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INTRODUCTION
As members of the Lane County League of Women Voters, we have studied election processes to understand how well elections are functioning in our nation and in Lane County. We know that many citizens do have fears about U.S. elections that involve three major concerns:  Are noncitizens voting? Are the processes for handling ballots secure and nonpartisan? What is the current role of the federal government? 
LEAGUE POSITION
The League of Women Voters of the United States has adopted the following position: that every citizen should be protected in the right to vote.
OVERVIEW
United States elections are the purview of the states, not the federal government. While this results in different procedures from state to state, the purported goals of every state reflect the concept that all citizens have the right to vote and to have that vote counted. And in giving individual states the responsibility for their own elections, the U.S. Constitution ensures that there is no legal opportunity for federal control or strictures regarding voting. 
VOTER REGISTRATION
In Oregon, many citizens are now registered to vote at the Department of Motor Vehicles because of the 2016 Motor Voter Act, which made Oregon the first state to provide automatic voter registration at a DMV. The intent of the legislation was to make it easier for more Oregonians to become voters by automatically registering them when they get their license, permit, or Oregon ID card.  In 2027 a rule change will require that applicants must be notified of the automatic voter registration so that they are aware that they are being registered. They may opt out at this point or make their party preference. 
An applicant for a driver’s license must provide identification verifying that they are a resident of Oregon, a citizen of the US, and are at least 16 years old. Various documents can verify those requirements including a passport, birth certificate, certificate of naturalization, or a certificate of citizenship. A social security number is also required, if one has been assigned. If the documentation provided also indicates citizenship, the applicant will be automatically registered to vote. As mentioned above, in the future applicants will be notified of the automatic registration.
Noncitizens may get an Oregon Driver’s License, but they will not be registered to vote.   Neither a green card, indicating that the holder is a permanent resident, nor a social security card is proof of US citizenship. All applicants for a driver’s license or voter registration are required to sign that all information provided is correct including an attestation of citizenship and that they acknowledge the penalty of jail time or fines for providing false information.
After voter registration at the DMV, the citizen applicant is sent a card and envelope from the Oregon State Elections Office giving three options:
· Do nothing. In 21 days, the applicant will be registered to vote as a nonaffiliated voter (not a member of a political party).
· Choose a political party by returning the card. The advantage of choosing a political party is the opportunity to vote in that party’s primary elections.
· Use the card to opt-out and decline to register to vote.
Advantages of Registering at the DMV 
1. The inconvenience and other barriers to registration are avoided when getting both registration and licensing at the same time.
2. The signature on the license becomes the signature that will validate the ballot later. This signature should be the same on the ballot as on the driver’s license.
3. Information is transferred electronically to the Secretary of State’s office.
Citizens may register in other ways.  The Oregon Secretary of State offers online registration. Using the website oregonvotes.gov the applicant is directed to an online registration form which includes the same requirements as applying at the DMV or applying with paper registration. If you don’t have an Oregon driver license, permit, ID card, or the last four digits of your social security number, you can still use the online system, but you will need to provide acceptable identification as described above at the elections office.  The advantages of online registration are immediate registration, easy access for anyone with an internet connection, and no problems with illegible handwriting. If a driver’s license or social security number is not available, an electronic signature will be needed. This is a new option. In addition to the advantages outlined above, at oregonvotes.gov voters can confirm that their registration is active, find the closest ballot drop box, and track their ballot after it is submitted.
They may also register by filling out a paper registration form and returning it to the elections office or by registering online. An Oregon driver’s License number is used as ID for paper registration.  An advantage of the paper form is the opportunity to provide a signature to the Lane County elections office. 
 If the applicant doesn’t have an Oregon Driver’s license, the last four digits of the Social Security number are used as ID for residency. If neither of these numbers is available, the applicant will need to provide acceptable identification such as valid photo identification, paycheck stub, or utility bill showing address at the elections office. The applicant is required to sign the form affirming that they are qualified to be an elector and that the information provided on the form is truthful. Penalties for false information can include fines and/or imprisonment. 
Are Noncitizens or Nonresidents or Deceased Citizens Voting? Audits of Voter Rolls 
