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BRINGING VOTING RIGHTS TO  
OVERSEAS AND MILITARY VOTERS 

 

BY TOVA ANDREA WANG 

INTRODUCTION 

Military and overseas voters—known as UOCAVA1 voters, after the federal law they are governed 
by, the Uniformed and Overseas Citizens Absentee Voting Act—always have had special challenges 
when it comes to voting. There is no data available on overseas participation in presidential 
primaries, but it is believed to be extremely low (as it is with the overall electorate). Although 
military and overseas voters may prove to be more interested in the primaries this election cycle than 
in the past, given the dynamics of the race, the problems these voters face are likely only to be 
exacerbated by the frontloading of the primaries this year. Indeed, in an attempt to ameliorate 
potential problems, the government agency primarily responsible for overseeing military and 
overseas voting—the Federal Voting Assistance Program (FVAP), an agency within the Department 
of Defense—started disseminating their materials a full two months earlier than it has in previous 
election cycles.2 This brief explains how difficult it is for military and overseas voters to vote, 
examines the problems encountered in making sure that these votes are counted, and suggests 
reforms for both easing the procedural problems and improving turnout among this often neglected 
group of voters. 

THE PROBLEM 

A report by the United States Election Assistance Commission3 on UOCAVA voting in the 2006 
general election may give us a glimpse of how bad the problems are for this group of voters. While 
about six million voters could have requested UOCAVA absentee ballots for the 2006 election, only 
about a million actually did so. Moreover, only one-third of those ballots requested were actually cast 
and counted. In sum, only 5.5 percent of eligible UOCAVA voters actually participated successfully 
in the 2006 election.4 According to this survey and reports by the Department of Defense, the most 
common reasons for the rejection of a UOCAVA ballot is that it is received past the deadline or that 
the requested ballot sent to the voter is returned as undeliverable because the voter—who could be 
in a war zone—has moved from his or her previous location.5 In 2004, the National Defense 
Committee did a survey finding that 24 percent of UOCAVA voters were unable to vote 
successfully in that presidential election.6 Overall, the Overseas Vote Foundation finds that one in 
five UOCAVA voters who sought to vote in the 2006 election were not able to cast a ballot 
successfully.7 Earlier studies have found that many overseas and military voters did not vote in the 
2000 election because they received their absentee ballot too late or had not received it at all.8  
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In most respects, overseas and military voters must go through the same process as other absentee 
voters, although often under much more difficult circumstances. Though UOCAVA sets out a 
detailed scheme to make sure overseas and military voters receive all the materials and information 
they need, it has been difficult to implement. The only major easing of the requirements granted to 
these voters is that they can fill out one form to register and request an absentee ballot, called the 
Federal Post Card Application (FPCA), rather than having to undertake a two-step process. Also, 
the law now allows for the use of an emergency absentee ballot—the Federal Write-in Absentee 
Ballot (FWAB)—for any overseas or military voter (overseas and domestic) who did not receive 
their absentee ballot quickly enough to return it in time, despite having requested it in a timely 
manner. This ballot only includes federal races for general elections and must be accepted in any 
state if submitted by that state’s absentee ballot deadline.9 

State laws vary tremendously regarding UOCAVA voters, creating further confusion. The deadline 
for registering as a UOCAVA voter ranges from thirty days prior to an election in twenty-one states 
to absolutely no registration requirement in fifteen states. Ballots have to be received prior to 
Election Day in several states, but can be received after Election Day in many others.10 Some states 
will fax or even e-mail ballots, while many others will not. 

