafting this toolkit, and the support of clergy around the country in their efforts to  
develop and disseminate this message. To add your name to the list of signatories below, 
simply email us at partner@valuespartnerships.com.

Thank you for your prophetic witness within your congregation and in the wider world. In 
the words of Philippians 4:13, we know full well that we can do All Things Through Christ 
Who Strengthens Us—including ensuring that every single American has the right to vote!

Together in Christ, and Bonded in the Struggle,

Rev. Dr. Otis Moss, Jr.
Rev. Dr. Barbara Williams-Skinner
Rev. Dr. Freddy Haynes
Rev. Dr. Cynthia Hale
Bishop Vashti McKenzie
Bishop Donald Hilliard
And other clergy from around the country…

Dear Brothers and
Sisters in Christ,

Lawyers’ Committee Voting Rights Toolkit for Faith Communities | 2014
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Listening to the Giants: Civil Rights
Pioneer Congressman John Lewis
on Why This Toolkit Matters

Q: Congressman Lewis, you have been 
at the forefront of the fight for voting 
rights for many years. What milestones 
in that fight stand out to you the most?

A: The movement had many achieve-
ments, but the passage of the Civil Rights 
Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act 
of 1965 are two of the most significant 
milestones. Historians have declared 
these two bills the most influential 
legislation passed by Congress in the last 
50 years.  These are achievements that 
brought an end to legalized segregation 
and turned the tide against hundreds 
of years of injustice in this country. And 
as an outgrowth of that progress other 
strides were made through the War on 

Poverty and Great Society legislation that 
focused our nation’s powerful resources 
on creating a level playing field for every 
American citizen.  Women, especially, and 
other minorities benefitted significantly 
from these changes.

Q: Why do voting rights still matter  
today?

A: The vote is the most powerful nonviolent 
tool we have in democratic society to effect 
change. The vote is precious, almost sacred. 
It is the cornerstone of every true democ-
racy. It affects the life of every American  
citizen from the cradle to the grave. The 
vote is our voice. It gives each person the  
same opportunity to have a say in the  
laws and ideas that impact their destiny.

Q: What role can the faith community 
play in protecting voting rights?

A: The Civil Rights Movement demon-
strated the power of moral authority to 
transform a nation. It was a movement 
led by ministers and people of faith who  
appealed to a higher law in the struggle 
for human dignity.  It was the rightness of 
their cause that pricked the conscience of a  
nation, which had turned a blind eye to  
decades of injustice.  It took courage for 
the people to speak truth to power, and they 
gathered their strength, their inspiration and 
their resolve from their faith.  

iv
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Q: What was your reaction to the  
Supreme Court’s ruling in Shelby, and 
why should the decision matter to  
everyday people? 

A: I still believe that the Supreme Court’s 
decision placed a dagger through the heart 
of the Voting Rights Act of 1965.  That  
injury must be repaired through the legisla-
tive action of the Congress. If the decision 
remains as it stands today, it has the power 
to turn back the clock, especially combined 
with other practices like voter ID laws, to 
make it easier for discriminatory actions to 
dictate the outcome of local and national 
elections.

Q: Do you think it’s possible to have a 
new movement for voting rights in this 
country?

A: Yes, it is possible, and it is likely that  
we are headed towards another time of 
great social transformation. Some statis-
tics that quantify today’s problems are 
as bad or worse today than they were 
in 1964. Hunger, poverty, joblessness, 
the lack of upward mobility, and inequality 
in education are all on the rise, and some 
of these problems verge on 1964 abuses.   
Throughout history, the people have always 
taken a stand against injustice. Dr. King 
would say that the future lies in the hands 
of the “creatively maladjusted,” those who 
are unwilling to accept abuse, who decide 
to stand up and speak out.  That kind of  
activism can take shape at any time, when-
ever people make up their minds to act.

v
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Elections shape our lives in countless ways.  
Think about the decisions that our local 
elected officials make every day: will school 
systems have the funding and facilities that 
our children need?   Will we have access 
to fair housing?  Will we have good public 
transportation? How will our land be used, 
and for whose benefit? All of these questions 
are ultimately answered at the ballot box, 
by who we vote into office.

Our progress toward justice—racial, gender, 
economic and otherwise - has closely tracked 
who has been allowed to vote. President 
Lyndon Johnson may have said it best when 
he signed the Voting Rights Act of 1965: 
“The vote is the most powerful instrument 
ever devised by man for breaking down 
injustice and destroying the terrible walls 
which imprison men because they are  
different from other men.”  

The broad voting rights that we enjoy today 
exist only because dedicated men and 
women faced every challenge – no matter 
whether it turned violent or even fatal – to 
guarantee us a fair voice at the polls. In their 
spirit, working together, we can overcome 
any effort to turn back the clock.  

Why Do 
Voting Rights 
Matter?

Voting Rights
In The Past

Surprisingly for many, the United States 
Constitution was initially silent on the right 
to vote, allowing each state to set its own 
voting standards and regulations. Unfortu-
nately, states’ laws were almost identically 
discriminatory—they reserved the right to 
vote for property-owning white men.  Non-
propertied white men, along with women, 
and slaves, were largely denied the franchise. 