Recently some states have identified a small number of noncitizens who have registered to vote and a smaller number of noncitizens who did vote. In July 2026, New Jersey Governor Mikie Sherrill reported that through a Motor Vehicle Department software error, about 6,600 ineligible noncitizens were registered to vote. Although the applicants correctly reported that they were not citizens, the software listed them as citizens. Of the noncitizens incorrectly registered to vote, about 400 cast ballots. To place this in context, this would be less than 0.2% of the ballots cast in 2024.
In a similar case but closer to home, Oregon officials reported in 2024 that a clerical error caused 1,940 individuals to be added to the voter rolls, including an unknown number of noncitizens. The problem occurred at the Department of Motor Vehicles, where a poorly designed computer program led workers to mistakenly signify that the applicants had provided proof of citizenship when they had not. Further examination of the registrations indicated that many were citizens although only 44 of the 1,940 voted in later elections, 0.19% of the ballots cast in 2024. The governor paused the use of the DMV for voter registration until an audit could be performed. The audit was completed on February 26, 2025.
The Secretary of State implemented a regular audit of voter rolls by an independent agency beginning in 2025. The audit was done on a quarterly basis and focused on questions of whether noncitizens had been registered to vote and if so, how many voted. The records chosen for sampling were those in which a US passport, or birth certificate, naturalization document, or other documents were used to demonstrate citizenship. In the most recent quarter, data showed that for registrations which occurred in the past there were 26 errors out of the 1500 records sampled (1.7%), but no errors in recent registrations. The errors from the past were ones where DMV workers inaccurately coded applicants as citizens who provided a passport from American Samoa for identification. American Samoa is the only US territory without birthright citizenship. However, only two of the 26 applicants voted (0.13%) of the records sampled.
Voting rolls also categorize voters as active, inactive, cancelled, or challenged. A voter registration becomes inactive if a) a ballot is returned to the election office, b) they do not vote or update their registration for 10 years, c) they are incarcerated, d) their county receives evidence that information on their registration may have changed, or e) if a voter does not vote in two successive federal elections. Secretary Read requested funding from the state to pay for notices that state elections officials are required to send to inactive voters, warning them they could be removed from voter rolls if they don’t respond or cast a ballot in two subsequent elections. The state stopped sending these warnings in 2017. 
A voter on the inactive roll does not receive a ballot and is not able to vote. The Secretary of State’s office works to verify the inactive status of voters so that they may be removed from voter rolls. Oregon statute (ORS 247.281) requires the county clerk to mail a notice to each elector for whom the county clerk has a valid and current mailing address but whose registration is inactive as of the 75th day before the date of a primary or general election due to a nonmatching signature or a name change. 
A cancelled status or a challenged status means the voter cannot vote. You should contact the Lane County Elections office immediately. 
Checking your registration status at oregonvotes.org or through the Lane County elections website is a way to guarantee that there are no issues like name, signature, or address change that would affect your ability to vote.  If necessary, those issues could be solved before the election. The secretary of state’s office received around $150,000 to allow voters in all 36 counties to receive updates about the status of their ballot using BallotTrax.
Electronic Registration Information Center (ERIC) is a nonpartisan membership organization comprised of state election officials from around the United States (including Oregon) who have chosen to join.  ERIC is funded by the states that do join, and it was launched in 2012 by elections officials from seven states with logistical and financial support from the Pew Charitable Trusts. By 2021, 31 states had joined.  Since then, nine states with Republican leadership have exited the program, two new states joined, and one of the nine states rejoined when its leadership changed, giving a total of 25 states in ERIC. 
ERIC helps election officials update and improve the accuracy of voter rolls to reflect address changes and deaths, to facilitate the registration of new voters, and to remove duplicate registrations within a state’s database. States may also request National Change of Address (NCOA) reports using data from the US Postal Service and, after federal general elections, participate in a fraud check to see if voters cast ballots in more than one state. By matching voter data against motor vehicle licensing data, ERIC also identifies individuals who are not yet registered so that election officials can provide information on how to register to vote. 
States joining ERIC have agreed to pursue nonpartisan and protective goals. Participating states are required to mail notifications to people identified as eligible to vote but not registered. Between 2012 and 2018, ERIC identified 26 million persons who were eligible to cast ballots but were not registered to vote, as well as 10 million registered voters who had moved, or who appeared on more than one list. 
BALLOT PROCESSING
A fear that surfaces periodically is that bad actors could interfere with counting votes or removing or exchanging ballots. The Lane County Elections Office website has valuable information in its video, “Ballot Processing 101.” 

