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Background
The hostile environment in Texas
Securing the right to vote has long been a struggle in Texas. From 1975 to 2013, the
Voting Rights Act was a roadblock to Texas’ most blatant attempts to suppress the
vote.1 Since the Supreme Court’s decision in Shelby County v. Holder gutted Section 5 of the Voting Rights Act (VRA), Texas and other states are no longer required
to preclear changes in voting laws with the federal government.2 Rather, Texas can
now change those laws with impunity and injured parties are forced to bring long,
drawn-out lawsuits to demonstrate the discriminatory effect of each new voting law
in Texas.3
In the Shelby County opinion, Justice Roberts concluded, “Our country has changed,
and while any racial discrimination in voting is too much, Congress must ensure that
the legislation it passes to remedy that problem speaks to current conditions.”4 But
neither the country, nor Texas, has changed enough to eliminate the conditions the
VRA addressed. Sadly, Texas continues to pass legislation with the intent and effect
of discriminating against communities of color, with the ultimate result of
disenfranchisement. In fact, already in 2017, federal courts in the state have found
that Texas intentionally discriminated against Black and Latino voters when it
passed the strictest voter ID law in the country and when it gerrymandered several
districts in the state in an effort to dilute their voting power.5 Texas may eventually
have the dubious distinction of being the first state post-Shelby County to be “bailedin” to preclearance requirements under Section 3 of the VRA.6
On top of this, it is perhaps no surprise that Texas’ archaic voter registration
system, which is paper-based and hostile to third-party registration drives,
excludes well over four million eligible voters from the democratic process each
year.7 Texas routinely ranks among the bottom of states for voter turnout. Those
shut out of the democratic process are disparately young, poor, and people of
color.
The Texas Civil Rights Project (TCRP) launched our new Voting Rights Program in
early 2016 to tackle these systemic barriers to fair and accessible elections in Texas.

Pushing back
One of our major projects of 2016 was to spearhead the Texas Election Protection
Coalition, working hand-in-hand with grassroots and national partners, including
the Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under Law (Lawyers’ Committee), the
Texas Organizing Project Education Fund (TOP), and Texas Common Cause. Each
year, the Lawyers’ Committee brings together partners from across the country to
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support a national election protection effort, including monitoring hotlines to
answer voters’ questions, providing voter protection field programs, and using
digital tools to connect with voters.8 We formed the Texas Election Protection
Coalition in order to build upon the national voter protection efforts that the
Lawyers’ Committee manages so well while providing a distinctly Texas-focused
campaign to protect voting rights.
More than six months before the general election, Coalition members began
meeting regularly to plan a coordinated response to any reports of problems at the
polls. The Coalition created Texas-specific training materials and trained hundreds
of legal and grassroots volunteers, many of whom are bilingual, who worked at
polling locations and the Texas call center.9 Fielding thousands of calls, volunteers
resolved voters’ concerns, addressed barriers to casting a ballot, and answered
routine questions from voters. As described in greater detail below, we also
undertook robust public education efforts, including a paid media campaign to
explain Texas’ voter ID law and promote our Election Protection services.
The Coalition and our volunteers worked tirelessly in 2016. Happily, we saw signs
of progress. In Travis County, home to Austin, more than 92% of eligible voters
were registered for the presidential election, bringing nationwide recognition.10
During Early Voting for the Presidential Election, Texas shocked the nation with
record-breaking turnout numbers.11 Ultimately, more than 8.9 million Texans cast
ballots in 2016, almost 59% of the registered voters in the state.12 Texas was one of
just 21 states where turnout went up in 2016, as compared to 2012.13
Moreover, the Texas electorate — which has long been older and whiter than the
citizen-age voter population — began to more closely represent the state’s
demographics. In particular, Texas’ Latino population showed new strength. In
2016, the number of eligible Latino voters increased to a projected 5 million, up
from 3.2 million in 2000, a 57% increase.14
Unfortunately, despite these gains in 2016, Texas still had an extremely low
percentage of eligible voters actually show up to the polls to vote. In fact, Texas
ranked among the worst five states in this regard.15
Policy changes and continued legal and advocacy efforts will be necessary to keep
momentum and change the culture of civic engagement in Texas. TCRP decided to
release this report, chronicling the data collected by the Texas Election Protection
Coalition during Early Voting and on Election Day, to help move the conversation
forward toward real, impactful change. This type of comprehensive election data
is hard to come by in Texas and we hope this information will help the public, the
press, election officials, and policymakers better recognize the most common
barriers to casting a ballot that counts — and start a robust discussion about
reform as we look ahead to 2018.
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An Overview of Texas
Election Protection
By the numbers
The Coalition logged 4,075 incidents from Texas during the 2016 election season, representing
thousands of voters who were directly aided by our efforts.
Each incident was logged in a shared database, collected in one of two ways: as a call to one of
our three voter hotlines,16 or as a question directed to one of our field volunteers in Dallas or
Houston. Once contacted, we recorded as many details about the incident as possible, including:
date and time, voter’s address, voter’s polling location, voting issue type, a detailed narrative of
the incident in question, the resolution to the incident, and, when possible, the voter’s race.
In writing this report, we undertook a comprehensive review of the database. Then, we further
reviewed each incident, taking care to characterize the nature of each voter contact as fairly as
possible.17
The charts below show a breakdown of reports received by category and in each of the state’s
largest counties. Sections below provide a more detailed analysis of several of the most common
issues.
Volunteers were trained to code each call with one of nine designations. Each designation
reflects a particular issue a voter might encounter at the polls. For instance, “Polling Place” is
used when a voter encountered an issue, such as the polling place was moved by local officials
with no indication of the new location, or they inquired about their polling location. “Arrest or
Conviction” was used to reference when an individual had a question or concern about their
eligibility to vote based on a prior conviction or arrest.18
Figure 1. Number of incidents logged by type