According to the Government Accounting Office, UOCAVA covers more than 6 million people, 
including approximately 3.7 million overseas citizens not affiliated with the government, 1.4 million 
military service members, and 1.3 million military dependents of voting age.11 Military voters have a 
far higher voter participation rate than other overseas voters. One study found that overseas military 
are nearly three times as likely to try to vote as civilian overseas voters.12 A study by the Foreign 
Voter Assistance Program estimates that turnout among civilian voters is typically between 31 and 
38 percent, while military turnout is between 64 and 79 percent.13  

DEPARTMENT OF DEFENSE AND STATE DEPARTMENT PROGRAMS 

While it may not be implemented on a consistently effective basis, the Department of Defense has a 
highly detailed system for registering members of the armed services to vote and getting members 
their ballots. A key component of that system is the assignment of voting assistance officers (VAOs) 
and service voting action officers (SVAOs). There is an extensive “chain-of-command support 
mechanism”14 for these members of the military who are involved in facilitating voting. Each 
military unit has its own employee or officer designated to organize and direct activities that 
encourage and assist with voting by military members, and superiors who oversee this work.15 For 
example, in the army the chain of command looks like this: 

Secretary of the Army 
↓ 

Senior Service Voting Representative 
↓ 

Service Voting Action Officer 
↓ 

Installation Voting Officer 
↓ 

Voting Assistance Officer 
 

Given this attention, it is easier to understand why the military voting rate so far exceeds that of the 
overseas civilian vote, even with the challenges military voters face. 
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The State Department also has its own VAOs who assist not only State Department employees but 
all citizens it has contact with abroad. VAOs are expected to “Develop and implement an outreach 
program to educated potential voters; the official U.S. government community, corporations, Peace 
Corps volunteers, overseas schools, study overseas programs, non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs), and other groups comprised solely or in part U.S. citizens.”16 It is unclear how consistently 
this is being implemented, given the limited resources and tools available to these employees.  

The State Department also employs “wardens” in countries throughout the world. Originally 
established and still used primarily for the purpose of disseminating critical information in case of 
emergency, wardens also can distribute information, usually now through e-mail chains, on voting 
and voting procedures. Such notices go to any U.S. citizen who has registered their presence 
overseas with the State Department.17 

As obvious as it may be why military vote rates are relatively high, there are similarly obvious 
reasons why the civilian participation rate is far lower. Civilians abroad are not part of an 
institutionalized system that tracks where they are and what they are doing. While members of the 
military receive a good deal of assistance through a set of established protocols, civilian overseas 
voters are more or less on their own and have the burden of seeking out the information and 
materials they need to vote. None of the State Department’s programs will reach these voters if the 
voter does not inform the department of his presence abroad. This can be particularly problematic 
for Americans in remote locations with poor electricity and plumbing and nonexistent Internet and 
fax access. 

PROBLEMS PARTICULAR TO THE 2008 NOMINATING CONTESTS—AND SOME 

PROPOSED SOLUTIONS 

The biggest problem confronting overseas and military voters when it comes to the 2008 
nominating system is the caucuses. Over a third of the states plan to have a nominating contest that 
is a caucus or convention for at least one of the two parties.18 Military and overseas voters comprise 
a group that is absolutely and completely barred from participating in presidential caucuses. 
Caucuses do not allow absentee ballots and mandate personal attendance. As a consequence, they 
completely exclude members of the armed services serving overseas and away from home within the 
United States, voters who are working or studying abroad, and voters fulfilling government 
contracts, such as for the Department of Defense, the State Department, or USAID; similarly, the 
families of these individuals living away from home also cannot participate. It is surprising that the 
disenfranchisement of this group has been going on with so little public discussion. 