 Chain of Custody:  Every ballot is part of a carefully protected chain of custody,  a chronological paper trail that tracks the collection, transfer, analysis, and storage of ballots.  It becomes proof that each ballot is authentic, uncompromised, and free from tampering or contamination from when it is mailed or placed in a dropbox to its final tabulation. To ensure that no tampering happens at any point in the process, election teams always work in pairs formed from two different parties.  They witness that there is no break in the chain of custody.

Step 1. Ballot collection
Mail-in ballots are delivered to the elections office by the post office. Ballots delivered to dropboxes are picked up from each dropbox by two election workers in bipartisan teams.  Each team is assigned a unique serial number. Together they open the dropbox and move the ballots to a plastic tote.  The tote is then sealed by both members of the team with a seal bearing the team’s unique number. The serial numbers are tracked on a chain of custody log with both members affirming that their serial number matches the chain of custody log. The sealed tote is delivered to the post office receiving area at the elections office. There a second bipartisan team first verifies that seals on the tote match the chain of custody logs.  They remove the seals prior to sorting.

Step 2. Sorting Ballots 
The room with the two ballot sorting machines is always locked, with double keycard access, meaning that two election workers are required for access to the room. According to protocol, there must always be at least two people in the sorting room. Before running the envelopes containing ballots through the sorting machine, a bipartisan team of workers orients the envelopes so that the sorter can scan and take images of the signatures. 

Step 3. Verifying Signatures
The unambiguous verification of the voter’s signature is central to a secure and honest election. Because signing your ballot attests to your U.S. citizenship and it also verifies the authenticity of your ballot, the Secretary of State reminds voters that a forged signature can result in a class C felony; penalties for false information can include fines up to $125,000 and/or imprisonment for up to 5 years.
The signature images are uploaded to the automatic signature verification software, which does the first review of verification. If the software determines that the signature is questionable, the unopened envelope is set aside for human verification. If, after human examination, a signature is still questionable, the voter is sent a letter and given an opportunity to “cure” the signature by following given instructions.  The ballot in question is removed from this processing step until the signature is validated and the ballot can be added to the tabulation.



Step 4. Extraction
After signature verification, the ballots are counted and then “extracted” or separated from their envelopes.  That count stays with that specific tray of ballots which is labeled with a “batch header,” a number specific for that tray of ballots.  To preserve anonymity of the voter, the ballots are organized so that the signature on the envelope is not showing as the ballot is removed from its envelope.   

Step 5. Reconciliation
After all ballots are removed, there is a “reconciliation” verifying that the count of envelopes prior to extraction exactly matches a hand count of the ballots that have been removed from the envelopes.  In this step, election workers are also monitoring for any “exceptions” such as a utility bill that was returned in a ballot envelope, or a ballot envelope with no ballot inside, or an envelope with two ballots. Exceptions are set aside for additional examination.

Step 6. Scanning
The ballots move to the room with highest security and double keycard access for scanning and tabulating. The voting system is never connected to the internet and has never been connected to the internet. Each machine is completely “air-gapped,” which means that it is physically isolated from the internet and any other unsecured networks. It has no Wi-Fi, Bluetooth, or wired ethernet connections. Data is moved under strict security rules to or from the machine, using physical media like USB drives.  If a USB drive is used on another computer, it never returns to the secure counting room. Here under highest security ballots from extraction are scanned. After each batch is scanned, there is a reconciliation with the tally of ballots from extraction and a hand-counted tally of the ballots after scanning. The batch header assigned in the initial scanning of the ballots remains with each tray of ballots, part of the chain of custody. 

Step 7. Adjudication
The counting phase may identify ballots on which the scanner cannot read the voter’s preference.   For example, a voter might mark two candidates and then write in the margin the preferred candidate. Bipartisan teams examine those ballots, determine voter intent, and resolve the issues. Finally, a random subset of the ballots is hand counted to make sure that the scanner tally and the hand-counted tally agree. After tabulation, reports are generated and transferred to a USB drive that never returns to the tabulation room. Results are transferred to the Secretary of State’s office.  A pdf of the results is generated and posted on the Elections website. 

