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 May 15, 2009 

 

The Honorable Charles E. Schumer, Chairman 

Senate Committee on Rules and Administration 

305 Russell Senate Office Building 

Washington, D.C.  20510 

Fax: 1 202- 224-1912 

 

Re: Statement by 3 organizations representing overseas civilian voters, relating to the Senate Rules 

Committee hearing on May 13 on military and overseas voters 

 

Dear Senator Schumer, 

I am writing as the official representative of FAWCO but also on behalf of two other organizations with whom 

we work, the Association of Americans Resident Overseas (AARO) and American Citizens Abroad (ACA).  

FAWCO and AARO have worked together since the Seventies to obtain, defend and expand the voting rights of 

overseas American citizens. 

We are sorry not to have been able to testify at your May 13 hearing but are pleased to submit the attached 

statement which is based, essentially, on changes we advocated during our annual Overseas Americans Week in 

Washington in early April.  At that time, as is the case every time I am in Washington, I met with the staff of the 

Rules Committee to discuss these changes and possible solutions.  I deeply appreciate the willingness of your 

staff to work directly with and consult those most directly affected by and familiar with the issues you were 

investigating last week. 

As you will see, many of your conclusions at that hearing coincide with our hopes.  There are certain small things 

which can made a huge difference in the ability of overseas Americans to participate in their nation’s democratic 

process: expanding the use of electronic transmission of electoral materials, adapting time frames between ballot 

transmission and receipt to the serious obstacles facing many overseas and particularly military voters, adapting 

registration and ballot requirements to this far-flung population so eager to vote… 

We feel confident that, as was the case following the 2000 election, our legislators will join across political 

boundaries to eliminate many of the obstacles that continue to prevent us from voting, discourage some from 

even trying to vote, and cause us to lose confidence in a system where, despite our best efforts, our ballots may 

not even be counted. 

Thank you for your dedication to this issue.  We wish you every success and hope to be able to be of assistance 

as you and your colleagues progress toward enacting new electoral reforms. 

 

Very sincerely, 

 

Lucy Stensland Laederich, FAWCO U.S. Liaison   
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Statement on voting reforms needed for military and overseas voters 

 
Senate Rules Committee hearing on “Problems for Military and Overseas Voters” 

May 13, 2009 

 

Americans abroad are proud of their citizenship and vigilant in guarding their constitutional right to help 
elect their President, Vice President and Members of Congress. For most overseas Americans, their right 
to vote is the primary means available to them to participate in the American democratic process. Civilian 
voter turnout overseas has increased steadily in recent years, and overseas Americans have historically 
had higher election participation rates than their state-side counterparts – typically 3+% of votes cast, 
although they comprise only about 2% of the electorate. The vast majority of local election officials 
surveyed after the 2008 federal election noted increased overseas voter participation compared with 
previous years. Unfortunately – and despite some recent reforms – overseas voters continue to face a 
range of obstacles and bureaucratic pitfalls that all too frequently frustrate their efforts to exercise their 
cherished democratic rights. 

The Uniformed and Overseas Citizens Absentee Voting Act (UOCAVA) of 1986 defines the rights of 
military and overseas U.S. citizens to vote in U.S. federal elections, and sets out the parameters for 
registering and voting by absentee ballot from overseas.  UOCAVA was complemented by the Help 
America Vote Act of 2002 that addressed a plethora of problems in voting domestically and attempted to 
eliminate some of those faced by overseas absentee voters.  

Nevertheless, overseas citizens still face a number of obstacles in casting their votes and having them 
counted.  In the Overseas Vote Foundation 2008 Post Election Voter Survey, more than one in five (22%) 
of the 24,000 respondents did not receive the official ballot they expected; nearly one-third (31%) of 
experienced overseas voters still had questions or problems when registering to vote; and more than half 
(52%) of those who tried but could not vote, were unable to because their ballots were late or did not arrive 
at all. 

