
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
An Agenda for a Renewed Democracy in New Jersey 

 
By Myrna Pérez and Ryan P. Haygood1 

 
Introduction 
 
The Garden State has long been a leader in fighting for a fuller and more robust democracy. It was 
at the 1964 Democratic National Convention in Atlantic City that Fannie Lou Hamer famously 
delivered her powerful speech in support of Black voting rights on behalf of the Mississippi 
Freedom Democratic Party. 
 
New Jersey’s lawmakers have a unique opportunity to build on this history and have the state 
serve as an exemplar of an inclusive democracy that maximizes participation for all eligible 
residents. Last year, the Legislature did just that by approving reforms with bipartisan support — 
like automatic voter registration and expanded early voting. Unfortunately, the bills were vetoed and 
residents of the state never had a chance to benefit from the changes. 
 
Lawmakers must remain undeterred. Reform is essential if we are to ensure that democracy fairly 
represents the needs of all residents, regardless of their background or circumstance. It must remain 
a priority for the remaining months of this session and into the next. 
 
Toward that end, we urge the New Jersey Legislature to pass legislation providing: (1) automatic 
voter registration; (2) the restoration of voting rights to people with past criminal convictions living 
in the community; and (3) minimum early voting requirements. 
 
Legislation: Pass Automatic Voter Registration 
 
New Jersey is experiencing an avoidable problem of low voter participation. In 2016, Black voters, 
younger voters, and lower-income voters all saw a drop in their share of the electorate.2 And in the 
2014 election, New Jersey experienced low participation levels, with only 30.4 percent of eligible 
voters turning out, placing it among the 10 worst-performing states for voter participation that year.3 
 
Passing automatic voter registration would powerfully grow the number of residents in New Jersey 
who make their voices heard in elections. As noted above, the legislature already understands the 
need for this reform: it has twice passed bills to automatically register residents at Motor Vehicle 
Commission (MVC) offices.4 Both bills won votes across the aisle, and had broad support from 
grassroots advocates, labor unions, and editorial boards.5 However, Governor Chris Christie twice 
vetoed the measure. 
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Automatic voter registration consists of two components: First, eligible people who interact with 
participating government agencies are automatically registered to vote unless they decline. In other 
words, it moves voter registration from an “opt in” system to an “opt out” one. Second, automatic 
registration eschews paper transfer of information, in favor of electronic transmission of voter 
records, from the registering agency to the election official.6 
 
Of course, automatic voter registration would have the greatest impact if it could be implemented at 
as many agencies as possible. Broad implementation is the ultimate policy goal. In New Jersey, 
however, as in the states that have already made automatic registration law, starting at motor vehicle 
agencies is both technologically and politically expedient. New Jersey has taken the first step toward 
automatic registration, because MVC facilities already electronically transfer voter information to 
election officials, who then verify the voter registration application and add the voter to the state-
wide database.7 This means a smaller implementation price tag, as the underlying technology has 
already been built. 
 
The early evidence demonstrates that the reform works to grow voter rolls and boost turnout. In 
Oregon, the first state to implement automatic voter registration, the rate of new registrations at the 
Department of Motor Vehicles has quadrupled and the overall registration rate has jumped by nearly 
10 percent, a huge increase from the growth seen in the last presidential election cycle.8 And, most 
importantly, these new registrants show up to vote: In the 2016 general election, nearly 100,000 
Oregon votes were cast by voters who were signed up through automatic voter registration.9 
 
In addition to increasing voter participation, automatic voter registration would bring other benefits 
to New Jersey. Many voters already believe their registration moves with them, or they simply forget 
to update it, so their information on the rolls is inaccurate. This is a problem for election officials, 
who need accurate rolls, and for voters, who far too often are disfranchised due to registration 
issues. Implementing automatic registration at the MVC would be a meaningful step in achieving 
portable voter registration, to the benefit of election officials and voters alike. 
 
When Governor Christie vetoed the latest automatic registration bill in 2016, he called it a “cocktail 
of fraud.”10 This complaint is particularly off-base, considering that another benefit of automatic 
registration is that it would increase the accuracy and security of the voter rolls. Nationwide, one in 
eight registration records is out of date or inaccurate, according to the Pew Center on the States.11 
Errors often arise because voters move and forget to update their registration.12 By updating voters’ 
registration information automatically, this major source of outdated information would be reduced. 
And, of course, part of the drafting and implementation of any automatic registration system would 
be working with the MVC (and, in the future, any other participating agencies) to ensure that only 
eligible voters are on the rolls. 
 
