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INTRODUCTION 

The United States was founded, and for centuries has sustained itself, as a grand experiment in enlightened 
self-governance. As part of that project, our nation’s history can be understood as the history of a struggle for 
ever-greater enfranchisement. Through war, protest, compromise, and sacrifice, the American people have bent 
the arc of justice toward greater representation, broader voting rights, and into the light of the better angels of our 
nature. But these successes have always been won through toil and blood, and as we move into the third decade 
of the twenty first century, we must renew our collective commitment to universal self-governance. 

Across the country, the right to vote – the most critical right in any democratic society – is threatened. Through 
direct barriers and indirect methods of dilution and disenfranchisement, there are those in our country who have 
sought to restrict and undermine the rights of (generally minority) populations to engage in the project of self-gov-
ernance. We face now structural and direct imbalances that could result in entrenched non-majoritarian rule in the 
states and the Federal government. We must act and reform our systems of representation to ensure the lasting 
vitality of democracy in America.

The members of the Millennial Policy Initiative’s Commission on Democracy and Voting Rights (Commission) have 
spent the past several months investigating and deliberating over these issues and have agreed on four key poli-
cy solutions as critical steps to protect our system of governance from attack and obsolescence:

1. Common voter suppression techniques must be identified and removed from state election laws.
2. To ensure accurate and comprehensive voting rolls, all states should adopt Automatic Voter Registra-

tion as the default. 
3. Congress must pass legislation requiring nonpartisan redistricting commissions for all federal elec-

tions, and States should follow suit for state elections.
4. Congress, and to the extent possible, states must invest significant resources in ensuring an accurate, 

equitable census in 2020. 

ENDING VOTER SUPPRESSION

The hopeful narrative of America is one of ever-growing self-governance. We pride ourselves that we have con-
sistently expanded the franchise to previously excluded groups, and that we incorporate new populations into 
the body politic and celebrate their presence. But, for this hopeful narrative to even occur, there must also have 
been opposition. The inverse of this story of hope is a consistent story of frustration. The story of America is also 
a story of hundreds of years of concerted, temporarily-successful, and persistent efforts to suppress and limit the 
franchise. Through violence and Jim Crow, generations of minorities have been denied their most basic rights of 
self-determination.

Tragically, this dichotomy—of hope and frustration—is still with us in 2018. Indeed, in many ways, the balance of 
this scale is in more peril than it has been at any point in decades. 



The most well-known voter suppression tactic in recent years has been voter identification laws. This attention is 
well deserved. Voter identification laws have proliferated in this country,1 particularly in the wake of Shelby County 
v. Holder and its gutting of the Voting Rights Act’s preclearance requirements. Based on the most up-to-date as-
sessment of the impacts of voter identification laws, these laws unmistakably and disproportionately burden the 
right of racial minorities to vote.2

But voter identification requirements are not the only method of burdening the right to vote deployed across the 
country. The Commission feels it is critical to identify these lesser-regarded methods and to highlight them. The 
Commission further recommends that progressives understand these methods and, upon gaining political power, 
take immediate steps to remove these burdens and to bar their future use. 

After a survey of current practice across the country, the Commission has identified the following practices as 
critical voter suppression tactics:
• Limited or no access to early or by-mail voting;
• Limited resources to fully staff polling places thereby increasing wait times to vote; 
• Limited resources to assist voters with disabilities to access the polls
• Removal from the voting rolls of individuals who have not voted in immediately proceeding elections upon 

notice from the state; 
• Limiting or banning students from voting in the jurisdiction of their education;
• Failure to update the Voting Rights Act to restore the VRA’s preclearance regime;
• Failure to re-enfranchise individuals convicted of felonies; and,
• Failure to provide accurate information at the necessary scale to ensure all voters know where and when their 

polling place will be open. 

Each of these tactics could be discussed in detail, but that is beyond the scope of this report. Instead, the Com-
mission notes their presence to ensure that future policymakers understand that each of these practices work to 
reduce the rights of all Americans to vote. 

Limitations on early voting work to turn the right to vote into a privilege for those who can afford to take time from 
work on a non-holiday Tuesday. Similarly, limitations on the resources dedicated to staffing polling places and 
on educating the public of their location act as a tax on those who are paid hourly, and as an effective disenfran-
chisement for those who are disabled and require assistance in voting. These practices also would be prevent-
ed if the Voting Rights Act were revitalized with a new pre-clearance regime, and so Congress must update the 
preclearance formula. 

Remedying any one of these tactics would significantly expand the right to vote. All should be identified and 
removed, though. It is the duty of future generations to understand the shameful history of voter suppression 
tactics because the fight against them continues. The Commission urges Millennial policymakers to stand against 
these practices, and to articulate clearly their pernicious effects.

ENSURING VOTER ACCESS

In light of the ongoing efforts to limit access to the franchise, a number of solutions are worth consideration. But 
one method of ensuring voter access stands out as effective, simple, and capable to gaining bipartisan support: 
automatic voter registration. 