This changed gradually over time.  During 
the Civil War non-propertied white men 
were given the right to vote.  Then, in 1869, 
Black men were given the right to vote, at 
least in theory, through the 15th Amend-
ment to the U.S. Constitution. And not until 
1920 were women given the right to vote, 
through the 19th Amendment. 

Practically, poll taxes, literacy tests, violence, 
and intimidation made it nearly impossible 
for many people, especially racial minorities, 
to exercise their right to vote.  That’s why the 
Voting Rights Act of 1965 is so important.  
This law prohibits states from imposing 
restrictions on who can and cannot vote, 
and gives the federal government tools to 
enforce the law.  Other important voting 
rights laws include the National Voter 
Registration Act of 1993, which makes 
voter registration more available through 
the Department of Motor Vehicles and 
other means, and the Help America Vote 
Act of 2002, which addresses a range of 
voting issues, including federal mandates 
for provisional ballots, disability access for 
voting, centralized and computerized voting 
lists, electronic voting, and requirements 
that first-time voters present identification 
before voting.
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Voting Rights In The Present:
The Challenges of the  
Shelby Decision
Today, we still have a ways to go in 
protecting voting rights for everyone in our 
country, especially the most vulnerable and 
targeted—racial and language minorities, 
voters in rural areas, and those who are 
struggling economically. 

One of the most significant challenges to 
voting rights came from a recent decision 
by the United States Supreme Court.  In the 
infamous June 2013 case Shelby County, 
Alabama v. Holder, the Supreme Court 
gutted key provisions of the Voting Rights 
Act of 1965 (VRA).  

What the Supreme Court did in Shelby and 
what it means for voting rights:

In the Shelby decision, the Supreme Court 
nullified Section 5, a key provision of the  

VRA, by ruling that the formula that deter- 
mined which jurisdictions had to submit 
their voting changes for federal review was 
unconstitutional. In plain English: the Shelby 
decision lets some states with a history of 
voting discrimination “off the hook” from 
federal oversight, allowing them to change 
their voting laws without review by the 
federal government. 

For many, the Supreme Court’s decision in 
Shelby is viewed as a setback in the fight for 
voting rights.  While we agree that the Shelby 
decision is extremely disappointing, we must 
take the Court’s ruling as an opportunity to 
modernize and strengthen the VRA, making 
it more flexible and fully able to meet the 
challenges of the 21st century. 

Photo via Richard Ellis // Getty Images
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Together we can transform the challenges 
of Shelby into an opportunity.  There are two 
key strategies for protecting voting rights: 
new legislation and grassroots action. 

First – we need new legislation from 
Congress.  A bill has been introduced in 
Congress, the Voting Rights Amendment 
Act of 2014 (VRAA) (H.R. 3899/S. 1945), 
which seeks to update key remedies  
under the VRA.  The bill establishes a new 
formula for identifying jurisdictions that 
need “preclearance”, increases transpar-
ency about voting changes, expands judicial 
review, allows for faster resolution after 
discrimination is identified, and gives the 
federal Department of Justice more moni-
toring capability.  More work needs to be 
done on the bill, but it is a significant step 
forward from the current situation in which 
there are no states whose voting changes 
are subject to review. 

Second – we need grassroots action, and 
that means we need you. The Supreme 
Court’s gutting of the VRA means local 
faith leaders and grassroots organizers and 
volunteers are more vital in protecting voting 
rights. In addition to continuing past voting 
rights work, local faith leaders, organizers 
and volunteers should help meet critical 
needs in the new voting rights landscape.

Where Do We 
Go From Here?

SERVE AS EYES AND EARS 
ON  THE GROUND

Grassroots leaders are needed to help notify 
the broader civil rights community about 
changes to election laws in their towns and 
counties. As mentioned above, the Supreme 
Court nullified the requirement that certain 
counties, towns, and other local government 
bodies notify the Department of Justice 
when making a change to voting regulations.  
Without that notification, local leaders are 
more important than ever in helping keep  
the broader civil rights community informed 
about what is going at the local level.  YOU 
—the leaders in your community—are now 
the watchdog and first line of defense for 
protecting the right to vote. 

Because states no longer need to seek 
federal review before implementing their 
election laws and regulations, states can now 
pass laws without having to show that they 
do not have a negative impact on minority 
voters.  Many of these laws – such as photo 
ID requirements, annexations, and changes to 
methods of elections – can disproportionately 

HELP PEOPLE NAVIGATE
THE VOTING PROCESS

4



affect minorities. While national civil rights 
organizations and advocates can challenge 
these laws, grassroots leaders are essential 
in helping residents navigate new voting 
processes.  For instance, in states that have 
passed restrictive voter ID laws, community 
leaders can help arrange transportation 
programs to help local residents get to the 
Department of Motor Vehicles or other 
government agencies to get the proper ID, 
even as the laws are being challenged.

EDUCATE VOTERS ABOUT
THE VOTING PROCESS

All the media attention around voting law 
changes means that residents may be 
confused about what their voting rights are.  
Local leaders and volunteers will play an 
essential role in educating voters.

 

At 21 years old, Rosanell Eaton lived in segre-
gated North Carolina and became one of the first 
African Americans in her county registered to 
vote, after successfully completing a literacy 
test that required her to recite the preamble 
to the Constitution. 