Step 8. Storage
 After scanning, the ballots are physically stored in a secure location. Although the ballots are scanned, they are not tabulated until after 8 PM on Election Day, the deadline for receipt of ballots. This ensures that there are no premature reports of the election before everyone has voted.

Every step of the process can be followed by the livestream link available on the Lane County elections website.

Dropbox security
According to the Brennan Center, dropboxes are one of the vulnerable features in a system that relies heavily on mail ballots. According to Lane County Clerk Tommy Gong, 75 percent of Lane County voters returned their ballots to a dropbox in the 2026 primary election. A recent press conference by Secretary of State Read reported that 61% of Oregonians returned their ballots to a dropbox in the most recent election. Physical security of dropboxes includes a lock or tamper-evident seal, secure fastening to an immovable object if at an unstaffed location, placement behind a counter or otherwise safeguarded if in a staffed location, and/or video surveillance if possible.” 

That sense of security was threatened in the Pacific Northwest in the 2024 general election when incendiary devices designed specifically to breach metal and inject heat were placed on ballot dropboxes in the early morning in Multnomah County, Oregon, and in Clark County, Oregon. Security personnel close to the Multnomah County drop box used a fire extinguisher on the outside of the dropbox, and fire suppression equipment was automatically deployed inside the dropbox. Three ballots were damaged, but sufficient identifying information remained on the outer envelopes so that the voters could be contacted and given an opportunity to cast a replacement ballot.

 However, in Clark County the fire department was less successful in suppressing the fire; the majority of damaged ballots were retrieved, and voters were identified for each. Six ballots could not be identified and there was concern that there might be more ballots that were completely burned. Clark County contacted those whose ballots were lost and mailed replacement ballots to the 488 that were not accounted for.

In studying dropboxes in Oregon and Washington, the Elections & Voting Information Center (EVIC) at Reed College noted that Oregon and Washington election law establishes parameters about the placement and population threshold for the number of drop sites.  The parameters assure that voters have access for returning their ballots and that there is some level of equity of access across the states. 
Oregon election rules also require that each county develop a security plan requiring periodic review with the following recommendations: 
 
Emphasize ballot tracking via OregonVotes.gov to confirm that your ballot has been received. A report co-authored by researchers at the USC Center for Inclusive Democracy and researchers at EVIC finds that ballot tracking systems improve voter confidence in ballot integrity and may improve turnout.  Significantly important when attacks on dropboxes do occur, ballot tracking allows voters to confirm that their ballot was received and accepted. Five counties in Oregon use BallotTrax to confirm when a ballot is sent in, when the county receives it, and when the signature is verified. Lane County is not currently a part of the program, but Secretary Read is requesting funding to expand the program to all counties, and the request has been advanced to the Emergency Board, who will decide on it on September 10. Note: Lane County was part of the program in 2016.

Equip dropboxes with video cameras. Video surveillance of dropboxes is not legally required in Oregon or Washington. Multnomah County luckily has a video of a dropbox attack because of its location; the attack took place on the dropbox next to the County office. While it may be desirable to have 24-hour video surveillance of all dropboxes, this may limit the locations, particularly in rural areas with less reliable internet access and potential challenges in accessing power. In Lane County, the vast majority of dropboxes are located near public buildings like city halls, libraries, and police departments, including those in more rural locations. 

FEDERAL INVOLVEMENT 
The primary federal laws that affect voting are the1965 Voting Rights Act (VRA), the 1993 National Voter Registration Act (NVRA), and the 2002 Help America Vote Act (HAVA). 

The Voting Rights Act (VRA) was passed in 1965 when Congress determined that existing federal antidiscrimination laws were not sufficient to overcome official state resistance to the enforcement of the 15th Amendment. The central power of the VRA has been erased by a 2013 Supreme Court decision allowing states with a history of discrimination to again create their own rules about voting rights.  

The National Voter Registration Act (NVRA) outlined several requirements for voter registration, including:
· State agencies where registration must be offered,
· A national mail voter registration form; and
· Practices around list maintenance.
The law sets a national baseline for voter registration requirements that apply to federal elections. With its passage, Congress aimed to increase opportunities for citizens to register to vote or update their registration and provide a process for election officials to update voter lists and ensure they remain accurate.

