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THE UNITED STATES CCM•ITSSION ON CIVIL RIGHTS 

'Ihe United States Ccmni.ssion on Civil Rights, created by the Civil Rights 
Act of 1957 and reestablished by the United States Ccmnission on Civil 
Rights Act of 1983, is an inder,endent, bipartisan agency of the Federal 
Govenment. By the tenns of the Act, the Ccmni.ssion is charged with the 
following duties pertaining to discrimination or denials of equal 
protection based on race, color, religion, sex, age, handicap, or national 
origin, or in the administration of justice: investigation of individual 
with respect to discrimination or denials of equal protection; the 
appraisal of the laws and policies of the United States with respect to 
discrimination or denials of equal protection; the maintenance of a 
national clearinghouse for infonnation respecting discrimination or denials 
of equal protection; and the investigation of patterns or practices of 
fraud or discrimination in the conduct of Federal elections. The 
Ccmnission is also required to sul:mit reports to the President and the 
Congress at such tines as the Camrl.ssion, the Congress, or the President 
shall deem desirable. 

'!HE STATE lIDVISORY CCMllTI'EES 

An Advisory Ccmni.ttee to the United States Cornnission on Civil Rights has 
been established in each of the 50 States and the District of Columbia 
?Jrsuant to section 105(c) of the Civil Rights Act 1957 and section 6(c) of 
the United States Ccmnission on Civil Rights Act of 1983. The Advisory 
Cannittees are made up of resp:,nsible persons who serve without 
a::trg?ensation. Their functions under their mandate fran the Ccmnission are 
to advise the Ccmni.ssion of all relevant infonnation concerning their 
respective States on matters within the jurisdiction of the Carmission; 
advise the Cannission on matters of mutual concern in the preparation of 
reports of the Carmission to the President and the Congress; receive 
reports, suggestions, and recarmendations fran individuals, public and 
private organizations, and public officials upon matters pertinent to 
inquiries conducted by the State Advisory Ccmnittee; initiate and forward 
advice and reccmrendations to the Ccmni.ssion upon matters in which the 
Cormission shall request the assistance of the State Advisory Ccmni.ttee; 
and attend, as obsei:vers, any open hearing or conference which the 
Cormission may hold within the State. 
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vote of 11 to 0 the Corrrnittee approved sul::mission of this rei;:ort to you 
with the request that you authorize publication. It is hoped that the 
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Participants provided infonnation and personal observations from a 
variety of perspectives on current voter registration procedures and 
proposed legislative changes. Though infom.ation received at the forum did 
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system, it did highlight issues v.'11.ich the Corrmittee will continue to 
nonitor. 
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Introouction 

In keeping with its resp::msibility to m:mitor developrents in the 

State, the Louisiana Advisory Ccmnittee conducted a ccmm.mity forum in 

Baton Rouge, Iouisiana, on :t-lay 12, 1989, to gather infonnation on voter 

registration and voter-roll purging procedures in Louisiana parishes. 

Governrrent officials, legislators, voter registrars, and representatives 

frcm political parties and ccmnunity organizations made presentations to 

the Carmittee. An open session provided opportunity for the general 

public to participate. A surrrnary of the infonnation received at the fonnn 

is presented in this report. 

Persons who participated in the forum were Cynthia Rougeau, a 

representative for the Governor's office and special counsel to the 

secretary of State; Jerry FCMler, corrmissioner of elections; Emile Bruneau, 

Joe Accardo, and Roy Brun, all State representatives; James Brady, chair of 

the IDuisiana Derrocratic Party; Marcus Carson, director of the Iouisiana 

Coalition on Voter Refonn; Robin Rothrock, president of the Louisiana 

League of Warren Voters; Ernest Johnson, general counsel for the Iouisiana 

NAACP; Nathaniel Bankston, voter registrar for East Baton Rouge Parish; 

Louis Keller, voter registrar for Orleans Parish; Barbara Bates, 

voter registrar for St. Helena Parish; and Robert Poche, voter registrar 

for Ascension Parish. 

As shown in a 1988 report of registered voters canpiled by the 

Iouisiana Department of Elections and Registration {appendix A), the State 

is divided into 64 parishes with a total of 2,190,634 registered voters, of 

which 572,133 (26.1 percent) are black. According to the 1980 census, 29.4 

percent of the State's total population was black. 

V-
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The Iouisiana Election Code (R.S. Title 18 as airended through 1988) 

provides for a registrar of voters in each parish who is appointE:.-'Cl by the 

governing body of the parish. Such appoinbrents are for life and 

registrars can only be rennved from office by vote of the State Board of 

Election Sup:rvisors. In May 1989, at the t:i.ne of the Advisory Ccmnittee's 

forum, all applicants for voter registration were required to appear 

personally before the registrar or deputy registrar of the parish at a 

designated place of registration. Subsequent to the forum, the State 

legislature, in July 1989 at its regular session, passed three bills 

affecting voter registration. H.B. 292 permits citizens to register to 

vote in State offices when they renew their driver's licenses, and H.B. 259 

permits the use of volunteer deputy registrars when they are directly 

supervised by the voter registrar or the deputy registrar. H.B. 191 

requires an annual canvass of the registration rolls to verify the 

residence eligibility of voters, whereas previously this was done every 

4 years. 