Now, at 92 years old, she faces new obsta-
cles under the new voting law. Under the 
new law she may not qualify for the voter 
ID card required because the name on her 
birth certificate is different from the name 
on her driver’s license and voter registration 
card. Reconciling the two would be a costly 
and time-consuming endeavor. In addition,  
she has participated in early voting since it 
was instituted in the state, it’s now been cut 
back by a week.

She is one of several individuals who, along 
with civil rights groups, are already suing the 
state for what may be the most restrictive 
voting law in the nation. Other restrictive 
new provisions in the law include the elimi-
nation of same-day registration and early  
registration for high schoolers in advance 
of their 18th birthday, and the prohibition of 
certain kinds of voter registration drives that  
tend to register low-income and minority voters.

 “Here I am at 92 years old doing the same 
battling,” she told the crowd. “I have regis-
tered over 4,000 citizens in the state, and at 
it again, alongside Republicans’ efforts to 
eliminate and cut early voting. … We need 
more, not less, public access to the ballot.” 
She concluded, “At the age of 92, I am fed up 
and fired up.” - Excerpts from ThinkProgress.org

The North Carolina law is one of several  
restrictive voting measures to come immedi-
ately after the U.S. Supreme Court gutted a 
key provision of the Voting Rights Act. 

OUR STORIES: 92-YEAR-
OLD WHO ONCE FACED 
LITERACY TESTS SUES 

NORTH CAROLINA 
OVER NEW WAVE OF 
VOTER RESTRICTION

5

Photo via ThinkProgress.org
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Targeting minority candidates for  
harassment or unfair treatment
Posting or handing out intimidating  
flyers, posters, or other literature 
threatening voters
Intimidating behavior by poll workers 
Not giving language assistance to 
non-English speakers 
Ballots that are not translated or 
poorly translated
Harassing voters needing language 
assistance
Denying voters the assistor of their choice
Existing voting practices (rather than 
recent changes) that appear to be  
improper or questionable (e.g., main-
taining at-large voting districts)

Here Are the Top 10
Restriction Tactics
You Should Report

3.

4.

5.
6.

7.

8.

9.
10.

Unfortunately, the list of tactics used to stop you, your friends, and your neighbors from 
voting grows longer by the day.  From the well-publicized restrictive voter ID laws to 
lesser-known attempts on the local level, we must remain vigilant.

Voter registration issues  (e.g., not 
processing forms until right before the 
election, not calling voters to confirm 
missing information)
Explicitly deceiving voters by giving 
false information about voting (wrong 
date, false requirements, erroneous 
precinct information, etc.), and giving 
wrong directions to new polling sites

1.

2.

8



Here Are 10 Potentially
Discriminatory Changes
1.
2.
3.
4.

5.

6.

Creating at-large voting districts
Redrawing single member districts
Changing municipal boundaries
Changing the composition or structure 
of governmental bodies (e.g., a three-
seat county commission becoming a 
five-seat county commission)
Reducing opportunities to vote (e.g., 
reducing availability of early and/or 
absentee voting, reduction in numbers 
of polling places, reductions in numbers 
or poll workers and/or voting machines)
New rules for registering and casting 
a ballot

New rules for candidate qualification 
(e.g., new registration fee, new 
residency requirement, etc.)
Implementing other special voting 
rules for at-large elections (e.g., run-
off elections, residency districts, and 
numbered positions)
Changes that are adopted last minute 
and/or without public comment
Distribution of confusing or 
misleading information related to 
voting changes (e.g., explanation for 
the change doesn’t make sense)

7.

8.

9.

10.

DECEPTIVE
PRACTICES

In one especially audacious instance, a phony 
flyer bearing the state seal of Virginia was 
circulated in an attempt to trick voters into 
voting on the wrong day. 

(low res pic)w
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As an Ambassador for Democracy Team 
Leader you will:

 
To become an Ambassador for Demo-
cracy CAPTAIN and get trained by a 
voting rights expert,  email: democracy@ 
lawyerscommittee.org.

12

Become an 
Ambassador 

For Democracy
Team Leader

I.

Whether you’ve been involved with voting 
rights work before, or are new to the voting 
rights movement, we need your help!  Given 
the new voting rights landscape, there are 
5 critical needs at the grassroots level: (1) 
serve as an Ambassador for Democracy 
CAPTAIN and help lead a team of voting 
rights champions; (2) serve as the EYES 
AND EARS ON THE GROUND and notify the 
broader civil rights community if your local 
government body changes their election 
regulations; (3) help voters NAVIGATE THE 
VOTING PROCESS; (4) EDUCATE folks in 
your community about their voting rights; 
and (5) take ADDITIONAL ACTIONS if you 
can’t join one of the teams above. 

Here’s more about each step you can take. 

Help recruit volunteers to join your team in 
protecting voting rights in your community. 
If you are a pastor or other faith leader 
consider devoting a sermon or bible study 
session to voting rights, using the attached 
Sabbath Voting Rights messaging points. 
Hold monthly meetings to check in with 
other team members and build community. 
Help educate new team members and fill 
in for team members when they need help. 
Join national calls with civil rights leaders 
and other Ambassadors for Democracy. 



Join The Eyes
and Ears Team

II.

