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The past year has seen gathering momentum in the states to modernize the voter registration system.  
In various ways, states have begun to move toward a system in which voters are automatically and 
permanently added to the rolls, with fail-safes in case of government mistakes.  Such changes have 
typically garnered bipartisan support, and been implemented without controversy.  Moreover, reforms 
have increased voter registration rates, improved the accuracy of the voter rolls, curbed opportunities 
for fraud, and saved millions of dollars.    
 
 

state efforts to modernize the voter registration 

system have accelerated in the past year 

 
 
Arkansas.  Arkansas is currently in the process of automating its voter registration process at motor 
vehicle offices, under the leadership of Democratic Secretary of State Charlie Daniels; the state’s 
system is currently partially automated.1   
 
Colorado.  Colorado is set to implement online voter registration this April, after passing enabling 
legislation in May 2009.2  Its Senate sponsors included fifteen Democratic3 and three Republican 
State Senators.4  The legislation passed the state Senate unanimously; one initial skeptic, Republican 
Senator Greg Brophy, voted for the bill after declaring, “I am absolutely positive this is going to be 
not only secure, but a necessary step forward.”5    
 
Delaware.  In February 2009, under the leadership of Commissioner of Elections Elaine Manlove, 
Delaware launched an “eSignature” program that permits citizens to provide an electronic signature 
when they initiate or update a voter registration at DMV offices.6  DMV officials automated their 
voter registration transmissions to election officials in the mid-1990s, but with the introduction of 
eSignature, the state’s motor voter process is now completely paperless, and information provided to 
motor vehicle authorities is automatically and electronically transmitted to election officials, in real 
time.  One Delaware official called its “eSignature” program “the greatest innovation since sliced 
bread.”7 
 
Indiana.  Under the leadership of Republican Governor Mitch Daniels and Republican Secretary of 
State Todd Rokita, the Indiana state legislature approved online voter registration as part of an 
election reform bill in May 2009 and is set to implement the system before July 2010.8 The bill 
unanimously passed the state’s Democratic House and Republican Senate. 
 
Kansas.  Under the leadership of Republican Secretary of State Ron Thornburgh, Kansas 
implemented online voter registration in May 2009.9  That same month the Kansas Division of 
Motor Vehicles (DMV) also automated its process for transmitting registration updates from its 
online change-of-address service to the statewide voter registration database.10  Less than a year before, 
in August 2008, also under the direction of Secretary Thornburgh, Kansas launched a completely 
paperless approach to handling voter registrations from the DMV.11   

Brennan Center for Justice | 1 



 
Louisiana.  In June 2009, Republican Governor Bobby Jindal signed a bill mandating online voter 
registration, which had been sponsored by Republican State Representative George Cromer and 
approved by a predominantly Democratic Legislature; approval in the state Senate was unanimous.  
The state is set to launch an online voter registration program next month.12  
 
Ohio.  In November 2009 the Ohio House of Representatives passed House Bill 260, a 
comprehensive election reform bill now in conference committee.  It includes provisions to modernize 
Ohio’s voter registration system through automatic registration of eligible citizens who interact with 
motor vehicle offices, public service agencies, and other government agencies, and online voter 
registration.  The Ohio bill provisions were recommended by Democratic Secretary of State Jennifer 
Brunner and sponsored by Democratic leaders in the state House.13  Reforms to modernize the voter 
registration system have also been publicly endorsed by former Republican Ohio Secretary of State 
Kenneth Blackwell, who wrote in an opinion piece for the Washington Times that “a modernized 
system would serve voters better and save states money by streamlining the process, substantially 
reducing or eliminating paper and minimizing administration costs.”14 
 
Oregon.  After passing enabling legislation in August 2009, Oregon is the most recent state to offer 
online voter registration to its residents as of March 1, 2010.15   
 
Texas.  Texas is moving toward automation of the voter registration process at DMVs this year, under 
the leadership of Republican Secretary of State Esperanza Andrade.16   
 
Utah.  In January 2009, then-Republican Governor Jon Huntsman, Jr. convened a commission to 
study election issues with the goals of restoring public trust in government and increasing civic 
engagement.  Chaired by attorney and prominent Utah Republican Kirk L. Jowers, the Committee 
was comprised of well-known state Republicans and Democrats.17  The Committee issued its final 
report on December 9, 2009.18  In that report, the Committee unanimously urged the state to 
implement a fully modernized voter registration system, including online and Election Day 
registration, and automatic voter registration and updates to voter records using information from 
state’s driver’s license, social service, and tax collecting agencies. 
 
