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FOREWORD

“All men are created equal.” This shining vision of political equality, set out in the Declaration of 
Independence, makes the United States exceptional, two centuries later. 

Thus it is wrong to enact laws to make it harder for some Americans to vote — not only wrong, but 
utterly at odds with our most basic national values. Every eligible citizen should be able to vote. And 
every citizen should take the responsibility to do so. One person, one vote: no more, no less.

Yet since January 2011, partisans in 19 states have rushed through new laws that cut back on voting 
rights. In a comprehensive study released last October, the Brennan Center concluded these laws could 
make it far harder for millions of eligible citizens to vote. Fortunately, the Justice Department, courts, 
and voters have blocked or blunted many of these laws. Many, but not all. And those who would curb 
the franchise are fiercely fighting in court, going so far as to insist that the Voting Rights Act is in fact 
unconstitutional.

Among the most controversial measures are new voter identification laws. They require voters to produce 
specific government papers, usually with a photo and an expiration date, to cast a ballot. Let’s be clear: 
Election integrity is vital. The problem is not requiring voter ID, per se — the problem is requiring ID 
that many voters simply do not have. Study after study confirms that 1 in 10 eligible voters lack these 
specific government documents.  

Federal courts have previously declared that states with restrictive voter ID laws must make the necessary 
paperwork available for free. Problem solved? Hardly. This report conclusively demonstrates that this 
promise of free voter ID is a mirage. In the real world, poor voters find shuttered offices, long drives 
without cars, and with spotty or no bus service, and sometimes prohibitive costs. For these Americans, 
the promise of our democracy is tangibly distant. It can be measured in miles. 

It need not be this way. Once partisan “voting wars” have subsided, we can easily move to modernize 
our ramshackle voter registration system. Using digital technology, states can assure that every eligible 
voter is on the rolls. That would add millions to the rolls, cost less, and curb the potential for fraud.

Meanwhile, we face a critical national election that may be marred by vast numbers of Americans 
effectively blocked from the vote. We can and must make sure that the reality of 2012 does not repudiate 
the civic creed first articulated in 1776.

Michael Waldman
President, Brennan Center for Justice at New York University School of Law
July 2012
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ExEcutivE SummaRy

Ten states now have unprecedented restrictive voter ID laws. Alabama, Georgia, Indiana, Kansas, 
Mississippi, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, and Wisconsin all require citizens to produce 
specific types of government-issued photo identification before they can cast a vote that will count.1 Legal 
precedent requires these states to provide free photo ID to eligible voters who do not have one.2 

Unfortunately, these free IDs are not equally accessible to all voters. This report is the first comprehensive 
assessment of the difficulties that eligible voters face in obtaining free photo ID. 

The 11 percent of eligible voters who lack the required photo ID must travel to a designated government 
office to obtain one.3 Yet many citizens will have trouble making this trip. In the 10 states with restrictive 
voter ID laws:

•	 Nearly	500,000	eligible	voters	do	not	have	access	to	a	vehicle	and	live	more	than	10	miles	from	
the nearest state ID-issuing office open more than two days a week. Many of them live in rural 
areas with dwindling public transportation options. 

•	 More	than	10	million	eligible	voters	live	more	than	10	miles	from	their	nearest	state	ID-issuing	
office open more than two days a week. 

•	 1.2	million	eligible	black	voters	and	500,000	eligible	Hispanic	voters	live	more	than	10	miles	
from their nearest ID-issuing office open more than two days a week. People of color are more 
likely to be disenfranchised by these laws since they are less likely to have photo ID than the 
general population.4  

•	 Many	ID-issuing	offices	maintain	limited	business	hours.	For	example,	the	office	in	Sauk	City,	
Wisconsin is open only on the fifth Wednesday of any month. But only four months in 2012 
— February, May, August, and October — have five Wednesdays. In other states — Alabama, 
Georgia, Mississippi, and Texas — many part-time ID-issuing offices are in the rural regions 
with the highest concentrations of people of color and people in poverty.  

