‘Motor Voter’ program a disaster

John Moorlach
For CAl.matters Commentary

In his re-election statement posted on the secre-
tary of state’s website, Secretary of State Alex Padilla
boasts: “Inmy first term, I've worked to expand access
to the ballot box.”

Perhaps he can take credit for some gains, but his

“motor voter” program is a disaster and ought to be
shut until it is fixed. In September, the Department of
Motor Vehicles admitted it made 23,000 erroneous

registrations. Serious questions about the integrity of .

the program must be answered.

Expanding access is worse than worthless w1thout
voting integrity. This is not a partisan issue. It’s about
protecting the righteousness of our election system,
which is a sacred responsibility in a democracy and
one that rests with the Secretary of State.

Although the DMV is a troubled department, Badi-
lla must také ownership of Motor Voter’s problems.
He sponsored the bill establishing the program in
2015, Assembly Bill 1461 by Assemblywoman Lorena
Gonzalez-Fletcher, a San Diego Demociat.

- Under the bill, when a citizen obtains or renews a
driver’s license or state ID card, the DMV must auto-

matically transfer voter registration information to
the Secretary of State’s office.

. The ACLU’s concerns were prescient. It doubted
the DMV’s ability to properly handle and transfer the

necessary personal data to the Secretary of State.

. The ACLU also pointed out that motor voter, as
originally created on the federal level, envisioned an

. opt-in system, not the opt-out system California was

- putting in place. Huge difference. The problem with

" the opt-out program is it does not provide adequate

protection against data errors.

The newly registered voter receives a postcard in
the mail stating they have been registered to vote. If
they object, they need to notify the local registrar of
voters to be removed from voter rolls. In the end, large
numbers of non-citizens unwittingly are added to the
state s voter files, ironically putting themselves at risk

of deportation.

In hearings on the bill, Padilla actually testified
twice that AB 1461 would make the registration proc- -
ess more secure. Asked how much confidence he had
in the DMV’s record- keeplng systems, Padilla replled

“I don’t assume the incompetence of the DMV”

Apparently, he never has spent hours in a DMV
line, as many Californians have done. The situation
was so bad in September that Gov. Jerry Brown or-
dered an audit of the DMV.

The ACLU said there were more than 3.3 million
lawful permanent residents in California and that
even a small margin of error could result in hundreds
or more mistakenly added to the voter rolls. That sce~
nario has now played out.

The bill was amended late in its legislative process
with pr rotecting noncitizens from p :
tion under state law, although not federal law.

Another late change: cutting out a provision requir-
ing the DMV to provide the Secrstary of State with
proof the newly registered person is a citizen eligible
to vote. The final wording specifically said the DMV
was not required to determine eligibility for voter reg-
istration and voting. Rather, the Secretary of State is
solely responsible for determining eligibility.

In other words, Padilla, as our Chief Elections Offi-
cer, is responsible for ensuring the integrity of our
elections system, including the registration process.

On my state website, L have posted letters related to
the Motor Voter disaster. On Nov. 9, Padilla wrote to
me, “I share with you my deep frustration with these
persistent errors by the DMV” and the California De-
partment of Technology, which supervises the DMV’s
data systems, and have called for an independent
third-party review.”

That’s not enough. An embarrassment was bound
to happen. The Motor Voter must be suspended until
it’s fixed, and it’s Padilla’s respoensibility to fix it. And
legislators should take up Senate Bill 57 by Senate Re-
publican Leader Pat Bates, of Laguna Niguel, which
would change Motor Voter to an opt-in system.

Sen. John M.W. Moorlach is a Costa Mesa Repub-
lican representing the 37th Senate District, sena-
tor.moorlach@senate.ca.gov. He wrote this commen-
tary for CALmatters. »
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