You can try doing a Google search.  
Unfortunately, because the names of 
governing bodies change from county 
to county and from town to town, your 
local governing body might be called 
something different than that of a neigh-
boring municipality. You might need to 
try a number of different search terms. 
Suggested search terms include:

MONITOR election law changes in your  
community.  This can include:

Attending public meetings and taking 
notes. You can also recruit other team 
members or volunteers to help do shifts 
and attend meetings.
Calling local government bodies to ask if 
they have made any relevant rule changes.
Monitoring local newspapers for public 
notices concerning election laws. 
Creating a google or other news alert 
concerning election laws in your local area.

NOTIFYING the broader civil rights 
community of election law changes. This 
is critical so that we can both track trends 
at a statewide or national level and, most 
importantly, help respond to suppressive 
tactics! Notifications can be submitted via 
the web at toolkit.lawyerscommittee.
org or to our hotline at 1-866-OUR-VOTE.  
(1-866-687-8683)
 
To join the Eyes and Ears Team and get 
trained by a voting rights expert, email 
democracy@lawyerscommittee.org. 

As a member of the Eyes and Ears Team 
you will play a critical role in tracking 
and notifying the broader civil rights 
community of election law changes by 
your local government bodies. You will:

IDENTIFY the local government bodies 
that need monitoring and create a calendar 
of when they might have meetings or 
post new rules. These government bodies 
might include your local school board, your 
town or city council, and your local Board 
of Elections. 

[your county name] + [your state] + board
[your county name] + [your state] + council
[your county name] + [your state] + government
[your county name] + [your state] + commission
[your school district name] + [your state] + board
[your school district name] + [your state] + council

The Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights  
Under Law has been the legal lead of Election 
Protection since helping establish the coalition 
in 2001. The nationwide non-partisan legal 
program serves as the coalition’s centerpiece, 
organizing thousands of trained legal 
volunteers, overseeing a national legal field 
deployment, meeting with election officials, 
litigation, establishing a support structure for 
non-partisan voter mobilization partners, 
and administering the 1-866-OUR-VOTE  
(1-866-687-8683) voter services hotline.

ABOUT THE
 LAWYERS’
COMMITTEE

13



HELP VOTERS CHECK THEIR REGISTRA-
TION AND POLLING LOCATIONS.

HELP VOTERS CAST THEIR BALLOT!

To join the Voter Navigation Team and get 
trained by a voting rights expert, email 
democracy@lawyerscommittee.org. 

Join the Voter
Navigation Team

III.
As a Navigation Team Leader you will take  
the lead on helping residents navigate new, 
and sometimes complicated, voting proces-
ses – from registering to vote, to getting the 
appropriate ID, to casting a ballot. As a Voter 
Navigation Team Member you will:

REGISTER VOTERS.

HELP VOTERS GET REQUIRED ID.

If your state has recently passed laws 
requiring photo IDs in order to vote, you 
will be responsible for helping voters 
navigate the process to get that ID.  This 
might include getting a volunteer to drive 
them to the DMV, helping photocopy 
birth certificates or other documents, or 
otherwise working out logistics. 

Help voters register, check their regis-
tration, locate their polling location, and 
get contact information for their state 
election authorities at www.CanIVote.
org.  You can also download the Election 
Protection Smartphone app through the 
iTunes App or Google Play stores.  This 
app will give you everything you need to 
vote, wherever you are!

You will help voters get to the polls or cast 
their ballots early! This might include 
getting a volunteer to drive an elderly 
citizen to go vote or helping a voter look 
up his polling location.  

If your state has recently passed laws 
making registration more difficult - for 
instance by requiring new registrations 
to be turned in within a tight timeframe 
– you will help make sure volunteers 
satisfy those requirements. 

MISINFORMATION,
CALL THE HOTLINE:

“Someone at the Board of Elections 
said he’d advise not to register 
students in Michigan because it 
could damage financial aid and 
insurance. I wanted to clarify, so 
I went ahead and called the [1-866- 
OUR-VOTE (1-866-687-8683)] hotline.” 
— Emily D., Grand Rapids, MI. Emily, 
like many students, heard that her 
financial aid would be revoked if 
she voted in her school state.

14
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IV. Join The Voter
Education Team Here are 

Additional
Actions You 

Can Take:

With all the news and media coverage 
about voting rights today, many folks are 
confused.  As an Education Team Member 
you will help educate your local community 
about their voting rights.  This could include:

To join the Voter Education Team and get 
trained by a voting rights expert, email  
democracy@lawyerscommittee.org. 

All of these roles are critical, whether you 
are a lone Ambassador for Democracy Team 
Leader, or part of a team, the Lawyers’ 
Committee will help you design a strategy 
that fits you and your community.  Sign up 
today at toolkit.lawyerscommittee.org and 
we’ll schedule a training for you, connect you 
to other interested people in your area, and  
provide you with the information and  
resources you need!

Outreach to local high schools.
Tabling with voting rights information  
after Sunday services or at other commu-
nity events.
Using social media – like Facebook and Twitter 
– to get the word out about voting rights.
Other ideas you have! 