The NVRA is often referred to as the “Motor Voter Law” due to its requirement that states permit a resident to register to vote at their motor vehicle agency (often a Department of Motor Vehicles or another similar agency). States must include an application to register to vote as part of an application submitted to the motor vehicle agency (like an application for a driver’s license, a renewal, or to update an address). 

One of the provisions of the NVRA is the “quiet period” that prohibits large-scale voter purges within 90 days of an election. In early August 2026, Colorado U.S. Senator Michael Bennet, a member of the Senate Rules and Administration Committee with oversight over federal elections, joined U.S. Senator Alex Padilla (D-Calif.), Ranking Member of the Senate Rules and Administration Committee, and 26 Senate colleagues in issuing a formal demand the Trump administration adhere to that NVRA “quiet period” prior to the midterm elections. The senators requested agencies to provide confirmation that they will comply with the NVRA by August 7 to prevent any voter suppression before Election Day. It appears that there was no response. 

The Help America Vote Act of 2002 (HAVA) established the Election Assistance Commission (EAC),
which sets baseline standards in election administration for the states. The EAC, as an independent agency of the U.S. government, is a clearinghouse and information resource for election administration. 

The EAC has federal responsibility for certifying voting equipment, for accrediting voting system test laboratories, and for independently verifying that voting systems comply with the Voluntary Voting System Guidelines (VVSG). Key VVSG guidelines for the integrity of voting machines include testing all equipment before the election, verifying that voting machines meet federal standards for minimizing errors, requiring that the voting systems produce a paper record for audits, and ensuring that every state conducts a post-election audit which may involve recounting a sample of ballots by hand.

While HAVA mandates the EAC to develop and maintain these requirements, adhering to the VVSG is voluntary. Some states require the VVSG guidelines by their own state law. Thirty-eight states and DC use aspects of the federal testing and certification program. Because so many states depend on the VVSG in some form, election technology vendors have little choice but to ensure that their products meet federal standards. Most states require use of EAC accredited test laboratories for any certification testing. 
Four commissioners, nominated by the President on recommendations from the majority and minority leadership in the U.S. House and U.S. Senate, comprise the EAC.  Bipartisan composition is guaranteed by the requirement that no more than two commissioners can belong to the same political party.

Since July 2026, through actions by the President, the EAC has been inactivated, leaving it with no commissioners.  The commission, which already had one vacancy, saw two members dismissed by the President, leaving one commissioner, who then resigned. The President then attempted to use an executive order directing the EAC to decertify all EAC-certified voting systems currently in use and re-certify them under his own set of criteria.

 HAVA requires that any action the Commission carries out must have approval of at least three of its members, meaning that in the absence of commissioners, EAC staff cannot adopt new policies or update existing ones, including the Voluntary Voting System Guidelines (VVSG). Those standards cannot be modified. If a new commission is appointed, it still must be confirmed by the Senate and have no more than two commissioners from the same party. While the EAC is currently inactivated, its policies remain in effect.

Voter Registration Lists
In a significant shift from its historically limited role and based on an executive order from President Trump, the Justice Department began in May 2025 requesting copies of statewide voter registration lists. Thirty states including Oregon declined to provide the DOJ with full, unredacted lists.  The DOJ then filed lawsuits against those states, leaving courts to determine the scope of federal authority and voter privacy protections. As of September 16, 2026, 23 of those suits have been dismissed with the remainder still undecided. 

Common Cause and four of its members sued DOJ on April 21, 2026, to block the creation of a national voter database and prevent voter data from being run through the SAVE program, which they argue could result in the purging of eligible voters. Note: If the suit fails, this process can’t be used to remove voters before the midterm elections because of the “quiet period” required by NVRA.

Role of the United States Post Office
Absentee ballots and ballots from “Vote by Mail” states like Oregon must be handled by USPS or local ballot boxes. President Trump issued an executive order titled “Ensuring Citizenship Verification and Integrity in Federal Elections,” on March 31, 2026, which included requirements for design standards for federal ballot envelopes and the requirement for state specific absentee and mail-in ballot participation lists, creation of an associated federal mail ballot portal, and procedures for verifying each state’s compliance with design standards for federal ballot mail and inclusion of voters in the applicable state- specific list. The USPS would be prohibited from mailing ballots to voters who are not on the lists of “enrolled” voters that the USPS would create. 