More than 1 million eligible voters in these states fall below the federal poverty line and live more than 
10 miles from their nearest ID-issuing office open more than two days a week. These voters may be 
particularly affected by the significant costs of the documentation required to obtain a photo ID. Birth 
certificates	can	cost	between	$8	and	$25.	Marriage	licenses,	required	for	married	women	whose	birth	
certificates include a maiden name, can cost between $8 and $20. By comparison, the notorious poll 
tax — outlawed during the civil rights era — cost $10.64 in current dollars.5  

The result is plain: Voter ID laws will make it harder for hundreds of thousands of poor Americans to 
vote. They place a serious burden on a core constitutional right that should be universally available to 
every American citizen. 

This November, restrictive voter ID states will provide 127 electoral votes6 — nearly half of the 270 
needed to win the presidency.7 Therefore, the ability of eligible citizens without photo ID to obtain one 
could have a major influence on the outcome of the 2012 election. 
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During the 2011-12 legislative sessions, states enacted an unprecedented number of laws restricting 
access to voting. Voter ID laws are the most common type of restriction. Ten states — Alabama, 
Georgia, Indiana, Kansas, Mississippi, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, and Wisconsin8 
— now have restrictive “no-photo, no-vote” voter ID laws.9 

Many American citizens lack the documentation these laws require. In fact, more than 1 in 10 
voting-age citizens do not have current, government-issued photo ID.10 Some populations lack these 
documents	at	even	higher	 rates:	25	percent	of	African-Americans,	16	percent	of	Hispanics,	and	18	
percent	of	Americans	over	age	65	do	not	have	such	ID.11 Data supplied by Texas and South Carolina 
also show that poor and minority voters are substantially less likely to have the kind of photo ID these 
states require.12 

Of course, 9 in 10 Americans do have photo IDs. These documents are used to drive cars, board 
airplanes, enter government buildings, and purchase various consumer products. Accordingly, many 
Americans might find it difficult to understand how so many of their fellow citizens lack such basic 
documentation. They might also assume that it must be relatively easy for these citizens to get photo 
ID. After all, all states with restrictive voter ID laws provide some way for voters to obtain a free one.13 

However, making the ID itself free does not address the significant obstacles that can make it difficult 
for Americans who lack the required photo ID to obtain one. Many of these voters do not have a car 
and will have to rely on public transportation — where it exists — to travel to a far-away government 
office. That office may be open only a few hours a week, and rarely on weekends or in the evening. 
Voters may have to miss work or arrange for childcare to make the trip. And even if they can make it 
there, they may not be able to afford the costly supporting documentation — such as birth certificates 
or marriage licenses — required to apply for photo ID. 

This report describes the burden on Americans who must obtain government-issued photo ID to 
comply with restrictive voter ID laws. The study demonstrates that many rural, urban, poor, and 
minority voters must overcome substantial obstacles in order to retain their right to vote.   

I. intRODuctiOn
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To apply for a free photo ID, eligible voters must travel to a designated government office. That can 
be hard for many Americans who live and work in areas far from an ID-issuing office. By definition, 
eligible voters who need photo ID will not have a driver’s license, so they cannot drive themselves to a 
government office.

In this report, “ID-issuing offices” are state offices that issue new photo identification and are open 
more than twice a week. Offices open twice a week or less are “part-time ID-issuing offices.”14 All 
distances discussed in this report are straight-line distances. That is, they do not represent travel 
distances. Therefore, our counts of people living more than 10 miles from an ID office significantly 
underestimate the number of people who must travel more than 10 miles to obtain free ID. Appendix 
A explains in detail all methodology and definitions used in this report. 

Table 1 provides the percentage of eligible voters in each restrictive voter ID state who live more than 
10 miles from a state ID-issuing office. Overall, more than 10 million eligible voters live more than 
10 miles from their nearest state ID-issuing office.15 In Mississippi, Alabama, and Wisconsin, the 
burden of traveling to the ID office is particularly severe: More than 30 percent of voting-age citizens 
must travel more than 10 miles to the nearest ID-issuing office.

voting-age citizens more than  
10 miles from nearest State  

iD-issuing Office

% of State’s 
voting-age 

citizens 

mississippi 746,316 34.8%

alabama 1,137,724 32.7%

Wisconsin 1,254,320 30.1%

Pennsylvania 2,273,960 24.0%

tennessee 960,074 21.0%

Georgia 1,290,092 19.9%

Kansas 261,996 13.2%

texas 1,936,097 12.7%

South carolina 273,150 8.2%

indiana 159,536 3.4%

total 10,333,265 17.5%

Table 1: Citizen Voting-Age Population Located More than 10 miles from Nearest 
ID-Issuing Office. The table displays the number of voting-age citizens (CVAP) 
who live in census blocks that are in their entirety more than 10 miles from the 
nearest ID-issuing office that is open more than two days a week. It displays this 
number as a percentage of the total citizen voting-age population.

