Commentary 
Preserving election integrity 
By Rep. Jonathan McKane 

Several bills that will make some long overdue changes to Maine’s election laws have passed the legislature and have been signed by the governor. 

LD 277, “An act to make disputed ballots in state elections public,” was sponsored by Rep. Les Fossel and I was one of the co-sponsors. In some past recount elections, ballots were thrown out that seemed to obviously endorse one candidate over another. 

We believe that when a ballot is contested and not allowed to count as a vote that the public should be able to view that ballot. Finally, the public and the press will be able to do so. 

Another bill, LD 1376 makes many changes to Maine’s election laws including prohibiting Election Day registering to vote. Most agree with the majority of changes in the bill such as how provisional ballots are treated and requirements for notifications by the registrar of voters. Recent letters to the editor, however, have expressed concern about the changes to Maine’s Election Day voter registration law and there is also a group that has decided to initiate a people’s veto to repeal the changes. 

The new law prohibits registering to vote on Election Day or within two business days before that day. The title of the bill was “An act to preserve the integrity of the voter registration and election process” and that is all this is about. 

Opponents of this change have argued that there have been very few cases of voter fraud in Maine and have asked, ‘why should we worry?’ 

One needs to consider the amount of recounted elections, voter fraud and attempted voter fraud that has been evident around this country in the past few elections. It is naïve to believe that our state is immune and always will be from the same political wrong-doings or from simple counting or registration errors. 

Also, voter participation in Maine has remained at about the same level since before Election Day registration went into effect. Changing to Election Day registration did not increase turnout. Voter habits, however, have changed significantly with a much higher percentage of absentee voting. This has resulted in much more paper work for municipal officers and Election Day, especially in presidential election years, has become incredibly hectic. 

Here are some points to remember: 

• Only seven states allow Election Day registration. This change in Maine election law puts us back closer to the main stream although Maine will continue to be one of the most “progressive” election law states. In New York, an otherwise progressive state, voters must register a full month before Election Day. In Massachusetts, voters cannot register within 20 days of Election Day. 

• Voters will continue to have around 240 business days out of the year to register to vote. 

• Voters can register by mail, at any Bureau of Motor Vehicles or at any state social services agency. 

• Every fall the Division of Elections provides voter registration applications to 17 and 18-year-old students. A 17-year-old can register before Election Day if they are going to be 18 on or before that day. 

• Those who want to vote early can register and vote on the same day. Also, Maine law requires municipal clerks to visit all licensed nursing homes and residential care facilities in the 30 days before Election Day. 

Many elections in Maine have been won or lost by a mere handful of votes. Only last week, one vote separated three candidates for selectman in Damariscotta. 

In 2002, a recount showed that the Democrat candidate for state senate in this district won by only seven votes (with over 40 contested ballots), tipping the balance of the entire legislature. The following election in 2004, one vote separated the two Republican candidates in the primary for state senate. 

The bottom line is every vote counts and the tiniest amount of voter fraud or even simple errors in registrations could have profound consequences. 

The 42 states besides Maine that do not have Election Day voter registration are not “disenfranchising” voters -and neither is Maine. Maine joins these states in being responsible and, as the bill title suggests, in preserving the integrity of the voter registration and election process. 
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