Host a one-time voting rights aware-
ness event
Devote time in your religious studies 
and community meetings to keeping  
the right to vote 
Utilize the 1-866-OUR-VOTE (1-866-687-
8683 hotline to report any voting issues
Identify a ministry at your worship  
center that will give leadership to 
protecting voting rights 
Encourage youth and young adults 
to share voting rights information by 
Facebook, Instagram postings and 
tabling at local high schools, trade 
schools, community colleges and 
college campuses
Sign-up to receive  updates from the 
Lawyers’ Committee democracy@ 
lawyerscommittee.org and follow us 
on Twitter and “like” us on Facebook 
Document your efforts with pictures, 
meeting notices, people assisted with 
registration/rides to the polls, people 
educated/informed, etc.

To learn more, email democracy@ 
lawyerscommittee.org.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

15

V.

Can’t join a team, but would 
still like to get involved?
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FAQs About Voting RightsA.
1. What is the Voting Rights Act?
The Voting Rights Act of 1965 (VRA) is a  
federal law that was passed to ensure all  
eligible citizens are able to vote without  
restriction as promised by the 14th, 15th, and 
19th Amendments.  The VRA ensures that 
there are no discriminatory restrictions on 
who can vote and gives the federal govern-
ment oversight to make sure states abide 
by this law.  

2. Do we still need a Voting Rights Act?
Yes. Today, we still have a ways to go in 
protecting voting rights for everyone in our 
country, especially the most vulnerable and 
targeted—racial and language minorities, 
voters in rural areas, and those of lower 
socio-economic status. 

3. Did the Supreme Court strike down the 
Voting Rights Act?
The Supreme Court did not strike down 
all of the VRA, just one very important 
provision. Specifically, in Shelby County, 
Alabanma v. Holder (2013) the United 
States Supreme Court struck down Section 
4(b), the coverage formula.

4. What is the coverage formula and 
what does the Supreme Court’s ruling in  
Shelby mean?
The coverage formula determined which  
states or jurisdictions would have to submit 
changes in voting laws, policies and 
procedures to the Department of Justice for  
review.  It applied mainly to states with a 
history of voter discrimination. 
 
5. Does the removal of the coverage formula 
mean voters do not have protections?
No.  However, the removal of the coverage 
formula means that states that were previ-
ously required to submit voting changes to 
the Department of Justice or D.C. District 

Court before the changes could take  
effect no longer have to do so. Hence, those 
previously covered jurisdictions may take 
advantage of the fact that they don’t have 
to submit their laws for review by passing 
laws that may have a discriminatory effect 
on minority voters.  

6. What is happening now to ensure that 
voters can vote free from discrimination?
In addition to other provisions of the VRA 
that are still in effect—the National Voter 
Registration Act and the Help America Vote 
Act—Congress has introduced new legisla-
tion to replace Section 4(b), the section the 
Supreme Court found unconstitutional. 
The new legislation is called the “Voting 
Rights Amendment Act.”

7. What is the Voting Right Amendment 
Act of 2014 (VRAA) and what does it do?
The VRAA seeks to restore and update the 
VRA—it replaces Section 4(b)’s coverage 
formula with a “rolling trigger” that captures 
recent instances of voting discrimination, 
increases transparency about voting changes, 
expands judicial review, gives voters faster 
resolution when discrimination is identified, 
and gives the federal Department of Justice 
more monitoring capability.

8. Does the VRAA fix long lines at the 
poll and voter ID restrictions?
No. The VRAA directly responds to the call 
in the Supreme Court’s Shelby ruling for 
a new formula under Section 4(b) of the 
VRA.  There are additional efforts underway, 
specifically outlined by the Presidential 
Commission on Election Administration, to 
address other voting rights issues related 
to election administration, such as long 
lines.  Additionally, there are other bills in 
Congress that address the broader election 
administration issues.  
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YOUR right to 
vote is under
attack. Do you 
have what it takes 
to fight back?

all hands 
ON DECK!
Come to our “Fight Party” & get 
prepped to protect your vote
DATE:

TIME:

LOCATION:

QUESTIONS/
MORE INFORMATION:
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Sample Agenda for a Voting 
Rights Awareness Event

C.
Voting Rights Advocacy Meeting
Date: Day, Month, Year
Location/Name of Building:
Room Number:
Time: 00:00 a.m/p.m

I. Welcome, opening prayer, foundational 
scripture, affirmation/meditation, &  
introductions
Begin by allowing each attendee 30 seconds 
to introduce themselves and what they hope 
to learn in your time together. 

II. Why voting rights matter
Engaging in a dialogue about why voting 
rights matter in the following contexts: 
     a. Personally: Why voting rights matter 
         to you and your family, ministry, 
         worship center, organization.
     b. Historically and today: Why voting  
         protections were and are needed in 
         the United States, including the 
         passage of the Civil Rights Act  
         of 1965. 

III. Current state of play
Inform attendees about the Shelby v. 
Holder decision and its consequences for 
the Voting Rights Act of 1965 (VRA):
     a. Discuss changes to Section 4(b) 
         and 5 of the VRA.
     b. Legislative remedy: Voting Rights 
         Amendment Act of 2014, which is 
         designed to strengthen the VRA.
     c. Common and New Voter Restriction
         Tactics: Highlight some of the 
         common restriction tactics, both 
         new and old, emphasizing those that 
         have been used or are in place in  
         your state.