The Coalition logged 4,075 incidents in Texas during the 2016 election season
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Figure 2. Number of incidents logged in each of the 15 most populous counties
in Texas

The Coalition logged 4,075 incidents in Texas during the 2016 election season

We paid special attention to the race and ethnicity of voters who contacted the
Coalition. Between historic disenfranchisement and potential language barriers, we
wanted to ensure that Black and Latino voters had access to resources that would
guarantee their equal opportunity to cast a ballot that counts. Although not all voters
disclosed their race or ethnicity to volunteers, those who did helped demonstrate
that our hotline provided significant support to communities of color and language
minorities.19
Figure 3. Reported incidents by race or ethnicity as a percent

Of the total incidents logged, 3,101 voters gave us their race or ethnic background
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Image 1. Screengrab of the television ad created by TCRP and the Lawyers’
Committee

Public Education Efforts
Working closely with our Coalition partners, TCRP launched a public education
campaign in the fall of 2016 to explain Texas’ voter ID law and promote the
Election Protection hotlines.
TCRP and the Lawyers’ Committee launched a paid media campaign that ran
from November 1, 2016 to November 8, 2016, after voting was already underway,
utilizing the Texas Association of Broadcasters’ Public Education Partnership
program for nonprofit and government agencies. The campaign included Englishand Spanish-language radio and TV spots in all Texas media markets and targeted
digital video ads. The public campaign delivered more than 1.5 million impressions
to both general and targeted Hispanic and African-American audiences across the
state.20
In addition to the paid campaign, TCRP bolstered the reach of our educational
efforts through our in-house communications team. Through releasing ten press
advisories and hosting a press call with almost 50 national and statewide press
participants, the Coalition’s work was highlighted by at least 900 in-state media
sources from October 24, 2016, the first day of Early Voting, through Election Day.
Our social media efforts reached over two million people with information and
resources about Election Protection.
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The Problems Texans Faced
at the Polls: A Closer Look
Within each category, there were a wide variety of incidents reported to the
Coalition. The majority of voters who contacted the hotline or our
volunteers simply sought answers to routine questions such as confirming their
polling location or voter registration status, but others expressed more serious
concerns. As the Coalition identified problematic trends or issues requiring
immediate response, team members were able to escalate the calls to reach our
legal boiler rooms, located in Houston and Dallas, as well as to TCRP attorneys
across the state. Then we were able to intervene in real time. Below are examples
of some of the most pressing issues Coalition members handled in 2016.