The Perspective of the Governor's Office 

Cynthia Rougeau, sr:ecial counsel to the Secretary of State, 

represented the Governor's office at the ccmnunity forum. She explained 

that the Secretary of State is the chief elections officer of the State and 

works very closely with the Governor's office, the cannissioner of 

elections, and local election officials. She reported that the Governor 

believes that fair and equal access to voter registration and voting are 

essential, and that the process must be op:ned up to increase voter 

registration, participation, and turn out. In this regard, she said that 

he supports pending legislation that provides for the use of volrmteer 

deputy registrars who w::m.ld be instructed by and act under the supervision 

of the registrar of voters. She noted that this legislation is 
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controversial and would involve working closely with election officials to 

make sure the program works. She said that the Governor also supports 

House Bill 1118, which 'lr,lOUld provide for voter registration at driver's 

license bureaus, despite financial problems involved with the necessary 

increase in the staffs of these bureaus. 

Ms. Rougeau said the Governor is still studying H.B. 1115, which 

provides for mail registration, and that he recognizes problems in dealing 

with alternative rrethods of registration, such as possibilities for fraud 

and the mishandling of registration applications by volunteers. In 

surrmary, she stated that the Governor's objectives are to make voter 

registration easier and nore accessible, to maintain the integrity of the 

elections process while doing so, and to encourage and infonn an involved 

electorate. 

In response to a question from the Advisory Ccmnittee, Ms. Rougeau 

replied that she did not know of specific problems involving widespread 

discrimination or denial of equal protection of the laws regarding the 

privilege of voting because of race, color, religion, sex, age, handicap, 

or national origin. She believed the registration process is currently 

open to all qualified voters, though perhaps not as open to all qualified 

applicants as it could be, and that the attitude of Governor Roarer will 

result in opening up the process. 

The Perspective of the Departnent of Elections and Registration 

Jerry Fowler, ccmnissioner of the Louisiana Department of Elections 

and Registration, explained that he is an elected official and that the 

registrar of voter offices in each parish are under the supervision of his 

department as well as that of the police juries or local governing bodies 
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of each parish. The parish goverr.rrnents, he said, hire the registrars of 

voters and pay half of their salaries, the other half being paid by his 

departnent. 

Mr. Fowler felt that sane progress had been made in expanding voter 

registration but that the task has not been, and never will be, canpleted. 

Increased office hours and registration drives have been established in 

every parish with varying success. such changes in procedures, he said, 

require approval by the U.S. Department of Justice and are sanetirres 

cumbersare. He felt that overall the voter registration system is a gcod 

one, though it does have sare weaknesses. As an example he cited the long 

distances people in sane northern wuisiana rural parishes have to travel 

in order to register. He advocated a system that would allow all citizens 

an opportunity to register in the cc::mm:mity where they live. 

He pointed with pride to wuisiana's computer system which centralized 

voter registration throughout the State, a first in the United States. As 

a result, he said, wuisiana has cleaner voter rolls and nore accurate data 

for voter registration. Mr. Fowler advocates easier ways for people to 

register to vote though, because of problems entailed, he doesn't agree 

with all the bills that have been proposed to accarplish this. He said 

that, for example, in other States that have registration by mail, 7 out of 

10 of the cards received are illegible. He did support a bill for the use 

of volunteers. He said also that in opening up the registration process he 

felt that the system is strong enough to guard against fraudulent 

practices, and he did not know of any widespread discrimination or denial 

of equal protection of the laws because of race, color, religion, sex, age, 

handicap, or national origin. 
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Mr. Fowler explained that every 4 years voter registration rolls are 

purged of persons who have not voted during that period. In addition, 

one-fourth of the rolls are canvassed each year during the nonth of January 

to purge those persons who have :rroved out of the parish. He reported that 

in sane of the smaller parishes, for political reasons, the police juries 

do not provide the required :rroney to make the purges. Mr. Fowler said his 

goal was to avoid this by paying for the purges out of his office, but that 

this would cost the State $350,000 - $400,000. He reported that 

approximately 70 i:ercent of eligible voters in the State are registered, 

and that 89 percent of the eligible voters aged 55-70 voted in the last 

presidential election, canpared to 37 percent in the 18-25 age group. 