IV. Get involved
Share the different ways to get involved 
as outlined above in the toolkit and ask  
attendees to invite others to get involved. 

V. Stay connected & in the know: 
Provide the following information so 
attendees can stay apprised of next steps 
with your worship center/ organization and 
the Lawyers’ Committee: 
     a. Website
     b. Social Media: Facebook, Twitter, and 
         Instagram
     c. Election Protection Hotline: 1-866-   
         OUR VOTE (1-866-687-8683): Explain 
         that anyone can use the hotline, 
         both to report voting changes and to 
         get voting information (including 
         finding their polling place, checking 
         ID requirements, etc).

VI. Q & A: 
Take audience questions and feel free 
to direct questions that need additional  
response to the Lawyers’ Committee and 
its faith partners. 

VII. Closing: 
Close out the meeting with a brief recap, 
next steps, announcements/reminders about 
upcoming deadlines or voting rights event, 
thank attendees for coming and seek a  
volunteer to offer a closing prayer.

Contact information
Details for next event/ or action item



Voting Rights Advocacy Meeting
Date: 
Location:
Time: 

Voting Rights Meeting 
Sign-up Sheet

First Name Last Name Home Address Telephone Email



Social Media Toolkit 
Take the Fight on the  
Road:  Social Media, 
Voting Rights, and You!

E.

One of the many ways vote restric-
tion succeeds is through isolation. At the 
polls, outside your voter registration head- 
quarters, or even at the local “meet the 
candidates” debate, those who seek to 
rob others of their democratic right to vote 
strike first by separating out their targets 
from larger groups.

But you’re an Ambassador for Democracy—
and the Lawyers’ Committee and our allies 
have your back no matter where you are!

Join our social media initiatives to ensure 
that you’re never alone and always in the 
know about what your rights are at the 
polls.  Tweet us your questions. Post Face-
book photos and videos of questionable 
practices.  Let those who seek to restrict 
the vote know that you’re watching them.

Connect to us via social media when you

VOTER 
REGISTRATION:

Courts Order Compliance with the National 
Voter Registration Act of 1993

In July 2008, Election Protection Partners 
won a federal lawsuit in Missouri, which  
allowed more than 26,000 citizens to register 
to vote for the first time through state social 
service agencies.

In October 2008, Election Protection Partners 
prevailed in the case of Harkless v. Brunner, 
when a federal appeals court rejected argu-
ments by Ohio state officials that they could 
avoid responsibility for the failure of public 
assistance agencies to carry out their voter 
registration duties.
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1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Like and follow our Facebook page at 
www.facebook.com/LawyersCommittee.
Follow us on Twitter at @LawyersComm 
and #protectyourvote.
Download and share the Election  
Protection Smartphone app, available in 
the Google Play and Apple iTunes stores.
Follow us on Instagram at instagram.
com/lawyerscomm.
Connect with us on LinkedIn at linkedin.
com/company/lawyers’-committee-for-
civil-rights.



The American Voting Experience:  
Report and Recommendations 
of Presidential Commission 
on Election Administration

F.

outlining recommendations to improve 
the American voting experience.  The 10- 
member Commission was co-chaired by 
Robert “Bob” Bauer, counsel to President 
Obama’s campaigns in 2008 and 2012, 
and Benjamin L. Ginsberg, counsel to Mitt 
Romney’s campaigns in 2008 and 2012.
  
After a six-month study, which included 
listening to testimony from around the 
country and conducting and evaluating 
the results of a survey administered to 
thousands of state and local administrators, 
the Commission presented President 
Obama with their Report on January 22, 
2014.  The Report outlines a series of 
recommendations designed to improve 
all voters’ experience in casting their 
ballots.  Specifically, the Report addresses 
structural problems within the electoral 
process and also issues such as long lines.  
The Report also outlines best practices for 
local and state elections officials to improve 
the voting process. 

“The poll worker asked me not to report the 
problem.” — Betty P., Philadelphia, PA. Betty 
is visually impaired. The voting machine at 
her precinct wasn’t working properly and she 
was unable to vote privately.

BROKEN VOTING 
MACHINES &
UNPREPARED 
POLLWORKERS
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DOWNLOAD THE FULL REPORT

The PCEA Report’s toolkit provides tools that can 
assist local election officials allocating Election Day  
resources so as to avoid long lines at the polling place 
and transition to online voter registration.

FACT SHEET
On March 28, 2013, President Obama  
established by Executive Order a non-
partisan Presidential Commission on 
Election Administration. The Commission 
was created to identify best practices in 
election administration and to write a report

(www.supportthevoter.gov)
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The American Voting Experience:  
Report and Recommendations 
of Presidential Commission 
on Election Administration

The Lawyers’ Committee Report
to Presidential Commission
on Election Administration

FACT SHEET 
The Presidential Commission on Election 
Administration was established in 2013 
by President Obama and tasked with 
identifying best practices and making 
recommendations to promote the efficient 
administration of elections and to improve 
the experience of voters.