Problems with voter registration
Texas’ archaic and outdated voter registration system creates barriers to casting
a ballot well before a voter ever arrives at the polls. The notable increases in voter
registration in Texas in 2016 came in spite of this system.21 Moreover, even with
the progress made, we estimate that 4.4 million eligible Texans were excluded
from the 2016 presidential election.22 That’s more than the population of 25 states
and Washington, D.C.
Figure 4. Number of eligible Texans excluded from the 2016 presidential election
vs. population of 25 states and the District of Columbia
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Background on Texas’ voter registration issues
Helping Texans register to vote is an endeavor fraught with peril.
In Texas, it is a misdemeanor offense to help register someone to vote without becoming a certified Volunteer
Deputy Registrar (VDR). Meaning, average Texas voters cannot help their fellow Texans register to vote unless
they are formally trained through a time consuming process. Furthermore, even certified VDRs are only allowed
to register folks in the county in which they were trained — it is illegal to help someone from outside of that specific county to register to vote. This greatly hinders voter registration drive efforts, which disproportionately affects
racial minorities and young people.23 As well-known author and journalist Ari Berman has concluded, “Texas’
Voter-Registration laws are straight out of the Jim Crow Playbook.”24
Texas does not comply with federal and state voter registration laws.
“Motor Voter” Law:
The Department of Public Safety (DPS) and the Secretary of State refuse to comply with a decades-old federal law
(the National Voter Registration Act (NVRA) or “motor voter law”) aimed at increasing the number of people on
the voter registration rolls. The law requires driver license entities to provide voter registration services to individuals who transact with those entities. Texas wholly fails to comply with this law for online transactions with DPS.
This failure alone affects over a million potential voters each year.25
In early 2016, TCRP and pro bono counsel filed a lawsuit in an effort to force the state into compliance. Recently,
in an early-in-the-case victory for the plaintiffs and other Texas voters, the Court denied the state’s motion to dismiss the case, finding that the state’s current procedures are “inconsistent with the plain language of the NVRA,”
and refusing to adopt “circular and self-defeating” interpretations of the NVRA offered by the state.26
High School Voter Registration Law:
Even where the rare Texas law to increase voter participation exists, it is routinely ignored. Under state law, Texas
public and private high schools must offer voter registration opportunities to eligible students twice per year.
Analysis provided by the Lawyers’ Committee and TCRP demonstrates less than 15% of high schools requested
voter registration forms for use in 2016. Failing to comply with this law exacerbates the challenges of helping
young people register to vote and motiving them to participate in the electoral process. TCRP continues to work
with a network of partners and school officials at the local and state level to make progress on this front.

Not surprisingly, 43.8 percent of the total calls to the hotline involved voter
registration inquiries. The majority of calls were from voters attempting to confirm
their registration status. However, nearly 400 inquiries were from voters who were
unnecessarily confused because they had trouble determining their registration
status or had missed the voter registration deadline. Noteworthy examples include:

▶

Hundreds of callers could not be found on Texas’ voter rolls due to slight
discrepancies in names or addresses. In many instances, the voters had to
call the county directly to determine whether they were registered, adding an
extra step to the voting process.
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▶
▶

Dozens of Texans called for help because they believed they were registered,
but when they arrived at the polls, they were turned away because they were
not on the rolls. Issues contributing to this problem included:
— Voters registered to vote at DPS but showed up as not registered on
the rolls; and
— Voters registered to vote just prior to the voter registration deadline
but the “effective registration date” was for a date later than Election
Day.
Twenty-four would-be voters called to report that they attempted to
register specifically at DPS while obtaining, renewing, or changing the
address on their driver’s license, but could not find themselves on the
Secretary of State’s list of registered voters.

The voter registration issues encountered by Texas voters during the 2016 election
highlight the need for modernization of Texas’ voter registration laws, which TCRP
promotes through legal advocacy in and out of the courtroom.