The Perspective of State Legislators 

State Representative Emile Bnmeau, chairman of the House Gaven-mental 

Affairs Ccmnittee, believed that I.ouisiana has a voter registration system 

that works well, and that it is easy to register to vote. In answer to a 

question fran the Conmittee, he said that he knew of no widespread 

discrimination or denial of equal protection of the laws regarding the 

privilege of voting because of race, color, religion, sex, age, handicap, 

or national origin. He felt, however, that there is roan for ircproverrent 

and referred to H.B. 191, currently before the legislature, which provides 

for an annual canvass and "MJuld do away with the requirement to vote every 

4 years. He thought bills sul:xnitted by what he tenred the Voluntary Deputy 

Registrar Movement would provide opportunity for fraudulent practices, as 

had occurred in the 1979 gubernatorial elections and on other occasions. 

He said that he had presented a cornpranise bill that "MJuld pennit the use 

of volunteer deputy registrars but require that they operate under the 

supervision of the registrar. This would enable :rrore frequent voter 
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registration drives in schools and shopping centers, which he favored. He 

explained further that his bill would assure training for volunteer 

deputies, require direct supervision of their ·work by the registrar, 

provide criminal penalties for fraud, and provide for the selection of 

volunteers on an annual basis. This bill, he hoped, would enable 

volunteers to make a contribution to govermrent but stop those who intended 

to perpetrate a fraud. 

State Representative Joe Accardo, a nember and fonrer chainnan of the 

House GoveillilEiltal Affairs Ccmnittee, believed that wuisiana has the best 
I 

election code in the country, and that there were no rrore corrupt officials 

in Louisiana than in any other State. He pointed out that in the 1979 

gubernatorial election referred to earlier there was no finding of fraud as 

a result of the lawsuits and investigations that followed. He did not 

believe that the bills offered in the current legislative session would 

infringe upon the integrity of the election process. He felt that the 

voluntary deputy registrars bill that he had introduced had all the 

safeguards necessary, including all of those required for paid deputy 

registrars. The number of volunteers to be used, he said, would be 

detennined by the registrar and their narres drawn out of a hat. This would 

provide help that is not now available from the State or local goverrnrent, 

would not cost the State any rroney, and would enable rrore frequent 

registration drives at various locations in the cannunity. 

Representative Accardo also described a bill that he had sponsored to 

allow citizens to register by i;ost card on a notarized fonn. Verification 

of the applicant's identity would be by driver's license or other I.D. and 

a card mailed to the registrant's address. A third bill would allow voter 
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registration at the same time a driver's license is reviewed. The 

statewide computer network would preclude registration in multiple places, 

he said. He stated his belief that these three bills would not make it any 

easier for fraud to be ccmnitted. Refonn of the law in the manner 

described, Mr. Accardo felt would open up the registration process, make it 

more convenient, and reduce the number of people in the State who are not 

presently registered to vote. 

Representative Accardo did not believe that there was any conscious 

plan to deny people the right to vote because of race, color, religion, 

sex, age, handicap, or national origin, but felt that the process is 

inconvenient and discriminates against the p:,or and uneducated, the large 

majority of whom are black. He believed that because it is made nore 

difficult to register, those who are less nobile or less educated don't get 

to register to vote because they are intimidated by the process of having 

to go to a court house or public building. lYT..any people, he said, do not 

have autarobiles, or cannot afford to pay for transportation to register. 

In response to a question as to what safeguards there would be in the 

proposed new provisions for voter registration to prevent illegal aliens 

from registering, Mr. Accardo replied that evidence of citizenship and 

residency would be required as it is now. In the case of post card 

registration, the notaries would be required to verify the identity of the 

person under penalty of losing their licenses. He said that 

misrepresentation of citizenship would be considered election fraud with 

significant penalties under the election code. 

State Representative Roy Brun did not believe that present procedures 

had resulted in the erection of barriers to people exercising their right 

to vote in Louisiana. His concern with regard to additions to the .,. 
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registration and voting process was for the possibility of politicizing the 

registrar's office and the risk of additional fraud and deception. The 

State, he said, has a history of voter fraud, and he p:>inted as an exarrple 

to prosecutions fran a congressional race in the fourth district that 

resulted in over 20 people being convicted of election fraud. 

Mr. Brun expressed his concern that, though the prop:>sed bill for the 

use of volunteer deputy registrars has safeguards to prevent 

politicization, there are many opportunities for revision of the bill in 

both the House and the Senate. He thought that there was a risk that 

people would volunteer to be deputy registrars to serve a p:>litical agenda, 

or to support a particular candidate or political party. He p:>inted out 

that this philosophy pervades both parties, and that both parties have 

registration drives, each choosing precincts that would help them rrost. 

The risk would be that political controversy would be brought into the 

registrar's office. He thought that sone people might be hired by a 

candidate to become volunteer deputies in the sarre manner they are hired to 

haul people to the polls. Registration by mail, he felt, would open up the 

possibility of vote buying and for registering rrore than once. 

