
 

“ While not required by 
HAVA, the EAC 

encourages States to set 
up accessible, secure 

means by which 
members of the public 

may verify their 
registration status and 
records. This type of 
public access could 

provide many benefits. 
It would serve to: 

 
1. Enhance openness and 

voter confidence in the 
registration system; 

 
2. Encourage self-

identification of database 
errors and duplications; 

 
3. Decrease instances of 
multiple registrations as 
a result of an individual’s 

inability to recall 
registration status.”  

 
U.S. Election Assistance  
Commission’s “Voluntary 

Guidance on Implementation 
of Statewide Voter 

Registration Lists,” July 2005 

PUBLIC ACCESS PORTALS 
 
Voting is the heart of our democracy. At least every other year, millions of 
new voters submit voter registration applications, ready to make their 
voices heard on Election Day.  
 
However, not all applications turn into new registrations. Some 
applications are incomplete, forms get lost, or limited resources cause a 
backlog. The result? Citizens show up to the polls on Election Day to find 
themselves omitted from the rolls or at the wrong polling place. This harms 
our democracy by disenfranchising voters and creates additional and 
unnecessary confusion for poll workers and election officials. 
 
A sensible, streamlined solution – which exponentially increases 
transparency and access to information – is Public Access Portals. Public 
Access Portals are state-sponsored websites that citizens can use to 
determine whether they are on the voter registration rolls, where the correct 
polling location is for a specific address, and other Election Day 
information. It’s as simple as logging onto a secure website, typing in your 
name and birth date, and finding out all you need to know about Election 
Day. 
 
Public Access Portals make elections easier for elections officials. 
Elections offices are inundated with phone calls leading up to Election 
Day, the vast majority from voters trying to determine whether they are 
registered, where to vote and whether a polling location is handicapped 
accessible. Public Access Portals save time, money, and resources of state 
and local elections offices by dramatically reducing the need for such calls. 
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Project Vote is the leading technical assistance and direct service provider to the voter 
engagement and civic participation community. Since its founding in 1982, Project 
Vote has provided professional training, management, evaluation and technical 

services on a broad continuum of key issues related to voter engagement and voter 
participation activities in low-income and minority communities. 
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Now is the time to implement Public Access Portals.  
The Help America Vote Act requires states to create 
and implement statewide, centralized voter registration 
databases by January 2006.  By adding a few easy-to-
design features, states can create Public Access Portals 
to connect information from this database to voters.  
The U.S. Election Assistance Commission and the 
Department of Defense Voting Assistance Program 
both recommend that states create Public Access 
Portals.   
 
Public Access Por tals are compr ised of two, distinct 
features:  
·  Am I  Registered to Vote? By entering name, birth 

date, and address information (if needed), voters 
can determine if they are on the voter registration 
rolls. If they do not find themselves, a website with 
registration directions should appear. 

 

·  Tell Me About My Polling Place: Here, voters 
enter their address to find their polling place and 
relevant information, such as its handicapped 
accessibility, hours of operation, and any 
identification requirements.  Important note: 
Polling place locators should operate 
independently from the registration status search.  
For two reasons, potential voters must be able to 
locate their polling place even if they cannot find 
themselves on the voting rolls:   

1) Registrations submitted close to the deadline 
may not appear in the database; 

2) Voters in states with Election Day registration 
must be able to find polling place information. 
 

Public Access Portals are good for voters, for elections 
officials, and for democracy.  As states move toward 
centralized databases, Portals are also easy to create.  
Several states have already done so and several more 
are in advanced stages of creating them; below are 
short descriptions of model state programs. 
 
Kentucky 
www.elect.ky.gov  
Kentucky launched its Public Access Portal in May 
2004; leading up to Election 2004, more than 100,000 
voters visited the site.  Sarah Ball Johnson, the 
Executive Director of the Kentucky State Board of 

Elections, recalled that set-up costs were minimal.  
“ It makes a lot of sense to build this into the make-up 
of your system.  The cost for maintaining it will be a 
small portion of your ongoing database maintenance 
costs.”    
 