Confusion over Photo ID
When Texas implemented its restrictive voter ID law in 2013, an estimated
600,000 registered Texans immediately became unable to vote because they
lacked sufficient ID.27 In July of 2016, the Court of Appeals for the Fifth Circuit
held that the law discriminated against Black and Latino voters, and on August 10,
2016, less than two months before Election Day, the court issued an order with the
new requirements for voter ID.28 Although the new rules were a vast improvement
over the voter ID law as enacted, the change in requirements so close to the election left many voters and election officials confused about what requirements were
necessary in order to vote during the 2016 general election. This confusion was
exacerbated by local and state officials’ delay in providing accurate information to
voters, including allowing polling locations to post inaccurate signage regarding
the voter ID required to cast a ballot.29
Unsurprisingly, as soon as Early Voting began, there were rampant reports of
confusion concerning the recent court-ordered changes to Texas’ strict photo ID
requirement.30 Nearly 13 percent of problems reported to the Coalition involved
photo ID, with 123 reports during Early Voting and 186 on Election Day.

multiple polling locations in several counties…were posting
misleading or inaccurate information suggesting that a
photo ID was still necessary to vote, without exception.

“

“

In the first two days of voting, reports indicated that
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In the first two days of Early Voting, reports indicated that multiple polling locations in several counties —including Bexar, Dallas, Denton, El Paso, Hays, McLennan, and Travis Counties, at a minimum — were posting misleading or inaccurate
information suggesting that a photo ID was still necessary to vote, without
exception. In fact, the new rules create a clear safety net: any voter who lacks one
of the seven accepted IDs and cannot reasonably obtain one may instead sign a
declaration and show a non-photo ID, like a utility bill or bank statement, before
voting.31 Whether intentional or an oversight due to the last-minute changes to the
law, the inaccurate signage was cause for concern and required immediate action
to eliminate additional confusion.
TCRP sent a letter to the Secretary of State demanding that he take immediate
steps to ensure accurate information about the required photo IDs was provided to
voters.32 The Secretary of State responded by promptly sending an email to county
officials regarding the correct voter ID requirements.33
Ultimately, the majority of incidents reported to the Coalition related to the photo
ID law were from voters who overheard poll workers telling voters that a photo ID
would be required to vote. While a voter is required to show an accepted photo ID
if he or she possess one, this blanket statement is overly simplified. Several voters
contacted the Coalition to express concern that this these types of statements could
dissuade those who were uninformed about the latest change in the law.
The inaccurate signage and misinformation combined with apparent failures in
poll worker training resulted in at least several cases where voters were almost
wrongly turned away. Here are some of the stories we heard:

▶
▶
▶

In Harris County, a man who did not possess a photo ID brought his voter
registration card and a utility bill to the polls. Poll workers initially turned this
man away without the opportunity to sign a reasonable impediment
declaration, but an Election Protection volunteer accompanied the voter back
to the polls, where he was able to cast a ballot.
In Dallas County, a veteran was nearly turned away at the polls for attempting
to use his Veterans Affairs ID, despite the Veterans Affairs ID being one of the
accepted forms of identification. After he insisted, the poll workers allowed
him to vote.
At least one election judge in Travis County flouted the new ID requirements
when he/she required voters to cast a provisional ballot when the voter lacked
photo ID and requested a reasonable impediment form, creating long lines
and delays.

The court’s recent finding that the state intentionally discriminated against
minority voters when it enacted the voter ID law and and current efforts by the
state to attach felony criminal liability to mistakes in signing a reasonable impediment declaration demonstrate that the fight to ensure access to the polls for all
eligible voters is far from over.34
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Changes in polling locations
As noted above, since the gutting of Section 5 of the Voting Rights Act in 2013,
Texas counties are no longer required to seek federal preclearance before making
changes to election laws. The 2016 election was the first presidential election
without the full protection of the Voting Rights Act. According to a report by the
Leadership Conference on Civil and Human Rights, Texas has closed over 403
polling locations — more than any other state — since the removal of
preclearance.35 This left a shortage of polling locations on Election Day.36
Moreover, without the protections of the Voting Rights Act, polling locations are
subject to change up to 72 hours before the polls open on Election Day, under
Texas state law.37 The Texas Election Code requires that notice be posted on the
county website and, if the location has changed since the preceding election,
election officialsshould post a notice at the previous location, if possible.38
The Coalition received calls indicating some counties did not adequately comply
with notice requirements. Common sense dictates that
eliminating long-standing polling locations, especially at the last minute,
disproportionately affects elderly and low-income voters who have been voting at
the same location for many years, do not have access to the internet, and/or lack
easy access to transportation to the new location. Notably, polling location issues
increased from 19% of calls in 2012 to 57% of calls from voters in 2016, providing
further evidence that lack of preclearance for changes in voting laws in a
post-Shelby County Texas has had drastic effects.
The following calls came in on Election Day morning when confused voters arrived
to a polling place, only to discover it was empty and locked.