Mr. Brun said that persons who are physically handicapped, and people 

to whan present procedures presented barriers to voter registration, are a 

relatively small percentage of the total number of those not registered, 

and that nost of these have detennined not to register to vote. It is the 

F€<Jple who do not care enough to register to vote, he said, that are rrost 

susceptible to having their vote purchased. He felt that nore could be 

done in the way of encouraging registrars to provide registration 

opportunities throughout the parishes, as is done extensively in Caddo 

Parish, but that many parishes already do provide such opporbmities. He 
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said further that he would be concerned about any i;ersons 'Who might be 

denied the right to vote, or 'Who encountered undue hardships in registering 

or voting. 

The Perspective of the Iouisiana Dercocratic Party 

Darryl Gissell, executive director of the Iouisiana Republican Party, 

was scheduled to make a presentation to the Advisory Ccmnittee at the 

forum, but was called cMa.Y on business and was unable to do so. Jam.:!s 

Brady, chair of the Iouisiana Derrocratic Party, believed that Iouisiana has 

a real problem with voter registration that other States do not have. He 

was encouraged that bills before the legislature proposing changes to 

eliminate problems have gotten bipartisan support this year. 

He said that in the past voter purges by affidavit have been a 

problem. Though he did not elaborate, he said that a serious incident in 

1986, involvmg purging by affidavit and a blatant attempt to discriminate 

by persons engaged in a political campaign, affected several thousand 

people. A bill before the legislature this year would correct that 

problem. 

Mr. Brady said the basic philosophy of his party is that it should be 

very easy to register, 'Whether it increases participation or not. He felt 

that proposals to allow registration at driver's license bureaus and the 

use of volunteer deputy registrars would rerrove sane of the present 

barriers. His party is on the record supporting these bills. 

Mr. Brady provided current voter registration statistics based on 

census estimates for 1986 as follows: 
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w 

Age Total Number Percent 
Group Population* Reg:istered* Registered 

18-34 1,300 799 61.5 
35-44 576 453 78.6 
45-54 392 316 80.6 
55-64 359 282 78.6 
65+ 454 354 80.0 
Total 3,081 2,204 71.5 

*In thousands 

When questioned as to what barriers there were to registering, Mr. 

Brady said that people are less inclined to register if they cannot 

conveniently get off fran work to do so, or would lose pay if they did. 

This was particularly a problem in rural areas, where people live sare 

distance from the parish seat. He felt, however, that the majority of 

registrars were supportive of efforts to make it easy to register to vote, 

but were restricted by statute or financial constraints in what they could 

do to make it easier. 

In response to a question, Mr. Brady estimated that a disparity exists 

between the proportion of black and white registered voters of about 10 

percent but would not speculate as to how much of this related to 

inaccessibility to voter registration. Corrplaints received by his office 

attest to the fact that there are still problems of access to the registrar 

of voters in a number of areas of the State. He said, however, that though 

there are subtle ways to discriminate, the last he had heard of sareone 

being denied the opportunity to register, once they made it to the 

registrar, occurred in the early 1970s. Mr. Brady said that, though he 

didn't know whether it would be constitutional or not, he personally would 

be in favor of mandatory registration but that this would not be practical. 

The Perspective of Ccmnunity Org:anizations 

Marcus carson, director of the Coalition on Voter Registration Refonn, 
.,. 

said that, though everyone would agree that voter registration is IIEant 
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primarily to ensure the integrity of the voting process, we often get mired 

in the intricacies of how it is done and lose track of the pl.lrIX)Se for the 

'Whole thing. He said that though voter registration lists nay be used for 

a variety of things, such as jury selection, its purp:,se is not to serve as 

a test of rrotivation, education, tranSfX)rtation, work schedules, or 

anything other than to guarantee the integrity of the voting process. He 

felt that many of these other items becane barriers 'Whether they were 

placed there intentionally or not, and he pointed out that systems used in 

other States and other counties have rerroved many of those barriers. He 

believed that there is no reason why sane of these systems could not be put 

into place in Louisiana. 

In response to a suggestion that voter registration tends to be high 

in countries with very repressive governments, Mr. Carson reported that in 

nonrepressive govenments, such as Australia, voter participation is at 94 

percent, in Austria 92 percent, Dernnark 88 percent, New Zealand 85 percent, 

Norway 81 percent, Sweden 89 percent, and West Ge:r:many 89 percent. He said 

that the governrrents in these countries use nore active nethods to register 

their voters than is done in this country. For example, in SWeden people 

are registered autanatically through use of their social security number 

system, in England people who are not registered are sought out, and in New 

Zealand and Australia voter registration is a legal requirerrent. Yet in 

the United States, he said, voter registration is unnecessarily difficult, 

and prospective voters must actively seek out the voter registration 

system. 

~.ir. carson said that the nost frequent argurrent against improving the 

voter registration system in I.ouisiana is the spectre of fraud. He pointed 

out that sane examples of fraud 'Which have been used as argum.:mt refer to 

election fraud and have nothing to do with voter registration. He said, 
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for exarrple, that vote buying and voter hauling are all done after the fact 

of registration. 