The solution is to allow absentee balloting for overseas and military voters in caucuses. In states 
such as Iowa, in which the process includes a second round of voting if a candidate does not get a 
threshold 15 percent support, the absentee ballot could include ranked choice voting, in which a 
voter could express his or her second choice. This type of system is already used in three states that 
have run-off systems.19 

There is one state that gets it right in this regard. New Mexico allows for absentee voting in its 
caucuses. Each party pays for this effort, and a committee counts the mail-in ballots on the day of 
the caucus.20 This should be the norm for all caucus states, at a minimum for military and overseas 
voters. 
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The second biggest problem is the push to hold primaries and caucuses ever earlier, to the point 
where voter registration and ballot requests are now competing with holiday mail. For example, here 
are some of the voter registration deadlines for overseas and military voters:21 

 

Washington D.C. December 10, 2007 

South Carolina (D) December 29, 2007 

Florida  December 31, 2007 

South Carolina (R) January 2, 2008 

New Mexico (D) January 4, 200822 

Georgia  January 7, 2008 

Illinois January 8, 2008 

New Jersey January 8, 2008 

  

Overseas and military voters have enough difficulties receiving and returning their ballots in time for 
them to be counted. This problem, the one that results in the most UOCAVA voter 
disenfranchisement, just got worse. 

Another issue is that, for UOCAVA voters, absentee ballot requests stand for two federal election 
cycles. Many overseas voters, especially military, do not know where they will be at the time of the 
next election. With so many months now between the primaries and the general election, if an 
overseas voter registers and requests an absentee ballot for the primary in December, the voter is all 
the more likely to be someplace different when the general election comes around almost a year 
later. The fact that absentee ballots cannot be forwarded exacerbates this problem. Will these 
overseas voters realize that they must contact their local election official to apprise them of their 
move? A survey of local election officials conducted by the Overseas Vote Foundation found that 
officials thought the biggest barrier to better participation rates was voters moving after registering 
or requesting an absentee ballot.23  

There should be some way of communicating to UOCAVA voters that if they move they must 
notify the local election official of their new location. The FVAP encourages voters to fill out a new 
form every year. Kimball Brace, author of the survey of UOCAVA voters for the U.S. Election 
Assistance Commission, has suggested that for members of the armed services, the military should 
take the responsibility of notifying election officials when a member has been re-deployed.24 

Finally, for some unknown reason, in almost every state, the FWAB—the emergency absentee 
ballot—is available only for the general election. There is no justification for this. Such forms ought 
to be available for participating in the presidential primaries as well. 
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ADDRESSING PROCEDURAL PROBLEMS 

TECHNOLOGY 

There has been much controversy over the use of computer technology to ease the process for 
overseas voters. Most notoriously, a pilot test of Internet voting for overseas voters was not 
considered much of a success.25 Currently, thirteen states/territories allow uniformed service 
members to receive blank ballots via e-mail, and seven states/territories allow them to submit voted 
ballots by e-mail. For overseas citizens, ten states and territories allow for a blank ballot to be 
received by e-mail, while four states and territories allow for voted ballots to be returned by e-mail.26 
Very few voters have utilized these options. The United States Election Assistance Commission is 
charged with creating guidelines for the Department of Defense’s program for Internet-based 
voting, but has been delayed by resource shortfalls.27 

However, there is the potential for the greater use of the Internet. First, the least controversial action 
that could be taken is greater use of the Internet to inform voters about their rights, the process, and 
the election itself. 

The Overseas Vote Foundation’s survey found that more than a third of UOCAVA voters who 
were unable to cast a ballot would have used the emergency absentee ballot—had they known they 
could. Twenty percent of voters who did not register or vote did not do so because they were 
unaware of the deadlines. Less than 20 percent of overseas knew anything about the FVAP’s 
services. The top reasons people said they were not able to register or request a ballot was that the 
“process was too complicated” and they did not know where to send the form or who to contact. 
Sixty-nine percent of overseas voters said no one gave them any information on how to register or 
vote. Of those that did, most were contacted by one of the political parties.28  