Kentucky has had a statewide voter registration 
database since 1973.  Sarah worked with database 
maintenance staff to create a system whereby a 
person can go to the state website, enter their name 
and birth date, and find out if they are registered to 
vote.  If the person’s name is in the database as 
registered, the system provides the voter’s address, 
the polling place, and contact information for the 
person’s state and federal legislators.   
 
North Carolina 
www.sboe.state.nc.us  
North Carolina’s Voter Registration Search Program 
was created in stages between 2001 and 2002 under 
the leadership of Gary Bartlett, the Executive 
Director of the State Board of Elections.  It allows for 
an easy search on-line to determine if one’s name is 
on the voter rolls and to confirm the voter’s address.  
Once a voter finds him or herself in the database, 
they can view polling place location and accessibility 
information and photographs.  While the voter 
locator and polling place information are not 
currently independent, Mr. Barlett notes that, after 
consultation with Project Vote, this will soon be 
remedied.  
 
Michigan 
www.publius.org  
The first voter registration access portal in the U.S. 
went online in Michigan in 1998.  Through a 
Freedom of Information Act request, Publius, a non-
partisan Michigan non-profit organization, obtained a 
copy of Michigan©s Qualified Voter File and 
developed a method of verifying a voter©s registration 
without divulging personal information.  The Publius 
site included the ability to check a voter©s registration 
and polling location, check disability access, review 
complete sample ballots (unique to each voter©s local 
district), browse campaign finance information, 
candidate bios and website links, and determine if a 
new voter must vote in person or present ID.  In 
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2002, the Publius portal was incorporated into the state 
of Michigan©s website, and Publius was contracted to 
maintain the portal through 2005 until the state©s own 
program matured.  In 2002, more than 250,000 
individual voters accessed the Portal; in 2004, more 
than 1.36 used the system. The program is currently 
being redesigned for the 2006 election cycle. 
 
Colorado 
Colorado is currently building a statewide voter 
registration database, including a Public Access Portal.  
Drew Durham, HAVA Director for the Colorado 
Secretary of State, highlights the benefits to elections 
officials:  “Adopting a system which allows a 
registrant to see if they are registered and to see where 
they vote is a labor saving device that saves staff time 
in responding to inquiries from voters as to status of 
eligibility or location of polling places.”  
 
Colorado’s system will include polling place 
accessibility information for people with disabilities 
and, potentially, a way for voters to map their trip to 
the polls.  Drew notes, “…because of the disability 
components of HAVA and the ADA, such a web 
location should include accessibility information about 
the polling place to assist voters with disabilities in 
planning and responding to challenges.   It takes lots of 
planning for people with disabilities to get to the polls 
and so we hope that this will be a useful service to 
them.”   Design aspects to ensure security are being 
developed. 
 
Wisconsin 
The state of Wisconsin is in the midst of creating a 
model Public Access Portal which they hope to have 
up and running on January 1, 2006.  According to 
Kevin Kennedy, Executive Director of the State 
Elections Board, “Our plan is to use this public access 
link as part of a voter education program that provides 
voters with information on their registration status, 
polling place location and the names of candidates on 
their ballot.  This presents us with a real opportunity to 
leverage the federal mandate into a valuable source of 
information for the public.”  
 
The Voter Public Access Portal will allow the public to 
look up their registration information on a State 

Election Board website.   By entering their name or 
address, each voter will be able to view their 
registration status, jurisdiction, polling location, 
polling hours, handicapped accessibility, offices up 
for election, and a sample ballot. Polling location will 
be independent of registration status, crucial in an 
Election Day registration state such as Wisconsin. 
  
Confidential voter information (e.g. Social Security 
number, date of birth, request for accommodation by 
a person with disability, and records of victims of 
domestic violence who receive confidential listings) 
will not be available through the Public Access 
Portal, in accordance with state statutes. 
 
 
Conclusion 
Public Access Portals are sensible, timely and good 
for democracy.  By allowing voters independent 
access to key Election Day information, Public 
Access Portals save time, money and resources for 
elections officials and create a smoother election 
process for voters. Project Vote is available for 
consultation on Public Access Portal design; for more 
information, please contact: 
 
 
Jo-Anne Chasnow, 
Policy Director, 
Election Administration 
Project Vote 
201.863.3412 
jac1000@juno.com 
September 2005 
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