To assist the Commission in its task, the 
Lawyers’ Committee submitted a 40-page 
report to the Presidential Commission.  The 
report provides a number of recommen-
dations, based on the Lawyers’ Commit-
tee’s work, experience, and expertise, for 
improving election administration and the 
voting process.  A sampling of recommen-
dations include:

The report also presents case studies from 
noteworthy jurisdictions that either (1) had 
significant problems in the lead up to and 
on Election Day 2012, (2) have implement-
ed reforms leading to positive outcomes, 
or (3) have innovative programs that serve 
as examples of best practices for adminis-
tering elections. 

G.

Minimizing ballot length by reducing the 
number of ballot measures;
Upgrading voter registration by auto-
matically registering consenting eligible 
voters through electronically transmitting 
data between public assistance agencies 
and government offices;
Expanding early voting opportunities 
and no-excuse absentee voting;
Cutting wait times by planning and  
allocating resources more efficiently;
Making voter ID requirements clear and 
unambiguous; 

Fighting deceptive practices and misin-
formation by disseminating pre-election 
mailings to registered voters containing 
the time, date, and locations of elections, 
and quickly countering misinformation.  

DOWNLOAD THE FULL REPORT
(pcearecommendations.lawyerscommittee.org)
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The National Voter 
Registration Act of 1993

H.
FACT SHEET
The National Voter Registration Act of 1993 
(NVRA) was enacted to make voter regis-
tration more convenient for eligible voters 
in federal elections and to standardize the 
process of removing voters from the regis-
tration lists.   The NVRA does not apply to all 
states.  Idaho, Minnesota, New Hampshire, 
North Dakota, Wisconsin, and Wyoming are 
exempt from the NVRA because they did 
not have voter registration or had Election 
Day registration as of January 1, 1994.

The NVRA also requires each state to 
designate a chief election official.  In addition 
to being responsible for the state’s NVRA 
compliance, the state’s chief election official 
must be notified before private individuals can 
bring lawsuits to enforce the NVRA.

Main Provisions of the NVRA

The Help America Vote Act of 2002 (HAVA) 
was Congress’ response to the controversy 
surrounding the 2000 election.  

Main Provisions of HAVA

The Help
America Vote

Act of 2002
I.
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Allows individuals to register to vote or 
update their voter registration status 
at the same time that they conduct 
business at motor vehicle departments, 
public assistance agencies, or agencies 
serving persons with disabilities;
Requires states to accept and use  
federal mail-in voter registration;
Allows states to use their own mail-in  
voter registration forms;
Requires that all applicants be given 
notice as to whether their voter regis- 
tration application was accepted or 
rejected;
Outlines the procedures that states and 
local jurisdictions must follow in main-
taining their voter lists for federal elections, 
including removal of voters from the 
registration rolls;   
Requires states to complete any efforts 
aimed at systematically removing names 

of ineligible voters from the official list 
of voters more than 90 days before a 
primary or general election for a federal 
office; and
Provides protections for voters who have 
moved within a voter registration jurisdiction 
and who have not notified the registrar.

Requires each state to maintain a state-
wide voter registration database;
Requires that an individual be permitted 
to cast a provisional ballot if his or her  
eligibility to vote is in question for any 
reason. Voters should not be turned 
away if they are at the correct precinct;
Provided funds for the replacement of punch 
card and lever systems and imposes some 
general requirements for all voting systems;
Requires that each polling place provide 
accommodations for people with  
disabilities, in a manner that provides 
them the same opportunity for access 
and participation (including privacy and 
independence) as other voters;
Creates identification requirements for  
citizens voting for the first time after regis-
tering by mail; 
Requires each state to develop an  
administrative grievance procedure; and
Created the United States Election  
Assistance Commission, to assist states 
with HAVA and NVRA compliance and to 
distribute HAVA funds to the states.
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Voting Rights 
Amendment Act of 2014

J.
Legislative History
The Voting Rights Amendment Act of 2014 
(VRAA) addresses the loss of vital protec-
tions against racial voting discrimination 
that were provided under the Voting 
Rights Act of 1965 (VRA) and nullified by 
the United States Supreme Court last 
year in Shelby County v. Holder.  The  
bi-partisan bill was introduced in the House 
of Representatives by Rep. Sensenbrenner 
(R-WI), Rep. Conyers (D-MI), Rep. Chabot 
(R-OH), and Rep. Scott (D-VA) and in the 
Senate by Senator Leahy (D-VT), Senator 
Durbin (D-IL), and Senator Coons (D-DE). 
Like the VRA, the VRAA will require the 
jurisdictions with the worst records of racial 
voting discrimination to preclear-—or   — 
seek federal review before implementing 
new voting practices and procedures.  The 
VRAA requires preclearance based upon an 
annual assessment of current and recent 
voting discrimination.   The VRAA will also 
require that certain voting changes and 
related information be disclosed, and will 
broaden the Attorney General’s ability to 
assign federal observers to help monitor 
elections. Furthermore, the VRAA will 
give federal courts more authority to order 
that a jurisdiction get preclearance under 
Section 3(c) of the VRA and to suspend 
voting changes while litigation is pending. 
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Background
Section 5 of the VRA requires preclear-
ance of voting changes in “covered”  
jurisdictions. Any change to existing elec-
tion practices or procedures has to be  
reviewed either by the Attorney General 
of the United States or by the United 
States District Court for D.C. Preclearance  
requires covered jurisdictions to show that 
their voting changes are not intentionally 
discriminatory and that they do not have a 
racially discriminatory effect. In June 2013, 
in Shelby County v. Holder the United 
States Supreme Court decided that the 
formula which determined the jurisdictions 
subject to Section 5 was unconstitutional.  
As a result, Section 5 is generally not in use.  