Surely, greater use of the Internet and e-mail could be used to educate voters about the most 
effective ways of ensuring they can cast a ballot and have it be counted. The FVAP, the Overseas 
Vote Foundation, and other organizations that work on voting issues for overseas voters are trying 
to build e-mail databases and reach out to more voters. These kinds of efforts need to expand 
beyond these organizations. All sorts of Web sites that are frequented by military and overseas 
voters ought to include a link to voter information for such voters. This includes Web versions of 
international publications; the front pages of Web sites of government agencies, universities, and 
non-governmental organizations that send many Americans overseas; and any blog sites that are 
geared toward Americans abroad. Moreover, private multinationals that employ Americans abroad 
have a responsibility to e-mail their employees during as elections approach about their rights and 
how to vote effectively. This same responsibility applies to institutions that send students on study 
abroad programs during election periods.29 

Furthermore, research shows that sending voters a sample ballot serves to increase voter turnout 
rates. In addition to the basic information on how to register and vote, every state should send every 
overseas voter with a known e-mail address a sample ballot that reflects their local ballot. 

The trickier question is the exchange of materials over the Internet. This raises issues of security, 
accuracy, privacy rights, and the right to a secret ballot. We must balance these concerns against the 
multitude of problems overseas voters face in getting their voices heard. The solution may be to 
move toward giving all overseas voters the option of sending and receiving all materials electronically 
over a secure Web site except the completed ballot itself, provided they are fully apprised of the 
potential privacy issues. 
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Some interim steps in the right direction are already being undertaken. In October, the Overseas 
Vote Foundation launched a new Web site with a variety of online services that any overseas voter 
can utilize that makes the process easier and quicker. One particularly useful service is an online 
voter registration form. As reported by Government Computer News, “The website automatically 
loads required questions for the appropriate state and county, prompts users through the answering 
process with drop-down lists, and generates a completed PDF application that can be printed, 
signed and mailed [by regular mail, not e-mail]. It also generates a list of instructions for voter 
registration in the user’s home jurisdiction, along with the address for mailing the application.”30 The 
program eliminates the need to research and navigate unique state regulations and mailing 
instructions individually. Error-checks occur during the process to ensure that the voter does not 
forget any required information, making it is virtually impossible for the voter to make mistakes on 
the form that would slow down its processing. 

Alternatively, states should consider allowing all military and overseas voters to register to vote 
directly online. The state of Arizona already allows online registration for all voters. Washington 
State is planning to have online registration beginning January 1, 2008, that emulates the Arizona 
system. The Arizona online voter registration uses encryption and a secure site. Only voters who 
have a signature on file with the state can use the system, as anyone with a driver’s license or state 
identification card would have. There have not been reports of problems with the system, though 
there has not been much outside assessment of it either.  

Also on the Overseas Vote Foundation Web site, the voter has the option of creating a secure voter 
account. The information the voter submits is stored on the account, much like with online banking, 
so that changes in registration are extremely simple to make. In the future, these types of personal 
accounts could be used for actual request and return of voting materials, including ballots, because 
materials would be exchanged via a secure Web site. Eventually, a voter could send a ballot request 
or voted ballot from a secure account and a local election official could log into that account and 
retrieve it. The FVAP will be offering this type of service requesting of ballots and transmitting 
blank ballots from the election administrator to the voter in 2008, for those voters who are from 
states that use secure server technology.31  

Given the low rates of participation by voters and state administrators in FVAP programs in the 
past, it remains to be seen how effective this new program will be.32 In 2004, FVAP instituted a new 
online system, called the Interim Voting Assistance System, which allowed military voters, though 
not civilian voters, to register to vote and receive ballots by secure server depending on state law. In 
2006, FVAP expanded this service to all states and all overseas voters. However, few voters used the 
FVAP system, for a variety of reasons;33 more voters dealt directly with their local elections 
officials.34  

There are legitimate security concerns to exchanging voting materials electronically. However, even 
the most skeptical computer scientists support potentially using the Internet to request and receive 
blank ballots.35 At the same time, submission of a completed ballot ought to continue to be through 
mail or fax at the present time. If a voter wishes to put their privacy rights at some level of risk, that 
is their choice. It will not impact the voting process. When it comes to the casting of the actual 
ballot, however, the whole system of democracy is affected. Until it is certain that these encrypted 
Web sites are foolproof, sending completed ballots electronically should be resisted. 36 

As already noted, there is a pervasive problem concerning overseas voters receiving registration and 
voting documents late or not at all, resulting in their being completely disenfranchised. Given these 
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obstacles, while further testing and technological research may be necessary and more data may need 
to be collected,37 all states should at least provide the option to overseas voters of receiving and 
sending all materials—except the actual ballot—by e-mail over a secure Web site, until a viable 
system is up and running.  