II. mORE than 10 milES FOR vOtinG RiGhtS
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Voter ID laws are especially burdensome for citizens in high-poverty areas. Not only are these eligible 
voters among the least likely to have photo ID,16 they are also among the least likely to have access to 
government services, such as public transportation.17 In the 10 states with restrictive laws, 1.2 million 
eligible voters whose incomes fall below the federal poverty line live more than 10 miles from their 
nearest state ID-issuing office.18 

Voter ID laws also place a particular burden on black and Hispanic eligible voters, who are less likely to 
have ID than the general population.19  In these 10 states, 1.2 million black and 500,000 Hispanic 
eligible voters live more than 10 miles from their nearest state ID-issuing office.20 

a. the challenge of Finding transportation to iD-issuing Offices

The distances that many voters must travel to their nearest ID-issuing office will be particularly 
burdensome for voters who do not have vehicle access. 

Table 2 estimates the number of voting-age citizens in each restrictive voter ID state who do not 
have vehicle access. It also displays this number as a percentage of the state’s total voting-age citizen 
population. The table demonstrates that in the 10 restrictive voter ID states, more than 1 in every 20 
voting-age citizens do not have vehicle access.21 

voting-age 
citizens Without 
vehicle access

% of voting-age 
citizens Without 
vehicle access

voting-age citizens 
Without vehicle, 

more than 10 miles 
from State iD-issuing 

Office

% of voting-age citizens 
Without vehicle access  

Who live more than  
10 miles from State  

iD-issuing Office

Pennsylvania 985,414 10.4% 135,544 13.8%

South carolina 222,144 6.7% 7,251 3.3%

mississippi 143,933 6.7% 48,329 33.6%

Georgia 400,841 6.2% 66,516 16.6%

Wisconsin 256,981 6.2% 47,161 18.4%

alabama 213,386 6.1% 57,285 26.8%

indiana 268,535 5.8% 3,235 1.2%

tennessee 262,954 5.7% 40,089 15.2%

texas 831,652 5.4% 59,740 7.2%

Kansas 95,973 4.8% 7,373 7.7%

total 3,681,813 6.6% 472,523 12.8%

Table 2: Voting-Age Citizens without Vehicle Access. The table estimates the number of voting-age citizens 
who do not have vehicles available to them. It also estimates this as a percentage of the total voting-age 
citizen population in the state, and it provides the number and percentage of voting-age citizens without a 
vehicle who live more than 10 miles from their nearest ID-issuing office. 
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Many eligible voters who do not have vehicle access live in urban areas, close to an ID-issuing office. 
But as the third column in Table 2 demonstrates, many who do not have vehicle access actually live a 
significant distance from an ID-issuing office. In the 10 states with restrictive voter ID laws, more 
than 450,000 eligible voters do not have vehicle access and live more than 10 miles from their 
nearest state ID-issuing office. Almost all of these citizens live in rural areas. Not only are they among 
the most likely not to have photo ID, they are also the most likely to have difficulty traveling to an ID-
issuing office to obtain one.  

Citizens with limited vehicle access will be highly dependent on public transportation to obtain the ID 
necessary for voting. However, the states that passed the most restrictive voter ID laws are among the 
nation’s worst investors in public transportation. Table 3 displays the per capita state public transportation 
funding in 2009 in each restrictive voter ID state. As reference points, the table also reports the states that 
provide the highest, median, and lowest levels of per capita public transportation in the country.22 

State Per capita investment in Public 
transportation by State

New York (highest) $224.85

Pennsylvania $94.77

Wisconsin $22.31

Indiana $8.63

Tennessee (median) $5.59

Kansas $2.14

South Carolina $1.40

Texas $1.16

Mississippi $0.54

Georgia $0.54

Alabama (lowest) State does not provide public 

transportation funding

Table 3: Reported per capita Investment in Public Transportation. The table 
shows the per capita investment on public transportation in the 10 restrictive 
voter ID states, as well as the national high and low amounts of per capita 
investment. New York does not have a restrictive voter ID law; it is shown 
here as a reference point.