One of the Committee’s recommendations will soon become a reality.  In May 2009, the Utah 
legislature passed an online registration bill sponsored by Republican Representative Douglas Aagard 
in the State House and Republican Senator Peter Knudson in the State Senate.19  The legislation 
passed with overwhelming bipartisan support in the House of Representatives, and unanimously in 
the State Senate.  Election officials expect to introduce online registration to the public by the end of 
this month.20 
 
Wisconsin.  On March 23 and 24, 2010, Democratic Representative Jeff Smith and Democratic 
Senator Spencer Coggs introduced the Voter Protection Act in Wisconsin.  The bill would require the 
state automatically to register consenting citizens to vote when they apply for a state driver's license or 
I.D. card, and authorize similar automatic registration procedures at a range of other state agencies, 
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including the Department of Revenue, social service agencies, and the University of Wisconsin 
system.   
 
Other states pursuing online voter registration.  Election officials in Nevada and North Carolina 
also plan to launch online registration this year.  In California, Republican Governor Arnold 
Schwarzenegger signed a law in September 2008 authorizing online voter registration, and officials 
expect to introduce the system in 2012.21 
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these successes build on a growing trend  

over the past few years 

 
 
Arizona.  Arizona implemented online registration in 2002 and automated the transmission of voter 
registrations from its Motor Vehicle Department to election officials in 2005.22  These advances 
occurred under then-Secretary of State, now-Republican Governor Jan Brewer. 
 
South Dakota.  South Dakota began electronically transmitting motor vehicle registrations to county 
officials in January 2006, under the leadership of Republican Secretary of State Chris Nelson.23  
According to Secretary Nelson, his office had been planning to adopt an automated system since the 
federal Motor Voter law first went into effect.  All they needed was funding, and the Help America 
Vote Act finally provided it.24   
 
Washington.  The Washington Legislature authorized online voter registration in 2007 by request of 
Republican Secretary of State Sam Reed.25  The resulting bill mandating online registration had three 
Republican co-sponsors: Representatives Bruce Chandler, Joel Kretz, and Mike Armstrong.  Following 
passage of the online voter registration bill, officials at the state motor vehicle authority decided to 
upgrade their registration process at the same time.26  The state began accepting both online and 
paperless motor vehicle registrations in January 2008. 
 
Other states with automated registration.  Florida, Michigan, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, and 
Rhode Island all fully automated their process for transmitting voter registrations from DMV offices 
within the past few years.27  In almost every case, the reforms were adopted in a bi-partisan manner. 
Several other states have partially automated their DMV voter registration process, including 
Arkansas, California, Georgia, Kentucky, New Jersey, and South Carolina. 
 
States with permanent and Election Day registration.  Eight states—Colorado, Delaware, Florida, 
Maryland, Ohio, Oregon, South Dakota, and Washington—have systems of permanent registration 
that allow registered voters who move to cast valid ballots even if they do not update their registrations 
before Election Day.  
 
An additional eight states—Maine, Minnesota, Wisconsin, Wyoming, Idaho, and New Hampshire, 
Idaho, and New Hampshire—have offered Election Day registration for many years.  More recently, 
Montana passed Election Day legislation in 2005, and Iowa did so in 2007.  In 2007, North Carolina 
adopted same day registration during its early voting period.28   
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the lesson from the states:  

modernizing the system works 

 
 
Cost-Effective.  These changes save states millions of dollars. Online registration cost Arizona less 
than $100,000 to implement, and automating DMV registrations cost only an additional $30,000.  In 
Maricopa County, Arizona (which includes Phoenix), processing a paper voter registration form costs 
83¢, compared to 30¢ for applications received electronically from the DMV or through the online 
system.  County officials reduced costs even further (to 3¢ per application) by automating much of 
their process for reviewing registrations.  As a result of this automation, and of additional savings on 
the cost of printing and handling paper forms, the county saved over $450,000 in 2008.29 
 
In Washington, automated and online voter registration produced over $176,000 in savings for the 
Secretary of State’s office alone between January 2008 and July 2009.30  Savings at the county level are 
likely to have been even greater.  As a result, Washington has probably already recouped the $279,000 
it spent to automate voter registration at DMVs and introduce online registration.31 
 
Delaware spent approximately $600,000 to implement its e-Signature program, and as a result was 
able to reduce annual personnel costs by more than $200,000, in addition to the savings in printing 
and paper storage costs.  The state’s Commissioner of Election expects to eliminate additional 
positions as they become vacant.32  Although it was cost-effective, e-Signature was unusually 
expensive.  Implementation costs elsewhere have been considerably lower.  South Dakota spent 
$60,000 and Rhode Island spent $70,000 for automated voter registration systems at their DMVs.33 
 
Increased Voter Registration.  Voter registration modernization reforms have also boosted voter 
registration rates.  In Washington and Kansas, the number of voter registration transactions at DMVs 
doubled after the system was automated.  In South Dakota, the number of registrations at DMVs 
increased nearly seven-fold after automation.  In Delaware, which partially automated voter 
registration at DMVs over a decade ago, 81% of all registrations come from DMVs, compared to 38% 
nationally.34 
 
More Accurate Voter Rolls.  Finally, voter registration modernization reforms have increased the 
accuracy of the voter rolls, reducing the opportunities for error and fraud.  Maricopa County, Arizona 
election officials found that the error rate on paper voter registration forms was as much as five times 
more than that on forms received electronically.  Officials in other states that have modernized their 
systems confirmed that electronic registrations are more accurate than paper registrations. 
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conclusion 

 
 
States across the country have successfully implemented elements of voter registration modernization 
for a number of years, and there has been a significant increase in interest this past year.  The majority 
of these modernization efforts have been bipartisan; legislators and administrators from all political 
parties agree that our voter registration system should be brought into the 21st Century. 
 