He reported that a mail-in system, similar to one that has been 

proposed for Louisiana, is used successfully in 27 States and that the 

driver's license office registration procedure actually addresses many of 

the concerns raised about potential abuses of the registration system. 
\ 

Efforts by individuals and organizations to actively seek to register their 

CMI1 constituents, he felt, was a healthy part of a free, canpetitive 

derrocracy. 

He believed that voter registration in conjunction with obtaining a 

driver's license, where positive identification of the applicant is 

required, would ensure against fraudulent registration, increase 

convenience, and alleviate the large influx of registrants just prior to 

elections. With regard to the suggestion that mail-in registration would 

require the additional inconvenience of using a notary public, Mr. Carson 

was convinced that this service would be offered as a public service by 

libraries, banks, and other places of business. 

In response to a question as to what impact an increase in the number 

of registered voters would have on the percentage of people who actually 

vote, Mr. Carson speculated that if rrore people registered there would be a 

corresponding increase in the eligible voting population who actually vote. 

He agreed that there should also be an effort made to get people who are 

registered out to vote on election day. He said that, though there will 

always be people who actively choose not to register to vote for religious 

or other reasons, he est:unated that registration rates would approach 90 

percent or better with the added convenience of using driver's license 

offices. 
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In resi;:onse to a question as to the i;:ossibility that discr:irnination on 

the basis of race, sex, religion, age, handicap, or national origin was a 

factor in keeping people from voting, Mr. Carson said that the system 

discriminates against people primarily on the basis of incane and 

education, categories which include a high percentage of blacks and other 

minorities. He believed that discr:irnination does exist, but that 

inconvenience and difficulty in gaining access to the system and actual 

discrimination fonn a continuum, so that it becanes difficult to 

distinguish between the two. He agreed that problems he saw with the voter 

registration system do not fit cleanly into categories of discr:irnination 

that would be actionable under the Federal civil rights act. He did not 

believe that the present voter registration system was designed to exclude 

any category of people from registering, and he had heard no one cariplain 

of being discriminated against by the syste:n. 

Robin Rothrock, president of the I.ouisiana League of Warren Voters 

(LWV), rei;:orted that her organization has been seriously involved in voter 

registration refonn since its beginning in 1943. She said that its 

i;:osition is to support equitable registration and election laws that 

protect the right of every citizen to vote. At its first convention the 

LWV adopted a program to refo:rm registration laws in Louisiana. This 

program, she said, has had many successes and few failures so that 

Louisiana does indeed have sare good laws on the books. She enumerated 

sarE of the changes that have taken place. Due in part, she felt, to the 

efforts of the league, pennanent registration has replaced the requirement 

to register every 4 years, and State residency requirements were reduced 

fran 2 years to 1 year and then eliminated altogether. The registration 

application has been s:i.rcplified considerably and questions referring to the 
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registrants' norality deleted. The league also opi:x::,sed election ireasures 

related to taxes and 1:x:mds in which only property owners could vote and 

which were declared unconstitutional in 1971. In 1975 an open elections 

law in Iouisiana precluded the requirement for closed primaries in which 

only party members could vote. The league also supported and helped to 

pass legislation reducing the tine between primary and general elections, 

helped to ensure the confidentiality of absentee ballots and increase the 

categories of people entitled to vote by absentee mail, and successfully 

sued the State to make µ::illing places accessible to the handicapped. 

Ms. Rothrock said that currently the LWV supµ::irts mail-in 

registration, the "noter voter" concept, the use of vohmteer deputy 

registrars, and sane-day registration in order to increase ac-cessibility to 

registration which would in turn ensure access to voting. In answer to a 

question, Ms. Rothrock said that she had no personal knowledge of 

discrimination against individuals because of race, color, religion, sex, 

age, handicap, or national origin regarding the privilege of voting. 

Ernest Johnson, general counsel for the Iouisiana NAACP, stated that 

he saw the fight for voting rights as an ongoing struggle and that 

statistics don't tell the whole story. He believed that rules and 

regulations that have been in effect for a long tine make it difficult for 

those rights to be exercised. He p:>inted out as an example that 

registration places must be certified by the Justice Depart:nent, and that 

only registrars or deputy registrars could register people to vote. 