▶
▶

One Election Protection volunteer was assigned to visit Cypress Falls High
School in Harris County first thing in the morning on November 8, 2016. This
location was listed as an Election Day polling location as of the last week of
October 2016. When he arrived, there was no sign of election workers, but
also no sign directing voters elsewhere. The Coalition determined the location
had been moved and we posted a sign directing voters to the new location.
Five Harris County voters contacted the hotline to report that Election Day
polling locations were moved with little or no notice. In some instances, the
only notice was a piece of paper posted on a wall or a tree stating that the
station was closed without offering any other information. Most of the calls
came from predominately black areas of Houston, the nation’s fourth-largest
city.

Post-Shelby County, Texas is empowered to close or change polling locations
without concern for the effects on voters. The Coalition’s efforts to combat
confusion and prevent eligible voters form disenfranchisement because of polling
location issues will continue as we look ahead to elections in 2018.
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“

Election Day polling locations were moved with little or no
notice. In some instances, the only notice was a piece of
paper posted on a wall or a tree stating that the station was
closed without offering any other information. Most of the

“

calls came from predominately black areas of Houston, the
nation’s fourth-largest city.
Long lines
Long lines were reported in multiple locations in Texas throughout the 2016
election season. For instance, during Early Voting, wait times exceeding an hour
were reported in Bexar, Harris, Nueces, and Denton counties29 and on Election
Day long wait times were reported in Bexar, Brazoria, Dallas, Denton, Fort Bend,
Harris, McLennan, Tarrant, and Travis counties. Incredibly, on Election Day,
voters at Prairie View A&M University, a historically black university northwest of
Houston with a horrible history of voter suppression by local officials, had to wait
in excess of three hours in order to cast a ballot.40
The causes for long wait times in 2016, and the reactions from poll workers, were
troubling.

▶
▶
▶

Many voters reported wait times in excess of one hour noting that there were
too few poll workers to process voters or that multiple machines were either
inoperable or not being utilized.
In Harris County, a voter reported that poll workers were dividing voters in
line alphabetically, which caused delays. Sometimes one line would be very
short while the others were very long, but no alternatives were provided.
In Denton County, a voter reported that on Election Day in a majority
minority district, voters were forced to wait in a long line in the rain because
of equipment problems.

A long wait time at the polls is not just an inconvenience to voters, it is “an
indication of the underlying health of our democracy,” according to Harvard
University political scientist Stephen Pettigrew.41 Research demonstrates that long
lines disproportionately disenfranchise working-class adults, low-income parents,
and people of color because the cost of waiting tends to be more burdensome for
these populations.42 Unsurprisingly, these communities, especially communities of
color, generally have longer wait times at their polling stations, with voters of color
across the country waiting up to twice as long as white voters just to cast a ballot.43
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University, a historically black university northwest of
Houston with a horrible history of voter suppression by

“

“

Incredibly, on Election Day, voters at Prairie View A&M

local officials, had to wait in excess of three hours in order
to cast a ballot.

These findings are in line with the incidents reported above, and are particularly
alarming in Texas because the recent photo ID law has disproportionately
disenfranchised these same groups of voters.44
People who experience long polling lines are significantly less likely to vote in
subsequent elections,45 because voters’ negative experiences dramatically raise the
barriers to civic participation. With Texas’ already rock-bottom participation rates,
we must reduce wait times in 2018.