OTHER REFORMS 

Until a more computerized system can be safely deployed, there are some low-tech reforms that can 
be undertaken to improve the process. First, the Federal Voter Assistance Program38 and the 
Commission on Federal Election Reform have recommended39 that all UOCAVA ballots be mailed 
out at least forty-five days before the election so that voters can be sure to receive them in a timely 
manner and return them early enough for them to be counted. Forty-three out of fifty-five states 
and territories have heeded this guidance, but the remaining twelve must adopt this strategy. 
Election administrators may find this problematic—the final ballot is not always set that early. 
Candidates may drop out, or other items on the ballot may change. Nonetheless, a ballot that 
includes all of the known candidates and races—or at least a ballot for federal elections—should be 
sent out, with the possibility, if administratively feasible, of a revised ballot being sent out at a later 
date. If both ballots are returned, only the later one would be counted.  

Second, when it comes to voting material for overseas voters, the post office should be allowed to 
forward this mail. The rationale for making registration and voting materials sent by mail such that 
they cannot go to a forwarding address is to ensure that a voter is registering and voting from the 
home address that is on record with the election administrator. Otherwise, the voter may receive 
their materials and be able to vote in a jurisdiction in which they no longer reside. There is also 
concern that if mail can be forwarded, people who use invalid addresses in their applications will not 
be caught. However, none of this applies to overseas and military voters. They are obviously not in 
their district, and if they move somewhere else within a foreign country or to another foreign 
country, their voting jurisdiction does not change. They must affirm the address of their home, but 
must be sent materials abroad. Thus, not forwarding voter registration and absentee ballot material 
makes no sense for these voters. They should be forwarded at least to increase the chances that the 
material will get to the voter even if he or she is highly mobile. Every piece of mail should have a 
notice that if the voter was forwarded this material, he should fill out a space on the form indicating 
his new foreign address so that administrators can keep track of his whereabouts in the future. 

In a few states, there are disparate deadlines for civilians living overseas and military voters, even 
though some civilians may be working for relief agencies in the same parts of the world as military 
voters. For example, Mississippi’s registration deadline is more than two weeks earlier for overseas 
civilians than for overseas military. New Mexico’s deadline is a full month earlier for overseas 
civilians than their military counterparts. In three states, civilians overseas must comply with the 
strict registration deadlines; military members have no voter registration deadline at all. It is waived. 
There is no rational basis for this. A relief worker in a war zone is likely to encounter the same 
challenges as a member of the military in a war zone in getting his or her ballot cast and counted. 
The rules should be standard for all overseas voters. 

Finally, very little is known definitively about UOCAVA voters. The quality of data on these voters 
is very poor, making it difficult to ascertain accurate turnout numbers or what areas of the election 
process are the most troublesome. States do not always separate out UOCAVA ballots, do not make 
records of those that are rejected, or keep information on why they are rejected. The states must 
work in collaboration with the federal U.S. Election Assistance Commission to keep better records 
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on military and overseas voters so that researchers and elections administrators can better pinpoint 
the challenges and come up with more effective solutions.40 

IMPROVING TURNOUT 

INTERNET DEBATE 

In somewhat of a surprise, according to the Overseas Vote Foundation survey of overseas voters, 19 
percent said that they did not vote because they did not have enough information on the candidates 
and/or the issues. In the age of the Internet, this is unacceptable.  