Seven of the ten restrictive voter ID states rank in the bottom half of the country when it comes 
to investment in public transportation. Nationally, only four states that spend money on public 
transportation provide less per capita funding than Mississippi and Georgia. Alabama relies solely on 
federal funds and does not invest any state money in public transportation. The state is tied for last in 
the country in public transportation funding.23 

Access to public transportation is declining across the country, particularly in rural areas.24 Nationally, 
3.5	million	rural	residents	—	4	percent	of	the	nation’s	rural	population	—	lost	access	to	bus,	 ferry,	
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or	 rail	 transportation	between	2005	and	2010.	Alabama’s	 situation	 is	particularly	 acute.25 The state 
relies solely on funding from the federal government for public transportation projects. As a result, 
public transportation in Alabama’s rural areas is deteriorating. According to a 2011 U.S. Department 
of Transportation report, approximately 700,000 people in rural Alabama communities lost access to 
intercity	transit	service	in	the	five	years	between	2005	and	2010.	Those	700,000	residents	comprised	
29 percent of the state’s 2.4 million rural residents.26 

B. the challenge of Finding an Open iD Office

Even if a registered voter can travel to an ID office, the nearest location may not keep standard business 
hours (defined as eight hours a day, five days a week). Many ID offices have reduced hours: They are 
open less than five days per week or fewer than eight hours per day. Others have irregular hours: They 
are not open every day and have an unusual pattern of business hours.

Reduced and irregular hours may pose significant problems for eligible voters who need photo 
identification. Citizens may have to take time off from work if the ID-issuing office does not have 
Saturday or late night hours. States guarantee employees time off to vote, but none provide similar 
protections for workers who must take time off to obtain the necessary photo ID for voting.  Irregular 
hours may also be confusing and create a significant deterrent to obtaining ID. 

Examples of reduced and irregular hours in restrictive voter ID states include:

•	 Offices	without	Regular	Business	Hours:	In Wisconsin, Alabama, and Mississippi, less than 
half of all ID-issuing offices in the state are open five days a week.27 

•	 Limited	Weekend	Hours: In South Carolina, only six of the state’s 68 ID offices are open on 
Saturday. No state ID-issuing offices are open on Saturdays in Alabama, Kansas, Mississippi, 
Texas, and Wisconsin. All ID-issuing offices in restrictive voter ID states are closed on Sunday.28 

•	 Reduced	Business	Hours	in	Areas	with	High	Concentrations	of	People	of	Color: Many 
of the offices with limited hours are in areas with high concentrations of minority voters. In 
Texas, 40 ID-issuing offices are open three days per week or less; the majority of these are in 
the rural border region, home to a heavy concentration of eligible Hispanic voters. In Georgia, 
Mississippi, and Alabama, many of the ID offices with limited hours are located in the areas 
with the highest concentrations of black voters.29 

•	 Idiosyncratic	Hours: Some ID offices maintain hours so bizarre that it is necessary to consult a 
calendar to determine when the office is open. The office in Sauk City, Wisconsin is open only 
on the fifth Wednesday of any month. But only four months in 2012 have five Wednesdays. 
Other offices in Wisconsin are open only once every two months: For example, the office in 
Phillips is open only on the first Wednesday of February, April, June, August, October, and 
December. In Alabama, the Rockford office is open only on the third Thursday of the month. 
In Mississippi, the Woodville office is open only on the second Thursday of each month.30 
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January