We urge Congress to enact legislation in time for the 2010 federal election, addressing the problems still 
encountered by Americans attempting to vote from abroad. 
 
 

Voting procedure reforms still needed 
 

Timely expedition of ballots: The lateness of many states in sending out their absentee ballots often 
makes registration and voting impossible; slow foreign mail systems exacerbate the problem.  All states 
should accept the Federal Write-in Absentee Ballot (FWAB) as a “same day” registration request and 
completed ballot, as is now the case for some. Optimally sixty but no less than forty-five days should be 
the minimum interval between transmittal of ballots and the deadline for voted ballots to be received by 
local election officials.  New methods of electronic transmission of electoral materials should be further 
developed, including the possibility of faxing the federal application form and of downloading ballots from 
the Internet, to be completed and returned by mail. 

No voted ballots should be required to be received before the official Election Day. In the event of special 
emergency elections, the period between announcement of the elections and receipt of all ballots should 
be uniformly fixed at 60 days.  
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Voter registration, ballots and/or Federal Write-in Absentee Ballots should not be refused for any 
reason that can disadvantage overseas voters, such as “non-standard” size, shape, weight or color of 
paper of the application, envelope or ballot (given that such materials are now often downloaded using 
non-American machines and paper); notary, witness or oath requirements (given the often prohibitive cost 
of access to notary services outside the United States); delivery of the application or ballot by a method 
other than the Post Office (to allow for hand delivery, courier or express mail services); voter identification 
requiring proof (e.g. in-state driver’s license) not available to overseas citizens; or arbitrary requirements 
that are not necessary to prevent fraud. 
 

American citizens who do not meet state residency requirements should have the right to vote in all 
states and the District of Columbia at the legal voting residence of their U.S. citizen parent(s).  Today, only 
seventeen states explicitly enable Americans who cannot satisfy state residency requirements to exercise 
their constitutional right to vote in federal elections, though some states are introducing new initiatives.  

Postmark and date stamp requirements should be eliminated; all dated ballots should be accepted. 

 
 

In addition, we urge full implementation of certain provisions of the Help America Vote 

Act (HAVA): 

Voting assistance programs which, under HAVA, are to be expanded for absent uniformed services 
voters.  The same should apply to civilian overseas voters. 

Statewide voter registration databases: dependent on funding and essential to the constitution of 
complete, accurate, regularly updated lists of voters and to the generation of statistics which will enable  
refining procedures in the future. Full implementation of all such databases must be accelerated.  

The single state office which provides information to overseas voters on registration and absentee ballot 
application procedures: Congress also recommended that this same office accept registration applications, 
absentee ballot applications, and absentee ballots (including Federal Write-In Absentee Ballots) for the 
entire state.  This recommendation can greatly facilitate and simplify voting from overseas. 

Statistical reporting: now available on the number of overseas absentee ballots transmitted and received.  
In HAVA, Congress recommended that these statistics include the number of registration applications 
received, the number rejected, the number of ballots requested, the number of ballots rejected and the 
reasons for any rejection in all cases. This is needed to continue to improve voting procedures for 
overseas and military voters. 

Appropriations requirements: There still remains a shortfall in total HAVA funding and, in view of the 
considerable needs, we continue to call for its full funding at a bare minimum. 

 

 

Conclusion 

Our organizations  are all original members of the newly formed Alliance for Military and Overseas Voting 
Rights (AMOVR), grouping overseas citizens’ advocacy organizations; state, local and federal election 
officials; and all branches of the military including active and retired service members and their families.  
The stated goals of the Alliance are to effect real change in voting procedures for UOCAVA voters before 
the 2012 elections and to ensure that absent military and overseas civilian voters enjoy an equal right and 
ability to vote. We are greatly encouraged by the initiatives being undertaken in both Houses of Congress 
and hope to work with our legislators to ensure that, with every year that passes, fewer and fewer 
Americans are deprived of their most precious right and responsibility as citizens: the right to vote. 
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