In order to increase interest and participation in the primaries, a coalition of overseas voter 
organizations ought to sponsor Internet-based overseas voter debates for candidates of each party. 
Such debates could be modeled after the recent Internet debates hosted by Yahoo, Huffington Post, 
and Slate Magazine. In these forums, candidates were able to participate from whichever location 
they chose, and the program allowed for “real-time questions sent in by the online audience, as well 
as viewer questions uploaded on video.”41 Only overseas voters would be invited to participate. This 
is not unusual, as there are always many debates that include just a particular audience, such as union 
members and specific ethnic groups. By taking questions from overseas voters only, the questions 
will reflect the concerns and issues of importance to this group of voters in particular.  

In addition to being on the Internet live and archived online, the debates might be aired in group 
settings throughout the world, including on military bases. NGOs and the State Department could 
also host group sites. 

THE PARTIES 

Although all of the procedural reforms referred to above are critically needed, they cannot operate in 
a vacuum. In isolation, it has been demonstrated that election reforms tend to retain existing voters, 
which is necessary and good, but reforms do not always increase turnout among previous 
nonvoters.42 Structural reforms need an assist from the parties and the candidate campaigns, as well 
as civic organizations. A few recent studies have noted that, when a party steps in to use electoral 
reforms to its advantage to increase base turnout, such a reform will become much more effective in 
turning out more voters. 

A recent study showed, for instance, that the reform of early voting in itself did not increase voter 
turnout in Texas, but when the Democratic Party made a concerted effort there to mobilize their 
voters to vote early, there was an increase in voter turnout through early voting.43 Similarly, another 
academic studying liberalized absentee ballot laws found that turnout only increased when the 
reform was combined with party mobilization efforts, such as sending out applications to the party’s 
known supporters.44  

This proposition should not be surprising, since it is well established that when parties work to 
mobilize voters generally it has a significant impact. “People the Democrats and Republicans 
mobilize in the course of a presidential election campaign are 7.8% more likely to vote, 11.8% more 
likely to try to persuade others, 4.8% more likely to work for party or candidate, and 6.7% more 
likely to make a financial contribution to a campaign. Likewise, people the parties mobilize for 
midterm election campaigns are 10.4% more likely to turnout, 11.8% more likely to persuade, 6.1% 
more likely to volunteer, and 4.6% more likely to hand over cash.”45 This is no less likely to be true 
in the realm of UOCAVA voters. 
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In some states, whether a person is overseas is indicated and publicly available on the voter 
registration list, along with that person’s party registration. Who has requested an absentee ballot 
from overseas is also public information.46 As a result, the parties could be engaging in the same 
types of get out the vote efforts for overseas voters as they do for absentee voters in the United 
States. For example, the parties could minimally target their most loyal members who they can 
identify as currently residing overseas and send them e-mail and mail reminders, information on how 
to effectively cast a ballot, and deadline dates for their state; send them the FPCA form that they can 
use to register and request an absentee ballot, which is available on line on the FVAP Web site with 
state-specific instructions; and even send and e-mail them copies of the Federal Write-in Absentee 
Ballot (for voters who requested but have not received their state’s absentee ballot in time to vote in 
a general federal election), which is also available for downloading on the FVAP Web site. As 
mentioned, such party efforts around absentee voting have been statistically shown to increase 
participation rates.  

In one party attempt to increase participation in 2008,47 for the first time ever, Democrats Abroad 
will be conducting an “online global primary.” While it has its troubling aspects, at least the party is 
attempting something new. 

The Democrats Abroad primary will take place from February 5 through February 12, 2008. 
Democrats living overseas and who are members or become members of Democrats Abroad can 
vote via the Internet, fax, regular mail, and at “drop in voting centers” that are open in thirty-four 
countries around the world. When a voter casts a ballot, the voter must affirm that the Democrats 
Abroad primary is the only primary he or she is participating in. It is, as always, a felony to vote 
more than once—that is, in a state primary and the global primary. However, one potential 
advantage of this system is that if a voter misses his home state primary, he can presumably vote in 
the global primary until February 12. With the frontloading of the primaries this year, the need for 
such a back-up plan is more needed than ever.  