By way of historical background, Mr. Johnson reported that for 213 

years whites in this country have had the right to vote and that, though 

there was a voting rights act in 1865, blacks have essentially been able to 

exercise that right only since passage of the Voting Rights Act in 1965. 
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During all those years whites grew accustared to going to the courthouse to 

register to vote, but blacks went to the courthouse to be put in jail, to 

try to get sorre of their people out of jail, or because someone was suing 

them for a debt. Consequently the courthouse is an intimidating place 

associated with discrimination that blacks continue to fear, subconsciously 

or otherwise. Mr. Johnson felt that, because of this, to continue to 

require registration in the courthouse is, in a sense, a denial of their 

right to do so. Because of psychological, sociological, and historical 

problems of discrimination, he advocated changing this requirerrent and 

providing for registration in driver's license bureaus. He also said that 

there are socioeconanic disparities that care into play, for whites may be 

able to leave work in the middle of the day, whereas blacks might be tied 

to 8:00 - 5:00 jobs. His plea was that voter registration be made easier 

for everyone. 

Statistics regarding the proportion of people who are registered to 

vote, he said, are misleading because blacks historically have been 

undercounted in the ce.nsus. It was his contention that, whatever the 

p:!rcentage is of people who are not registered to vote, the process can be 

improved. 

In response to a question, Mr. Johnson said that he would not be in 

favor of eliminating the required Justice Department approval for voter 

registration drives, though a reduction in the time required for getting 

this approval might be a gcxxI thing. He also indicated that he 'WOUld 

support mandatory voter registration, though there might need to be sare 

exemptions required to accormodate objections of various religious 

organizations. 
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The Perspective of Voter Registrars 

Yvonne Allison, registrar of voters for St. Tamnany Parish and 

president of the I.ouisiana Registrar of Voters Association, felt that all 

registrars throughout the State were doing their best to register people to 

vote regardless of their race or color. She reported that in her own 

parish she and her staff of sL"{, with help fran parish organizations, 

conduct a highly publicized 2-week registration drive each year, visiting 

three locations per night throughout the parish. locations include 

shopping centers, subdivisions, and black housing units in addition to 

visits to vo-tech schools, universities, and colleges. She said also that 

her office is accessible to the public, including being open on Saturdays, 

and on weekdays fran 8:30 a.m. until 4:00 p.m. On the day registration 

closes for any particular election, her office stays open until 8:00 p.m. 

Because of its size Ms. Allison's parish is able to have a branch office in 

Slidell in addition to her main office in Covington. She said that the 

farthest municipality in her parish fran one of these offices is 8 miles. 

She also reported that because of m:metary constraints scree offices are 

staffed only by the registrar, while several others have only the registrar 

and one other person. 

¥JS. Allison comnended Je1.--ry Fowler, the carmissioner of elections, for 

putting a statewide canputer system into place which enables the tracking 

of registered voters without waiting for the required 4-year purge of 

those who have rroved. For this reason the registration rolls are clean and 

enable the COITq?ilation of accurate statistics. She estimated that between 

60 and 70 percent of the voting age population in her parish was registered 

to vote. 

Ir 
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She reI_X)rted that the Registrars of Voters Association had objected to 

the idea of voter registration in driver's license bureaus because of the 

long ·wait that was already entailed in getting a driver's license. She 

felt that there is nothing, including voter registration, that can't stand 

improvement but she was reluctant to suggest any particular changes. She 

p::>inted out that, as voter registrar in her parish, she was re5p::>nsible for 

administering the voter registration law and keeping the records, and that 

she would want to be assured of control over volunteer deputies if they 

were used. 

In resp::>nse to a question, l'.!S. Allison said that she has been voter 

registrar for 3 years and prior to that was chief deputy registrar for 26 

years. She said that her app::>intment is for life, but that she could only 

be rerroved fran office by the State Board of Election Supervisors for 

misconduct. She had no knowledge of that ever happening to a voter 

registrar. She also stated that she had no knowledge of anyone being 

df-.nied access to voter registration, and that she felt black and poor 

people had as IlUlCh access to her office as anyone. She p::>inted out that 

she went into black housing units at least once a year to register voters 

as well as other places. Most caaplaints, she said, relate to the 

4-year canvass and persons who have rcoved without changing their mailing 

address. 

Nathaniel Bankston said that he has been the voter registrar in East 

Baton Rouge Parish for 20 years and that his grandrrother was in the office 

for 25 years prior to him. He reported that, as a nember of the Louisiana 

Election Code Comnission, he helped rewrite the State's election laws in 

1973 and 1974. 
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With regard to Louisiana voter registration statistics he said that, 

statewide, 77 percent of the eligible voters were registered, and that in 

the East Baton Rouge Parish the figure was 86 percent. He reported the 

total number of registered voters in the parish as 179,791, of which 48,839 

are black. Mr. Bankston said that, despite considerable opposition 

initially, his parish had initiated a canputer system that was subsequently 

adopted by the entire State, and that has been of great help to the voter 

registration system. 