Finally, automatic voter registration is already law in six states and the District of Columbia,13 and 
multiple legislatures around the country have plans to bring the reform to their state this upcoming 
session. New Jersey should join these states. 
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Legislation: Restore Voting Rights to People with Past Criminal Convictions 
 
Nationwide, 6.1 million Americans cannot vote because of a past criminal conviction.14 Out of that 
total, 4.7 million are no longer in prison and are now living and working in our communities.15 And 
in New Jersey, over 70,000 people in the community are unable to vote because of a past 
conviction.16 These are people who have served their prison time, and are now raising families, and 
paying taxes.  
 
New Jersey’s law requires that all terms of the criminal sentence be complete before an individual 
can get her or his right to vote back, making New Jersey’s disfranchisement law similar to Texas’ 
disfranchisement law.17  
 
To be clear, New Jersey disfranchises more people in the community than any other state in the 
Northeast.  
 
In fact, the number of New Jersey residents living in the community that are banned from voting is 
greater than the number of disfranchised community members living in New York, Connecticut, 
and Delaware combined.18 The rest of New England — and Maryland and Pennsylvania — all 
restore voting rights to people once they are released into the community.19  
 
The Garden State should adopt legislation that would restore voting rights to residents with past 
convictions who are now living in the community. Doing so will strengthen New Jersey’s democracy 
while serving the re-entry process.  
 
Voting rights restoration promotes community engagement and civic participation, which lower 
recidivism. A study in Florida, for example, found that persons released from prisons whose rights 
were restored were three times less likely to return to prison or supervision than released individuals 
overall. 20 That is why national law enforcement groups like the American Probation and Parole 
Association support rights restoration.21 
 
Criminal disfranchisement laws not only take away individuals’ voices — they also silence the 
communities to which they return, disproportionately communities of color. Nearly half of those 
who have lost their right to vote under New Jersey’s disfranchisement law are Black.22 Restoring 
voting rights to these residents means that communities of color will be more fairly represented in 
the democracy. 
 
Over the past 20 years, 20 states have taken action to make it easier for people with past criminal 
convictions to vote. Three states have reversed their lifetime disfranchisement laws.23 In 2016 alone, 
Maryland’s legislature enfranchised more than 40,000 people 24  and Virginia’s governor restored 
voting rights to tens of thousands of people while vowing to continue doing so for thousands 
more.25 
 
Restoring voting rights would also build on commonsense, bipartisan reforms in New Jersey. 
Bipartisan reforms like “Ban the Box”26 and the recent bail reform legislation27 demonstrate that 
both parties can come together to legislate in a manner that strengthens New Jersey. Like these 
reforms, New Jersey should pass a law restoring voting rights to people with criminal convictions 
who are living in the community. 
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Legislation: Set Minimum Early Voting Requirements 
 
New Jersey’s current in-person absentee balloting law does not provide voters with sufficient early 
voting opportunities.28 To do so, the state must adopt a robust system, with more locations per 
county and mandatory weekend and evening hours. 
 
This goal is within reach: the legislature has twice approved bills29 that would allow voting in-person 
at designated polling sites starting two weeks before Election Day, although both were vetoed by 
Governor Christie.30 
 
Research shows that early voting has a host of benefits. For voters, it means greater access to voting, 
an increase in satisfaction with the voting process, and shorter lines on Election Day.31 For election 
officials, early voting helps improve poll worker performance, allows for early diagnosis and 
correction of any errors with registration rolls, ballots, or machinery, and reduces the stress on 
voting systems on Election Day.32 
 
Under current New Jersey law, voters are permitted to cast ballots before Election Day by mail or 
in-person by applying for and completing an absentee ballot at their County Clerk’s office. But there 
is only one of these offices per county; and while some counties have helpfully provided an 
additional location and evening or weekend hours right before an election, there is no requirement 
on counties to do so.33 
 
The limited geographic availability and largely inconvenient hours under the current system impacts 
utilization — in 2016, only 1 out of every 15 ballots in the Garden State was cast before Election 
Day;34 in 2014, that number was even lower at 1 out of 20.35 Compare these numbers to the country 
at large, where one out of every three votes is cast early.36 
 
To realize the full positive potential of early voting, New Jersey should establish in-person polling 
sites opening at least a full two weeks before Election Day. There should be multiple locations per 
county, as research shows that when early voting is widely accessible it can increase turnout.37 All 
counties should be required to offer some early voting hours on evenings and weekends, including 
the weekend immediately before Election Day. And, as early voting is only effective if voters are 
aware of it and understand the opportunities, legislation should include a public education 
requirement. 
 
Beyond its overall benefits to voters, poll workers, and the election system itself, early voting has 
proven to be particularly helpful to voters of color. Data from multiple states confirms that Black 
voters are more likely to take advantage of the flexibility early voting provides.38 Robust early voting 
is an essential step toward making New Jersey’s elections equally accessible to all people. 
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