The Brennan Center for Justice will soon issue a report on the successes of automated and online voter 
registration in the states.  If you have questions or would like additional information before then,  
please contact Wendy Weiser at 212-998-6130 (wendy.weiser@nyu.edu).         



 
 
 
state modernization at a glance 

 

 
State Reform Launch Date Bipartisan Notes 

Online Registration July 2002 Yes  Cost less than $100,000 Arizona 

Automated DMV 
Registration35 
 

September 2005 Yes  Cost approximately 
$30,000 

 Officials in Maricopa 
County found that error 
rate on paper forms was as 
much as five times more 
than that on electronic 
forms from online and 
automated systems 

 Maricopa County saved 
over $500,000 in 2008 

 Average cost of processing 
electronic registrations 
only 3¢ (with partially 
automated review), 30¢ 
without 

Arkansas Automated DMV 
Registration 

In 2010 --- --- 

California Online Registration Enacted September 
2008, Expected 2012 

Yes --- 

Online Registration Enacted May 2009, 
Expected April 2010 

Yes Colorado 

Permanent 
Registration36 

June 2005 Yes 

 Senate voted unanimously 
for online registration 

 State legislative leaders are 
currently considering 
comprehensive reform. 

Automated DMV 
Registration 

February 2009 
(building on reforms 
in mid-1990s) 

---  The “eSignature” 
program launched in 
2009 made the state’s 
motor voter process 
completely paperless 

 Has saved state over 
$200,000 in personnel 
costs 

Delaware 

Permanent 
Registration 

October 1995 --- --- 

Automated DMV 
Registration 

Around or before 
2006 

Yes --- Florida 

Permanent 
Registration 

January 2006 Yes --- 
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Idaho Election Day 
Registration 

November 1994 --- --- 

Indiana Online Registration Enacted May 2009, 
Expected July 2010 

Yes  Both the Democratic 
House and the 
Republican Senate 
unanimously approved 
bill that included online 
registration 

 
Iowa Election Day 

Registration 
January 2008 --- --- 

Online Registration May 2009 Yes --- Kansas 
Automated DMV 
Registration 

August 2008 Yes  Number of voter 
registration transactions at 
DMVs doubled after 
automation 

Louisiana Online Registration Enacted July 2009, 
Expected April 2010 

Yes  Senate unanimously 
passed online registration. 

Maine Election Day 
Registration 

1973 --- --- 

Maryland Permanent 
Registration 

October 2003 Yes  

Michigan Automated DMV 
Registration 

2007 Yes --- 

Minnesota Election Day 
Registration 

1974 --- --- 

Montana Election Day 
Registration 

July 2006 --- --- 

New 
Hampshire 

Election Day 
Registration 

1994 Yes --- 

Automated DMV 
Registration 

2006 --- --- North 
Carolina 

Same-Day 
Registration 

October 2007 --- --- 

Ohio Permanent 
Registration 

November 1994 Yes  In November 2009, the 
state House passed H.B. 
260, which would require 
automatic and online 
registration. 

Online Registration March 2010 --- --- Oregon 
Permanent 
Registration 

June 1999 --- --- 

Pennsylvania Automated DMV 
Registration 

2005 --- --- 

Rhode Island Automated DMV 
Registration 

By 2006 ---  It cost $70,000 to 
implement automated 
registration 

South Dakota Automated DMV 
Registration 

January 2006 Yes  Number of voter 
registration transactions at 
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 Cost $60,000 
Permanent 
Registration 

1994 --- --- 

Texas Automated DMV 
Registration 

In 2010 Yes  

Utah Online Registration Enacted May 2009; 
launch expected 
March 2010 

Yes  In December 2009, 
bipartisan Governor’s 
Commission on 
Strengthening Utah’s 
Democracy recommended 
automatic, portable, and 
Election Day registration 

 Senate voted unanimously 
for online registration 

Online Registration January 2008 Yes  

Automated DMV 
Registration 

January 2008 Yes  It cost state $280K to 
implement both 
automated and online 
voter registration 

 Secretary of State’s office 
saved over $125K in the 
first year, and the counties 
saved even more 

Washington 

Permanent 
Registration 

1979 Yes --- 

Wisconsin Election Day 
Registration 

1976 --- --- 

Wyoming Election Day 
Registration 

May 1994 --- --- 
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