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LETTER FROM THE CO-CHAIRS

Elections are the heart of democracy. They are the instrument for the people to choose leaders and
hold them accountable. At the same time, elections are a core public function upon which all
other government responsibilities depend. If elections are defective, the entire democratic system
is at risk. 

Americans are losing confidence in the fairness of elections, and while we do not face a crisis today,
we need to address the problems of our electoral system. 

Our Commission on Federal Election Reform was formed to recommend ways to raise confidence
in the electoral system. Many Americans thought that one report — the Carter-Ford
Commission — and one law — the Help America Vote Act of 2002 (HAVA) — would be
enough to fix the system. It isn’t. In this report, we seek to build on the historic achievement of
HAVA and put forward a bold set of proposals to modernize our electoral system. 

Some Americans will prefer some of our proposals to others. Indeed, while all of the Commission
members endorse the judgments and general policy thrust of the report in its entirety, they do not
necessarily support every word and recommendation. Benefitting from Commission members
with diverse perspectives, we have proposed, for example, a formula for transcending the sterile
debate between integrity and access. Twenty-four states now require identification for voters, with
some systems likely to restrict registration. We are recommending a photo ID system for voters
designed to increase registration with a more affirmative and aggressive role for states in finding
new voters and providing free IDs for those without driver’s licenses. The formula we
recommend will result in both more integrity and more access. A few of our members have
expressed an alternative view of this issue. 

Still, our entire Commission is united in the view that electoral reform is essential and that our
recommended package of proposals represents the best way to modernize our electoral system. We
urge all Americans, including the legislative and executive branches of government at all levels, to
recognize the urgency of election reform and to seriously consider the comprehensive approach
outlined herein. 

We present this report because we believe the time for acting to improve our election system is now. 

Jimmy Carter                                           James A. Baker, III

Co-Chairs of the Commission on Federal Election Reform
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PREFACE BY THE EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

Polls indicate that many Americans lack confidence in the electoral system, but the political parties
are so divided that serious electoral reform is unlikely without a strong bipartisan voice. Our
country therefore owes a great debt to former President Jimmy Carter and former Secretary of
State James A. Baker, III for leading this Commission and forging a plan for election reform. 

To build confidence, the Commission recommends a modern electoral system built on five pillars:
(1) a universal and up-to-date registration list, accessible to the public; (2) a uniform voter
identification system that is implemented in a way that increases, not impedes, participation; (3)
measures to enhance ballot integrity and voter access; (4) a voter-verifiable paper trail and
improved security of voting systems; and (5) electoral institutions that are impartial, professional,
and independent. Democrats, Republicans, and Independents tend to prefer different elements of
this package, but President Carter and Secretary Baker drew strength rather than stalemate from
the diverse perspectives in fashioning an approach that is greater than the sum of these parts. 

Our Commission was fortunate to have an outstanding staff and academic advisors, and we have
benefited from advice by Members of Congress and staff, election officials, and representatives of
a wide range of non-governmental organizations devoted to improving our democracy. See our
website for a list of advisors and the studies and testimony: www.american.edu/Carter-Baker. 

We acknowledge the support of many at the end of this report, but let me identify here a few
people whose work was crucial to the Commission: Daniel Calingaert, the Associate Director of
American University’s Center for Democracy and Election Management, Doug Chapin of
Electionline.org, John Williams, Senior Advisor to Secretary Baker, Kay Stimson, Media Liaison,
and Murray Gormly, Administrative Coordinator. The Commission was organized by American
University’s Center for Democracy and Election Management. We are also grateful to the James
A. Baker III Institute for Public Policy of Rice University and The Carter Center for hosting the
other two meetings.

Finally, the Commission could not have accomplished its goal without the generosity of its funders
and the advice and support of the following individuals: Geri Mannion of the Carnegie
Corporation; Thomasina Williams of the Ford Foundation; Julie Kohler of the John S. and James
L. Knight Foundation; Dena Jones of Omidyar Network, and The Pew Charitable Trusts.

At AU’s Center for Democracy and Election Management, we view this Commission as a major
step toward developing the educational foundation for students, professionals, and the public to
deepen our understanding of democracy and elections in the United States and the world. 

Robert A. Pastor,
Executive Director 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Building confidence in U.S. elections is central to our nation’s democracy. At a time when there is
growing skepticism with our electoral system, the Commission believes that a bold new approach
is essential. The Commission envisions a system that makes Americans proud of themselves as
citizens and of democracy in the United States. We should have an electoral system where
registering to vote is convenient, voting is efficient and pleasant, voting machines work properly,
fraud is deterred, and disputes are handled fairly and expeditiously.