Mr. Bankston said he had received complaints that, in irnplerrenting the 

voter registration canvass, rcore blacks were being taken off the rolls than 

whites. He recalled testifying in court, however, that of the 794 people 

challenged in East Baton Rouge Parish at that particular tine 752 were 

white. He also said that 193 were Republicans, approximately 380 were 

Derrocrats and the rest had no party affiliation. He predicted that the 

roll-purging system will be changed with the passage of proposed 

legislation this year. This will provide for a canvass of the rolls each 

year, instead of every 4 years as now required, and allow for a fairer and 

nore thorough purging process. 

f.'l..r. Bankston reported that as far back as 1974 he had long discussions 

with a representative from the U.S. Depa.rtnEnt of Justice before 

establishing hours and procedures for voter registration drives. These were 

set fran 10:00 a.m. until 6:00 p.m. to allow persons with a wide variety of 

working hours to participate, were widely publicized in the rredia, and held 

in various locations. To assist in the registration of minorities and 

low-incorre persons, he said that voter registration drives are held in 

corrn:runity centers at the time they give out food stamps. He pointed out 

that all registration drives require approval by the Justice DepartnEnt, a 
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t procedure that takes a minimum of 59 days and frcm the local governing 

authority which takes 30 days. This procedure, he felt, was no longer 

needed and provided an additional barrier to registration. 

Last year, he said, 10 parishes cooperated in announcing longer office 

hours, closing at 7:00 p.m. during 3 weeks before closing the books prior 

to a major election. He also reported that for 6 months of every year his 

office was open every other Saturday to register voters. Though the law 

requires his office to be open from 8:30 a.m. until 4:30 p.m., it is often 

open until 6 or 7 o'clock at night. Procedures he outlined for absentee 

ballots were intended to assure canplete confidentially during the voting 

process and when the votes are counted. 

He felt that many positive things are happening in Iouisiana with 

regard to voter registration, and pointed out that Iouisiana ranks arrong 

the top 13 States with respect to registration of those who are eligilile to 

vote. With regard to the proposal to register voters in driver's license 

offices, he didn't feel that it would help in his parish because his office 

in Baker was right next to a driver's license office. Furthenrore, he 

said, the driver's license office in Baton Rouge serves persons frcm sjx 

parishes which would create additional problems for voter registration. 

Mr. Bankston said, however, that the door should never be closed on efforts 

to increase voter registration participation and that he would be in favor 

of scma kind of volunteer deputy registration program as long as the 

registrars maintain control of it. However, he was not in favor of mail-in 

registration or sane day registration because these :rrethods "WOuld not allow 

the use of safeguards now available for preventing fraudulent 

registrations. 
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In res:r;:onse to a question, Mr. Bankston acknowledged that his urban 

parish had more staff and resources than scrre others to can:y out voter 

registration outreach. Six parishes, he said, do not have deputy 

registrars and 19 parishes have only the registrar and one or two other 

employees. Voter registrars, he said, feel the necessity for providing 

registration opportunities outside of their offices and they, themselves, 

introduced legislation requiring outreach into high schcols and parishes. 

He indicated that he would support legislation pro:r;:osed this year that 

would permit the use of volunteer deputies and provide additional help to 

parishes that needed it for outreach programs. He did not favor reducing 

the 24-day registration cutoff period before elections because he felt this 

length of ti.Ire was needed to take care of required administrative 

functions, such as preparing the rolls for election and taking care of 

absentee voting. 

Louis Keller re:r;:orted that he was ap:r;:ointed registrar of voters in 

Orleans Parish in 1988 and became the first black registrar of voters in 

Louisiana since Reconstruction. Prior to this appointrrent ~.r. Keller 

served as chief deputy registrar. During his tenure the citizens of his 

parish had not been, nor ever will be, deprived of their right to register 

to vote by reason of their race, color, religion, age, sex, physical 

disability, national origin, political affiliation, or because of 

fraudulent practices. It is his policy, he said, to operate the office 

within the law, but to provide assistance to voters under circurnst?.nces 

where the law is silent. 

Statistics provided by Mr. Keller showed that the 1988 :r;:opulation of 

Orleans Parish was 546,325 of which 238,149 or 44 percent were registered 

to vote. Blacks accounted for 54 percent of those registered to vote, 77 



21 

percent were Dem::x::rats and 15 percent Republicans. Staff of the voter 

registrar's office includes 22 full-t.ine employees, with 7 vacancies at the 

present tiroe. There are five penwnent branch offices in his parish in 

addition to the main office. Mr. Keller reported that the main office in 

city hall operates 6 days a week Monday through Saturday fran 8:30 a.m. -

4:30 p.m., while the branch offices offer services during hours ranging 

fran 8:30 a.m. until 8:00 p.m. during 5 days each week. In addition to 

visiting colleges, universities, and high schools twice each year, voter 

registration drives are conducted in major shopping centers and other 

locations upon request. General infonnation about voter registration and 

the annual purge and canvass is provided by articles in the New Orleans 

Times Picayune. During his tenure as voter registrar, and previously as 

deputy registrar, Mr. Keller had received no caaplaints regard:ing the 

inability of people to register. He said that people are no longer tumed 

down in the registration line because of their race, and even illiterate 

people can register. 