The United States is an international outlier among liberal democracies because it still requires complicated, opt-
in systems to access the right to vote. Unlike its sister democracies, the Federal government and most states do 
not take any responsibility for ensuring the registration of qualified voters as a default. This results in substantially 
lower registration rates for American voters than in other countries. 

Most importantly, the current American system results in systemically disproportionate registration rates, with dis-
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advantaged communities (i.e., the sick, disabled, homeless, poor, illiterate, etc.) being unregistered – and there-
fore denied their franchise—at higher rates than healthy, wealthy, and privileged.3 Needless to say, this disparate 
impact is closely tied to racial and class characteristics, with racial minorities and lower classes consistently more 
impacted by registration issues than whites and the wealthy.4

This system also results in lower overall voter participation in elections than comparable countries and serves to 
create civic distance between the electorate and the government. Over time, this disconnect serves to undermine 
social trust in the system of governance overall.5 

Finally, automatic voter registration substantially lowers the expense of the election process and produces more 
accurate registration rolls than manual registration. By ensuring all information is cross referenced at the agen-
cy level prior to registration, the rolls are kept accurate. And by handling most registration as part and parcel of 
already existing government interactions, duplicative costs are eliminated.6

For all these reasons, automatic voter registration has achieved significant success in gaining bipartisan momen-
tum. As of writing, twelve states and the District of Columbia have approved automatic voter registration plans, 
and twenty more states have either legislation or ballot initiatives pending for 2018. 

The Commission believes strongly that automatic voter registration is essential for a modern, secure, and eq-
uitable election system. Most importantly, though, the Commission endorses the proposal as a simple solution 
that increases participation rates while also, critically, removing many of the potential choke points where voter 
suppression initiatives have arisen in the past. Millennial leaders should require automatic voter registration as a 
universal standard for American elections in the future. 

ENDING PARTISAN AND RACIAL GERRYMANDERS

Partisan and racially-motivated gerrymandering poses a fundamental – and unprecedented – challenge to our 
system of self-government. 

The power to draw lines for legislative districts at the federal, state, and local levels carries with it the opportuni-
ty for mischief. If mapmakers are motivated by improper goals, severe inequities can result, including maps that 
reflect severe and durable partisan bias or maps that disenfranchise minority voters. 

These inequities translate into policy outcomes that do not reflect the desires or best interests of voters. 
Gerrymandering efforts are not new phenomena. However, gerrymanders today pose an unprecedented and exis-
tential risk to our democracy in a way that has not been present ever before in American history, due to an explo-
sion of individualized voter data that is now available to mapmakers coupled with advanced mapmaking technol-
ogy that allows gerrymanders to crafted with exacting precision. As a result, the gerrymanders in the wake of the 
2010 census exhibited partisan bias that was more severe and durable than ever before. For instance, in 2012 a 
majority of Pennsylvanians voted for Democratic candidates for the House of Representatives, but only five of the 
18 seats were won by Democrats due to its severe gerrymander in favor of Republicans.7 Efforts in Pennsylvania 
and other states had a national effect – in 2012, a majority of Americans voted for Democratic candidates for the 
House of Representatives, but Republicans still won a 33-seat majority. We are still feeling the effects today – at 
least one study has predicted that in light of the gerrymandering that occurred after that 2010 election, the Demo-
cratic Party could again win the total vote by 8 percent in 2018 and yet not be guaranteed a House majority.8 

In other words, the gerrymandered lines created by Republicans in 2010 are so durable that they ensure Repub-
lican gains when Republicans gain fewer votes, and protect against Republican losses even in huge Democratic 
“waves.” This unprecedented durability makes it critical that redistricting abuses are stopped before the next 
redistricting cycle after the 2020 census, otherwise our country will need to endure yet another decade of maps 
that severely distort our democratic process, disconnects the results of elections from the voting inputs, and un-
dermines the fundamental trust voters have in the election system. 
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In light of the Supreme Court’s decision to defer intervening on the merits in partisan gerrymandering in cases out 
of Wisconsin and Maryland,9 it is all the more important to implement legislative solutions to address this issue. 