This report represents a comprehensive proposal for modernizing our electoral system. We propose
to construct the new edifice for elections on five pillars: 

First, we propose a universal voter registration system in which the states, not local jurisdictions,
are responsible for the accuracy and quality of the voter lists. Additionally, we propose that the U.S.
Election Assistance Commission (EAC) develop a mechanism to connect all states’ list. These top-
down and interoperable registration lists will, if implemented successfully, eliminate the vast
majority of complaints currently leveled against the election system. States will retain control over
their registration list, but a distributed database can remove interstate duplicates and help states to
maintain an up-to-date, fully accurate registration list. This would mean people would need to
register only once in their lifetime, and it would be easy to update their registration information
when they move. We also propose that all states establish uniform procedures for counting
provisional ballots, and many members recommend that the ballots should be counted if the
citizen has voted in the correct jurisdiction.

Second, to make sure that a person arriving at a polling site is the same one who is named on the
list, we propose a uniform system of voter identification based on the “REAL ID card” or an
equivalent for people without a drivers license. To prevent the ID from being a barrier to voting,
we recommend that states use the registration and ID process to enfranchise more voters than ever.
States should play an affirmative role in reaching out to non-drivers by providing more offices,
including mobile ones, to register voters and provide photo IDs free of charge. There is likely to
be less discrimination against minorities if there is a single, uniform ID, than if poll workers can
apply multiple standards. In addition, we suggest procedural and institutional safeguards to make
sure that the rights of citizens are not abused and that voters will not be disenfranchised because
of an ID requirement. We also propose that voters who do not have a photo ID during a
transitional period receive a provisional ballot that would be counted if their signature is verified. 

Third, we propose measures that will increase voting participation by having the states assume
greater responsibility to register citizens, make voting more convenient, and offer more
information on registration lists and voting. States should allow experimentation with voting
centers. We propose ways to facilitate voting by overseas military and civilians and ways to make
sure that people with disabilities have full access to voting. In addition, we ask the states to allow
for restoration of voting rights for ex-felons (other than individuals convicted of capital crimes or
registered sex offenders) when they have fully served their sentence. We also identify several voter
and civic education programs that could increase participation and inform voters, for example, by
providing information on candidates and the voting process to citizens before the election. States
and local jurisdictions should use Web sites, toll-free numbers, and other means to inform citizens
about their registration status and the location of their precinct. 
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To improve ballot integrity, we propose that federal, state, and local prosecutors issue public
reports on their investigations of election fraud, and we recommend federal legislation to deter or
prosecute systemic efforts to deceive or intimidate voters. States should not discourage legal voter
registration or get-out-the-vote activities, but they need to do more to prevent voter registration
and absentee ballot fraud. 

Fourth, we propose ways to give confidence to voters using electronic voting machines that their
votes will be counted accurately. We call for an auditable backup on paper at this time, but we
recognize the possibility of alternative technologies to audit those machines in the future. We
encourage independent testing of voting systems (to include voting machines and software source
code) under EAC supervision.

Finally, we recommend strengthening and restructuring the system by which elections have been
administered in our country. We propose that the EAC and state election management bodies be
reconstituted on a nonpartisan basis to become more independent and effective. We cannot build
confidence in elections if secretaries of state responsible for certifying votes are simultaneously
chairing political campaigns, and the EAC cannot undertake the additional responsibilities
recommended by this report, including critical research, without gaining additional funds and
support. Polling stations should be organized to reduce the chances of long lines; they should
maintain “log-books” on Election Day to record complaints; and they need electronic poll-books
to help voters find their correct precinct. HAVA should be fully funded and implemented by 2006.

The Commission puts forward 87 specific recommendations. Here are a few of the others:

• We propose that the media improve coverage of elections by providing at least five
minutes of candidate discourse every night in the month preceding the election. 

• We ask news organizations to voluntarily refrain from projecting presidential
election results until polls close in the 48 contiguous states. 

• We request that all of the states provide unrestricted access to all legitimate
domestic and international election observers, as we insist of other countries, but
only one state currently permits; and 

• We propose changing the presidential primary schedule by creating four regional
primaries. 

Election reform is neither easy nor inexpensive. Nor can we succeed if we think of providing funds
on a one-time basis. We need to view the administration of elections as a continuing challenge,
which requires the highest priority of our citizens and our government. 
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