In response to a question, Mr. Keller stated that he 'WOUld favor any 

of the current legislative proposals to expand voter registration 

procedures if they can be shown to improve registration. He believed that 

registration hours should be limited on election day to assure that the new 

registrant has tine to vote before the p:>lls close. He felt that the use 

of volunteer deputy registrars, as provided for :in one bill, will be a big 

help to the small parishes, though they would not be as useful :in his own 

parish. He saw no problem with mail registration as long as the language 

of the bill is appropriate. 

Barbara Batl:s, voter registrar for St. Helena Parish, expla:ined that 

her parish is small and rural, with a total population of only 10,456, of 
,. 
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• 
which 51.5 percent is black. Greensburg, the parish seat, is the largest 

canmunity with 860 i:eople. In her parish there are no interstate highways, 

corrmercial airlines, railroads, or public transportation systems. There is 

one bank, one hospital, and one each of eleirentary, middle, and high 

schools, but no colleges. • There are no malls or shopping centers and only 

one driver's license bureau. In her office Ms. Bates and one deputy 

registrar are the only staff. 

Ms. Bates said that in her parish 72 percent of the p'.)pulation is 

registered to vote, though the census figures show fewer people in the 

parish than there are registered voters. Fifty percent of those registered 

are black. A registration drive in 1983 to the high schools, before they 

were consolidated, and to grocery stores in two corrrnunities netted a total 

:. of 19 registrations. A 1986 registration drive netted 16 registrants and a 

registration drive in 1987 netted 37. Ms. Bates said that just before the 

1988 primary election her office stayed open until 7:00 p.m. for 5 days but 

had no one register after 4:30 p.m. despite published announcements in the 

:rredia. A purge of the rolls in 1987 rercoved only 15 voters who had not 

voted during the past 4 years. 

Ms. Bates said that she would welcare the services of a volunteer 

deputy registrar though she felt that :rcost everyone in her parish was 

registered and they might get 1:ored sitting in the grocery stores waiting 

for registrants. 

In the forum's open session Robert Poche, voter registrar for 

Ascension Parish, made the p'.)int that the registrars in many Louisiana 

parishes are not able to do all they would like by way of registering 

voters because they are strapped for funds. Funding cares from the 

parishes and many are economically depressed, making it :impossible to raise .. 
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noney for advertisements. His awn parish, he said, is split by the river, 

necessitating the maintenance of two offices and it lacks the noney to do 

many of the things being done by larger parishes. He felt, however, that 

registrars t:ry to enhance registration to the best of their ability, and he 

p:>inted out that the Voter Registrars Association has gone on record 

s11pp:>rting procedures that would do that, including a currently prop:>sed 

bill to pennit the use of volunteer deputies. Personally, he would not be 

OPI;Osed to the concept of voter registration in driver's license bureaus if 

the logistics of the procedure could be worked out satisfactorily. 

Sumnary 

Participants at the May 12, 1989, ccmnunity forum were invited to 

provide infonnation and suggestions regarding voter registration procedures 

in Iouisiana parishes. Major i::oints of discussion centered on the adequacy 

of current procedures, p:>ssible limitations of current practices, alleged 

barriers to voter registration encountered in sane parishes, and the merits 

and disadvantages of prop:>sed legislative changes in registration 

procedures. Proposals before the legislature at the tirre of the forum 

:included provisions for voter registration at driver's license bureaus and 

the use of volunteer deputy registrars. A representative fran the 

Governor's office info:r:rred the Advisory Carmittee that the Governor 

endorsed both concepts, and nost voter registrars who participated favored 

the use of volunteer deputy registrars as long as they operated under the 

control and authority of the registrar of voters. The extent to which the 

revised procedures would encourage or penni t fraudulent practices was a 

:matter of disagreement. 

Several of the participants p:>inted to extensive outreach programs in 

their parishes provided to enhance the accessibility of voter registration 
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to all citizens under current procedures. In other parishes limitations of 

financial resources and staff precluded sane efforts to register voters 

that were felt to be desirable. There were no reports of any eligible 

citizen being denied the right to register to vote. However, sane 

p:rrticipants felt that the location of sane voter registrars' offices, 

their office hours, and the limited arrount of camnmity outreach in sc::ne 

parishes placed low-incane citizens, for whan transportation and work hours 

were a problem, at a special disadvantage. 

This report does not purport to be an exhaustive review of issues 

related to voter registration in Louisiana. It does identify and provide 

infonna.tion on concerns that the Advisory Comnittee may decide :rrerit 

further investigation or analysis. The report will be disseminated to 

agencies and organizations in the State who have responsibilities or 

involvements with voter registration. It will also be made available to 

the news media and to the general public. The Corrmittee hop:s that the 

infonna.tion presented will be of value to the Carmissioners in its program 

planning. 
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