Summary of the VRAA
I. Statutory Formula for Section 5  
Preclearance Coverage
The VRAA revises Section 4 of the VRA 
to create a “rolling trigger” that extends 
Section 5 coverage to states and political 
subdivisions with a recent pattern of 
racial voting discrimination.  Coverage can 
either be statewide or apply to a political 
subdivision within the state and is based 
on voting violations perpetrated by the 
state or political subdivision  in the last 15 
years.  A state qualifies if it has at least five 
violations, including one that is statewide; a 
political subdivision qualifies if it has three 
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or more violations.  The review of voting 
violations will occur every year.

II. Court-Ordered Preclearance Coverage 
(“Bail-in”)
The VRAA gives federal courts the 
authority to extend Section 5 coverage 
to any jurisdiction where they find that a 
voting practice has a racially discriminatory 
result.  This will broaden court authority 
as the current VRA requires courts to 
find a constitutional violation, which must 
be based upon a finding of intentional 
discrimination, before extending Section 5 
coverage to that jurisdiction. 

III. New Notice Provisions
The VRAA adds a new section to the VRA 
that requires all jurisdictions to give public 
notice of certain voting changes no later 
than 30 days after the change is enacted.  
Jurisdictions that fail to comply with the 
notice provisions may be subject to a court 
order against their new procedures.  

IV. Expanded Federal Observer Coverage
The VRAA expands the classes of 
jurisdictions to which the U.S. Attorney 
General can send federal observers.  In 
the past, federal observers could only 
be sent to those jurisdictions subject to 
Section 5 preclearance, or in rare cases to 
jurisdictions subject to a special court order  
under Section 3(a) of the VRA.  The VRAA 
expands federal observer coverage to 
include jurisdictions covered under Section 203 

of the VRA, which identifies jurisdictions 
with substantial populations of citizens 
with limited English proficiency. 

V. Court Review 
The VRAA also allows courts to freeze 
challenged voting practices that are likely  
to be discriminatory while a lawsuit is 
pending.  Thus, it allows for voting chang-
es that were adopted just before an elec-
tion to be stopped, and it permits lawsuits 
against voting changes that threaten prog-
ress made as a result of previous voting 
rights litigation.

Position of the Lawyers’ Committee
The Lawyers’ Committee supports the  
introduction of the VRAA as it offers much 
to restore the lost protections of the VRA.  
However, the Lawyers’ Committee is 
deeply troubled by the exemptions in the 
bill for violations of federal law concerning 
photo ID laws. On the whole, this bill is a 
positive and necessary step toward restor-
ing the essential voting rights protections 
that were removed by the Shelby County 
decision. The Lawyers’ Committee looks 
forward to working to improve the bill so 
that we can support it without reservation.  

What can you do to help? 
Contact your Representative and Senators 
to ask them to support VRAA. Tell them that 
Congress must take action now to prevent 
racial voter discrimination and protect the 
right of all Americans to cast a ballot.

For additional information, contact Tanya 
Clay House, Public Policy Director at 202-
662-8600 or at publicpolicy@lawyers 
committee.org.

Photo ID exception – If a voting 
violation was caused as a result of a 
photo ID  law,  it is not counted in this 
VRAA coverage formula, unless the 
violation was found to be intentional 
racial discrimination.
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Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights
Under Law
www.lawyerscommittee.org 

The Leadership Conference on Civil and 
Human Rights 
www.civilrights.org 

Advancement Project
www.advancementproject.org 

American Civil Liberties Union 
www.aclu.org 

American Constitution Society
www.acslaw.org  

Asian Americans Advancing Justice 
www.advancingjustice.org

Brennan Center for Justice 
www.brennancenter.org 

Demos
www.demos.org 

League of Women Voters 
www.lwv.org 

Legal Defense Fund
www.naacpldf.org

Mexican American Legal Defense 
 and Educational Fund 
www.maldef.org 

NAACP
www.naacp.org 

National Action Network
www.nationalactionnetwork.net 

National Association of Latino Elected  
Officials
www.naleo.org 

National Coalition on Black Civic  
Participation
www.ncbcp.org 

National Urban League
nul.iamempowered.com

People for the American Way
www.pfaw.org 

Project Vote
www.projectvote.org  

Rock the Vote
www.rockthevote.org  

Voting Rights
Advocacy

Organizations
K.
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For More 
Information Contact

32

Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under Law
1401 New York Avenue, NW
Suite 400
Washington, D.C. 20005 

GET DIRECTIONS

202-662-8600
888-299-5227
(Toll Free) 202-783-0857
www.lawyerscommittee.org
instagram.com/lawyerscomm
@lawyerscomm #protectyourvote
facebook.com/lawyerscommittee
linkedin.com/company/lawyers-committee-for-civil-rights

http://www.lawyerscommittee.org/projects/voting_rights

Election Protection
1-866 - OUR - VOTE 
http://www.866ourvote.org
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