Voting rights groups, led by the League of Women Voters of Massachusetts and the ACLU, sued President Trump on the constitutionality of the Executive Order. Twenty-three individual states and the District of Columbia also sued President Trump on the constitutionality of the Executive Order because the constitutionality of the USPS rule and because requirements for new ballot envelope designs and a new portal for transmission of voter lists to USPS were too close to the midterm election. The Supreme Court ruled twice via the Shadow Docket: initially to remove a stay of the executive order for a stay of the USPS rule from the States. The ruling said that the suit was premature because the USPS rule had not been published. A second ruling on September 14 allowed the injunctions from the Massachusetts federal court to remain in place, preventing the USPS rule from taking effect for the midterm elections. The vote was basically 6:1:2 with two justices dissenting and a concurrence that stated that there was “at least a fair prospect that the final rule falls within the Postal Service’s statutory authority,”suggesting a possible future return to the issue in the future. With this decision, the midterm elections will proceed without change.

Additionally, the USPS has changed mail processing in Oregon with the creation of the Portland hub which now acts as the primary regional processing and distribution center for the region, handling the bulk of heavy sorting and official letter postmarking. Hub distribution has resulted in delays in the postmarking of ballots since the official post mark is made in Portland, possibly days after the ballot is mailed in areas far from Portland. The Secretary of State advises voters to mail their ballots at least a week before Election Day, get a manual postmark at the post office before mailing, or use an election dropbox.

Summary
Voter registrations, whether at the DMV, by paper ballot, or online, specify the types of identification used to document citizenship and residence.  A final verification of citizenship and residence is the applicant signature agreeing that the information is correct, and the penalty for lying is clearly specified.

Voter rolls classify a voter as “inactive” if they are deceased, or show an incorrect address, or have failed to vote after a defined period. Inactive voters do not receive a ballot and are not able to vote.

 The rolls of active voters are audited quarterly now to make sure that noncitizens are not included. The audits show a vanishingly small number of errors.

 Paper ballots are stored to allow re-examination later in the event of an election concern.  The chain of custody and bipartisan teamwork ensure trusted results.

While elections are the purview of the states, there are two federal laws, the National Voter Registration Act (NVRA) and the Help America Vote Act (HAVA) that affect elections.

 NVRA establishes a baseline for voter registration requirements that apply to federal elections. Their intent is to increase opportunities for citizens to register to vote or update their registration and to provide a process for election officials to update voter lists and ensure they remain accurate. 

HAVA established the EAC, which includes voluntary certification of voting machines. Because the majority of states follow EAC guidelines for voting machines, these guidelines are then followed by all voting machine providers. It also established a quiet period within 90 days of an election, prohibiting large-scale voter purges.

The current administration has been unsuccessful in receiving unredacted voter rolls from the majority of states. Therefore, a plan to create a national voter roll data base has not yet succeeded.  The Supreme Court has prevented the use of the USPS to restrict delivery of ballots to voters on the national list from taking effect for the midterm elections

 Current processing in Oregon by the USPS has been centralized, resulting in a delay in postmarking ballots, which must happen by Election Day for the ballot to be counted. Voters are encouraged to use Election dropboxes, mail at least a week early, or get a manual postmark at the post office before mailing. 

Misinformation about elections has the potential to decrease participation by voters who feel that their vote won’t count. It is incumbent on all of us to provide accurate information about the security of our elections.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
1. Are the procedures for voter registration adequate to ensure that only US citizens vote? What changes would improve the process?
2. Are the procedures for ballot handling adequate? What changes would improve the process?
3. What changes should be made to ensure that ballots are received by the elections office by the deadline? Which of these processes are within the control of the state and county?
4. What information about mail-in voting should be provided to make sure that all votes are counted? What audiences are particularly vulnerable?
5. What is the role of the League in providing accurate information about voting? What are important target audiences, and how should information be provided to them?

Resources available in the online version of this paper at https://lwvlc.org
[Material prepared by Nancy Mills. Edited by Lois Taylor, Peggy Dame, Merle Bottge, and Tommy Gong (Lane County Clerk)]
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