To be clear, the Commission supports and encourages litigation efforts related to partisan and racial gerryman-
ders. This work is important and has achieved victories in the past. In particular, challenges based on state con-
stitutions in particular may offer fertile grounds for judicial relief.10

But we believe that the most avenue for reform with the greatest potential is policy change at the state and local 
level. We urge state legislators to make redistricting reform a priority, and we call on citizens to act, through ballot 
initiative where available and through political pressure on legislatures where not available, to reform the redis-
tricting process. We are heartened to note that this action is already occurring, with at least five states consid-
ering redistricting initiatives, which is all the more remarkable because in the ten years prior only five such mea-
sures had been considered overall.11

As part of these legislative efforts, the Commission notes that Millennial leaders should demand that any reform 
ensure at least two things. First, the power to prepare maps needs to be independent from political actors. Pol-
iticians who stand to benefit the redistricting process should not get to draw the lines, nor should they play any 
role in that process. Therefore, the cornerstone of any reform effort should relocate the power to redistrict away 
from political actors and grant the power to independent redistricting commissions. These commissions should 
be single-focused and populated by non-partisan, technical experts instead of partisan actors. There are variety 
of mechanisms used in a number of states that have employed such commissions to select membership, and the 
Commission has chosen not to endorse one specific model over another. 12 

Second, any reform effort should limit the data to which mapmakers have access to the data that is necessary to 
achieve the goals set forth in the redistricting statute. At a minimum, this would mean that states should prohibit 
mapmakers from relying on partisan-identification data. It is important to note that the proliferation of augmented 
voters files and extensive consumer data that is available to political actors, it possible for mapmakers to glean 
racial and partisan affiliations from other sources. Therefore, reform efforts should limit the permissible data 
available to mapmakers to only geographic and demographic data that is absolutely necessary to craft maps that 
comport with the redistricting principles set forth in state law. 

Paired together, relocation of the power to redistrict to an independent commission and restricting the type of 
data that mapmakers may access would go a long way towards combating the unprecedented partisan gerry-
manders that have emerged since the last redistricting cycle. Millennial leaders should require these positions as 
a minimum floor for any acceptable reform measure. 

ENSURING A PROPER CENSUS

Vindicating the inherent right of all Americans to vote, and of all people within the United States to meaningful 
representation, requires that we know exactly how many people exist in the United States. The Founders of our 
country were well-aware of the dangers posed by a incomplete census. Thus, the Constitution, as amended, 
requires that an “actual enumeration” taken every “term of ten years,”13 so that “Representatives [can] be appor-
tioned among the several States according to their respective numbers, counting the whole number of persons in 
each State, excluding Indians not taxed.”14

In other words, the United State Constitution requires that the government successful undertake a literal count 
of all persons within the United States – without regard for citizenship.15 Millennial leaders should understand the 
civic duty to complete the Census and should engage fully in public education efforts related to the Census. 

Yet, as of this writing, there is an ongoing effort to deprive the Census Bureau of the resources needed to ensure 
an “actual enumeration,” and also to insert an unconstitutional “citizenship question” into the Census. 
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The Census requires a massive investment and logistical operation. Unfortunately, at the time of this report’s 
writing, the position of permanent director of the Census Bureau has been vacant for over a year.16 Moreover, the 
Census Bureau must hire hundreds of thousands of seasonal employees to physical carry out the enumeration. 
For the last decennial census this required more than 600,000 seasonal hires. The lack of a permanent director, in 
addition to a strong labor market and a short timeline, hinder the ability of the Census Bureau to ensure that the 
Federal government meets its constitutional responsibility.17 

Worse, there have been ongoing efforts from the current administration to insert questions about the citizenship 
status of persons in the United States. This question would substantially lower the response rate from Latinx 
communities, and thereby distort the constitutionally required “actual enumeration” even further.18 

A significant undercount or otherwise inaccurate census will have dramatic effects. It will distort federal reappor-
tionment by shifting representation away from communities that are undercounted and towards communities that 
tend to be whiter and wealthier. It will also result in significant distortions to Federal funding priorities. Federal 
grant and spending programs are often dependent on census data to determine where funds are delivered and 
in what proportion. Therefore, it is critical that the census is accurate, not only to ensure equitable distribution of 
political representation, but also to ensure equitable distribution of public resources.

Millennial leaders must understand the critical role the Census plays and advocate for significant resources to be 
directed at remedying these issues. They should demand that Congress ensure essential funding for the Census 
Bureau, that distortionary and unconstitutional questions be removed from the Census, and that states undertake 
– where possible – supplemental efforts to ensure the accuracy of the count in their jurisdiction.19 An equitable 
democracy requires an accurate understanding of the number and distribution of persons within its borders. Mil-
lennial leaders should demand nothing less.

CONCLUSION 

The United States of America rightly considers itself the well-spring of modern self-governance. It pioneered 
many of the core ideas essential to republican systems of government. Yet, like any system, it requires mainte-
nance. In 2018, it faces deep and seemingly unending challenges, from foreign affairs to climate change, and 
healthcare to fiscal policy. We will not be able to address these problems effectively, though, unless the weak-
nesses in our machinery of governance are addressed as well. 
The Millennial Policy Initiative’s Commission on Democracy and Voting Rights submits this report to the public as 
a summary of just a few of the critical issues that must be reformed. There are many challenges ahead. But the 
Commission is confident that if we undertake the recommendations set out above – to end voter suppression; to 
ensure automatic voter registration; to end racial and partisan gerrymandering; and to ensure an accurate Census 
in 2020 – we citizens can begin the work of our generation. 
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