Voter Intimidation
Sadly, there were scattered reports of voter intimidation across Texas on Election
Day. Unfortunately, this is not a new experience—voter intimidation has a troubling history in the United States and in Texas in particular.46

▶
▶
▶
▶
▶

In Spring, Texas, an armed man intimidated voters with a signed that read
“Faggots Vote Democrat.” He was eventually handcuffed after he crossed the
100-foot line over which campaigning is prohibited.
Over 10 callers reported feeling similarly intimidated when fellow voters wore
candidate T-shirts and hung out near the polling line making loud and aggressive comments against opposing candidates.
In Fort Bend, Texas, a voter felt intimidated because a policeman wore a
weapon on his hip.
Police officers reportedly engaged in intimidating behavior, such as pacing up
and down voter lines or taking notes about voters in multiple counties including Denton and Navarro.
In Bexar County, two uniformed San Antonio Police Department officers were
stationed at a polling location, which at least one voter felt was intimidating.

It is clear voter intimidation tactics are alive, well, and succeeding in Texas. This,
coupled with Texas’ outdated voting laws, contribute to the non-voting culture in
Texas.
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Provisional Ballot practices summary
Since 2002, federal law has required that whenever a voter’s eligibility cannot be
determined at the polls, election officials must issue a provisional ballot to record
the voter’s preferences until the voter’s eligibility can be determined after the election. Thus, once a provisional ballot is cast, election officials investigate and determine whether that vote should be counted. Since provisional balloting practices
are largely governed by state law, it is not uncommon to see disparities between
states in the rates of issuing and counting provisional ballots. But within a state,
rates should be consistent, because — of course — state law should be applied in a
consistent manner.
Even though provisional ballots provide a helpful window into problems voters
experience at the polls, the Secretary of State’s office does not provide any public
compilation or analysis of this data. To gain a more complete understanding of
voters’ experiences in the 2016 election, TCRP requested provisional ballot data
directly from several of the largest Texas counties and compared that data against
similar information from the 2012 election.
The results are striking. The overall number of provisional ballots used in Texas
increased during the 2016 Presidential Election as compared to 2012.47 In the five
largest counties, four issued significantly more provisional ballots in 2016 than
during the 2012 presidential election.
Figure 5. Number of provisional ballots used in Texas’ most populous counties for
the 2012 and 2016 presidential elections
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This increase cannot be explained by population growth alone. The total provisional
ballot increase, from 2012 to 2016, was over 14 percent. The rate of Texas population
growth, by contrast, was an estimated eight percent for the same four-year span.48
The charts below detail the reasons why provisional ballots (abbreviated as “PB”)
were cast and whether they were counted in the largest counties in 2012 and in 2016.
Table 1. Provisional ballot rejections for the 2012 presidential election in Texas’ five
most populous counties

*

**

**

* This number is unusually high and warrants further investigation given that Texas’ strict voter ID law was not in effect at the time.
** For the 2012 election, Travis county did not disaggrgate data on PB rejected for lack of acceptable ID.
NOTE: Some provisional ballots were rejected for multiple reasons and distinct reasons have been counted in each applicable column.

Table 2. Provisional ballot rejections for the 2016 presidential election in Texas’ five
most populous counties

NOTE: Some provisional ballots were rejected for multiple reasons and distinct reasons have been counted in each applicable column.
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While a comprehensive analysis of this data is outside the scope of this report, a
couple of trends are clear:

▶
▶
▶
▶

Importantly and as expected, since shifting from Election Day mandatory
polling locations to vote centers (where voters may vote at any polling place),
Travis County no longer rejects provisional ballots based on use of the
incorrect precinct.
There was an overall increase in registration-related rejections of provisional
ballots.
There was a sizeable increase in rejections of provisional ballots based on lack
of acceptable voter ID.
There was an increase in polling place rejections in Harris County.

In addition to this data, the Election Protection Coalition received a total of 84
reports related to provisional ballot concerns. Two reports are of particular
interest.

