Over the past few years, voter ID laws have dominated the news, sparking a nationwide
political debate. Called by some the new Jim Crow, these laws, intended to stamp out fraud,
instead disenfranchise minorities and other key demographics. Each election, millions of
Americans are denied the right to vote because they lack a government-issued ID. Repealing
voter ID laws would mean eliminating one of the most apparent barriers separating voters from
their ballots.
When debating voter ID laws, the question is often asked: who does not have a
government-issued ID? After all, one is needed to drive, board a plane, and open a bank account.
The answer, however, is simple. 3.2 million eligible voters lacked a government-issued ID in
2012. That number largely consists of five demographics: the elderly, minorities, low-income
individuals, the disabled, and youth.1 Individuals who cannot afford a car, cannot drive, or no
longer need to drive are unlikely to need an ID on a daily basis. That largely explains why many
elderly, poor, and disabled Americans lack a photo ID. Similarly, college students, who lack cars
and only need a student ID on campus, are less likely to have a government-issued ID. For
others, it is not an issue of not needing an ID; it is an issue of being unable to get one. Across the
ten states with the strictest voter ID laws, getting an ID was found to place a distinct burden on
poor and minority Americans. In rural areas, government offices capable of issuing an ID are
scarce. More than 10 million voters do not live within ten miles of a government office, and
500,000 eligible voters do not have a car, making it extremely difficult to get to a government
office. Those offices also have limited hours, giving potential voters who work all day little time
to go get an ID. Furthermore, many low-income Americans lack a birth certificate, which must
be shown before obtaining an ID, and cannot afford to pay as much as $25 to get one.2 With the
advent of voter ID laws, these socioeconomic obstacles combine to prevent the Americans most
in need from casting their ballot on Election Day.
33 states will have some form of voter ID requirement in effect for the 2016 election. In 9
of those states, a voter must present a voter ID before their vote will be counted. Other states are
slightly less strict, offering some way of getting around the requirement, such as showing a voter
registration card or signing an affidavit affirming one’s identity.3 Voter ID laws are proposed as
a solution to voter fraud, yet voter fraud is incredibly rare. Between 2000 and 2014, over 1
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billion votes were cast, and a mere 31 cases of voter fraud were reported.4 Voter impersonation,
the only type of fraud ID laws would prevent, is virtually nonexistent. The types of fraud that do
occur, such as mailing in an absentee ballot for a relative that has moved or voting in more than
one state, would be much better prevented by modernizing voter registration and improving
coordination between states.5
Instead of preventing fraud, voter ID laws have been shown to actively disenfranchise the
poor, minorities, the elderly, and youth. Specifically, they have been shown to depress Latino
turnout by 10.8 percentage points and turnout amongst multiracial voters by 12.8 points. In states
with voter ID laws, the general election turnout gap between white and Latino voters was double
the gap in states without voter ID laws. The same was true for the primary turnout gap between
white and African-American voters.6 The elderly and youth, too, are disproportionately affected
by voter ID laws. Nearly 1 in 5 elderly Americans7 and 2 in 5 young Americans8 lack a
government-issued ID, which means that large portions of both these demographics will be
denied the right to vote. When each of these demographics is deprived of adequate
representation, their unique needs and issues become easier to ignore. There is less pressure on
politicians to address issues like social security, civil rights, and student loans. The voices of the
youth, elderly, and minorities are denied.
Voter ID laws not only disenfranchise voters, but also force states to spend millions more
on elections. As the issue of constitutionality continues to be debated, courts have consistently
ruled that in order for voter ID laws to be fair and equal, states must provide free, easily obtained
IDs and educate the public on the requirements. To fulfill those obligations, states would likely
have to hire more workers, create more government offices, and extend their offices’ hours.9 All
those steps present a financial burden on states struggling to keep their budgets balanced. In
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Missouri, the cost of implementing a voter ID requirement was estimated at $6 million for the
first year and $4 million every subsequent year, while Minnesota found that each of its precincts
would need to spend $536,000 more per election. Spending millions of dollars on a policy that
only harms voters cannot be justified. Fiscally, morally, and politically, repealing voter ID laws
would benefit state governments and their people.
With most policy areas, the connection between a law and its effect is vague and multilayered, but with voter ID laws, the connection is direct. Voter ID requirements prevent
countless young, elderly, minority, and low-income Americans from voting. For these groups,
representation is crucial. Repealing voter ID laws would directly enfranchise millions of
American voters, returning a truer meaning to the word “democracy.”
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