Leadership of Democrats Abroad devised this program after becoming concerned that many 
American Democrats in Africa and Latin America were less likely to participate in the usual 
Democrats Abroad primary because there are not as many recognized Democratic committees in 
those places as there are in Europe, Canada, and Mexico. As a result, there is not the number of 
voting centers in those areas as Europe. The group also recognized that Democrats in more remote 
locations, and elderly and disabled voters, had a hard time getting to the vote centers that have been 
the main vehicle for primary voting in the past. Although it might be of some advantage for voters 
to vote in the primary of their home state, as has been pointed out, many states have caucuses from 
which overseas voters are barred, and some overseas voters find the hurdles to voting in their state 
through the UOCAVA process too high to contend with.48 

The Internet part of the voting will be conducted in the same manner as Michigan’s Internet primary 
in 2004 and through the same vendor. In that case, to vote online, voters entered personalized codes 
from the ballot, along with place and date of birth. After the voter cast his ballot, that special code 
was nullified so the voter could not vote again.49 Of 164,000 voters, 46,000 (28 percent) opted to use 
the Internet to cast their ballots. Although it did boost turnout,50 the effort was criticized by 
computer scientists for lacking security.51  

Of concern is that, like the Michigan primary, the global primary will entail voters casting ballots 
through regular e-mail, not through an encrypted Web site. Moreover, the party itself admits that by 
using this system, voters give up the right to a secret ballot. Additionally, the voter must provide the 
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organization their contact information on the ballot that he or she casts or else it will be held 
invalid.52 

It will be interesting to see if the Democrats Abroad is able to increase participation by using this 
new system, and whether this means of voting will be perceived as any more acceptable by computer 
experts and elections observers as it unfolds. Boosting turnout is certainly the stated goal. Generally, 
the impact of Internet voting on turnout is unknown as it has not been utilized on a wide scale.  

Finally, the Democratic and Republican parties should have information about how to register and 
vote if you are a UOCAVA voter on the front page of their main Web sites, not just on the Web 
sites of Democrats and Republicans Abroad.53 

CONCLUSION 

Generally speaking, the disenfranchisement of military and overseas voters has not been a core issue 
for many voting rights organizations and, especially as it pertains to civilians overseas, has been 
discussed little in the media. For voting rights advocates, this gap is understandable from a few 
perspectives. First, the perception may be that most of these voters are in some way government or 
military affiliated and therefore not in need of as much assistance as other groups that are more 
marginalized in American society. Also, especially among civilians, this group of voters may not be 
considered to be among their primary clientele of historically disenfranchised groups, such as 
minorities and the poor. Finally, the challenge of guaranteeing military and overseas voters their 
right to vote is complex, and reaching these voters traditionally problematic. 

The characteristics of the military and overseas electorate do not mean that this group should be 
overlooked by those who care about the democratic process. The disenfranchisement of any 
American is an affront to voting rights and should be fought, and the problems addressed with 
urgency. These voters are often at the frontlines of American foreign engagement, whether on the 
battle field, or building infrastructure in a war-torn region in Africa, or undertaking any other activity 
overseas. They bring a special perspective to the democratic process and we need to assure that their 
voices are heard.  

While the issues surrounding the frontloading of the primaries and the inherent disenfranchising 
effect of the caucuses are fairly set in stone for 2008, activists and elected officials could start getting 
to work on some of these problems and reforms now and help broaden the franchise of the 
overseas electorate in time for the general election next November. Furthermore, these issues ought 
to be front and center as the parties deliberate their plans for the 2012 nominating calendar.  
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