▶
▶

In Harris County, an Election Protection volunteer witnessed that multiple
voters were redirected to Walker Elementary School after being turned away
from various locations for being at the wrong polling place. The election judge
at Walker Elementary School reported that they were issuing a high number
of provisional ballots for this reason. Election judges at original locations
were contacted, and confirmed they would take voters inside to confirm the
voters’ correct polling location before sending them elsewhere, as required by
state standards.
Also in Harris County, an election judge at Chancellor Elementary School
reported issuing a higher number of provisional ballots than in past years, but
was unsure of the reason. She proactively called the Secretary of State’s office
to confirm that voters were not on the rolls before issuing provisional ballots.

Clearly, there is much more to understand about provisional ballot practices in
Texas. We anticipate further investigation of this topic, and will do our best to
continue to reduce the number of provisional ballots that are rejected.
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TCRP’s Plans to Take Back
the Vote
As evidenced by the numerous examples above, Texans encountered many barriers
to voting in 2016. TCRP will continue its efforts to combat those barriers through
litigation, advocacy, and additional election protection, both in and out of the
courtroom.49

Training for grassroots organizing groups
Today, with systemic registration failures at institutions like DPS, and laws that
criminalize voter registration drives, Texas excludes millions of eligible voters.
As noted voting rights author Ari Berman recently reported, the results are plain:
National groups have “been forced to abandon Texas” and local groups must
overcome “draconian” legal obstacles and all-too-frequent investigations by
governmental officials. Indeed, the following are examples of these hurdles:

▶
▶

After a civic engagement group called Houston Votes submitted 25,000
voter-registration applications in 2010, mostly from low-income people of
color, activists accused the group of voter fraud. Then–Attorney General Greg
Abbott, now the state’s governor, sent agents in bulletproof vests to raid the
group’s office and destroy its computers and records. Charges were never
filed, but Houston Votes was forced to shut down.50
In 2014, the grassroots organizing group Battleground Texas was twice
targeted by James O’Keefe, a conservative political activist, — once, with the
public endorsement of Harris County Clerk Stan Stanart. O’Keefe disguised
himself as a Battleground volunteer while surreptitiously filming actual
volunteers providing voter registration services. A criminal complaint, based
on O’Keefe’s video, was filed against Battleground Texas, alleging violations of
Texas election law. The court dismissed the complaint, after special
prosecutors determined the video made by O’Keefe was, “little more than a
canard and political disinformation.”51

In the works at TCRP is a project designed to educate leaders of community groups
about Texas’ voter registration laws and the groups’ First Amendment rights to
participate in civic engagement activities. Our aim is that, once community groups
are fully informed of their rights, they can take proper precautions to run effective
voter registration efforts while guarding against private or public harassment.
Importantly, the training materials we will provide will include general “Know
Your Rights” handouts, in English and Spanish, for organizational leaders to share
with their staff and volunteers.
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Preparing for broadening the Coalition’s efforts
in 2018
In 2016, the Coalition focused its field work (volunteers at polling locations) in
Harris and Dallas counties, while the hotlines were open to voters across the entire
state. In 2018, TCRP and its partners hope to have a larger footprint, training even
more legal volunteers to cover a larger swath of Texas and coordinating with even
more grassroots partners on the ground. Ultimately, our aim is to expand our ability to provide real-time solutions to thousands of voters across the state, while also
expanding the election data we collect and analyze.

Advocating for common sense reforms
There is no silver bullet to change the culture of voting in Texas. But as voting
rights advocates look to 2018, there are concrete steps we can take to increase participation. Most obviously, Texas needs to modernize its archaic voter registration
laws; committing to comply with already-existing laws regarding voter registration
would be a huge step in the right direction. At the county level, moving to Election
Day vote centers like Travis County, while maintaining or increasing the number
of polling locations in convenient locations, is another common sense reform. We
must also reject the notion that long lines are an inevitable part of the system and
work to reduce wait times. We will need to think seriously about polling place efficiency, and invest in often over-looked aspects of election administration like voting technology and poll worker training. Lastly, providing robust education efforts
to ensure Texas voters understand the current requirements to vote is essential to
make the process easier and fairer for individuals across the state.
TCRP hopes that elected officials and grassroots advocates will use this report to
improve the experience of voting in Texas. We look forward to working with you to
do so.
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