S M T W T F S

1 2 3 4 4 6 7

8 9 10 11 12 13 14

15 16 17 18 19 20 21

22 23 24 25 26 27 28

29 30 31

February

S M T W T F S

1 2 3 4

5 6 7 8 9 10 11

12 13 14 15 16 17 18

19 20 21 22 23 24 25

26 27 28 29

march

S M T W T F S

1 2 3

4 5 6 7 8 9 10

11 12 13 14 15 16 17

18 19 20 21 22 23 24

25 26 27 28 29 30 31

april

S M T W T F S

1 2 3 4 4 6 7

8 9 10 11 12 13 14

15 16 17 18 19 20 21

22 23 24 25 26 27 28

29 30

Table 4: Sauk City, Wisconsin ID-Issuing Office, Calendar of Open Days. This calendar 
of the first four months in 2012 highlights the days that the Sauk City office was open 
between January and April 2012. 

c. the challenge in Rural areas: limited iD Office access

Residents of some rural communities in the 10 states with restrictive voter ID laws will find it particularly 
hard to travel to an ID-issuing office or a part-time ID-issuing office. 

1. The Southern Black Belt

The large rural concentrations of black voters in Mississippi, Alabama, and Georgia form a geographically 
distinct “black belt.” Large portions of the “black belt” in each of these states are located a significant 
distance from state driver’s license offices. 

For instance, in 11 contiguous counties in Alabama,31 all of which are squarely located in the black belt, 
all state driver’s license offices are part-time and are open only one or two days per week.32 More than 
135,000	eligible	voters	live	in	these	11	counties.	Nearly	half	of	them	are	black,	and	the	black	poverty	
rate is 41 percent.33 
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Figure 1: Percentage Black and State Driver’s License Offices, Mississippi, Alabama, and Georgia. The map 
demonstrates that in the areas with the greatest concentrations of rural black voters, no state driver’s license 
offices are open more than two days per week. The figure also shows that many of these states’ part-
time offices are located in the areas with the highest concentrations of black voters. The crosshatched 
areas outline the 13 contiguous “black belt” counties in Mississippi, 11 contiguous “black belt” counties in 
Alabama, and 21 contiguous “black belt” counties in Georgia where all state driver’s license offices are open 
two days per week or less. 

Voters living in the black belt in Georgia and Mississippi may face similar hurdles. As in Alabama, there 
are 21 contiguous counties in Georgia and 13 contiguous counties in Mississippi34 — all within the 
black belt — that do not have a single full-time driver’s license office.35 

At first glance, the situation in Georgia is better than it is in Alabama since Georgia requires county 
offices to provide free voter ID.36 But research conducted by the Brennan Center found that many 
citizens may have trouble getting free ID from Georgia’s county offices. First, most county offices in 
Georgia do not print their business hours in an easily accessible location online, and some have even 
printed incorrect office addresses or phone numbers online.37 

Second, even when contacted directly, county offices in Georgia frequently gave incorrect information 
about free IDs.38 In 12 of the 21 county offices in the Georgia black belt, election officials could not 
correctly describe what forms of identification would be required to obtain a free photo ID.39 For 
instance, officials in the Bartow and Sumter County offices said that applicants must show a Social 
Security card to obtain free ID, but the Georgia law has no such requirement.40 In four other offices, 
the election officials who answered our phone calls said they knew very little about free voter IDs. The 
remaining five offices in the Georgia black belt did not answer multiple calls from the Brennan Center.41 

Mississippi’s law also requires county offices to provide ID.42 The Mississippi ID requirement must be 
pre-cleared by the Department of Justice before it can take effect.43 As of the date of this publication, 
the Department has not issued a determination on the law. Without additional information we cannot 
assess how Mississippi county offices will respond to requests for free photo ID. 



THE CHALLENGE OF OBTAINING VOTER IDENTIFICATION  |  11

More	than	500,000	eligible	voters	live	in	the	45	black	belt	counties,	highlighted	in	Figure	1.44 Rural 
public transportation in these areas is limited,45	which	could	prove	particularly	challenging	for	the	50,000	
eligible voters in these areas who do not have vehicle access.46 In addition, the heavy concentrations of 
rural poverty suggest that transportation infrastructure is less likely to be well-developed.47 This means 
that many eligible voters in these rural black belt areas may have significant difficulty traveling to an 
office to obtain photo ID.

2. The Texas Border Region

Two areas along the U.S.-Mexico border — one in west Texas and the other in south Texas — are home 
to sizable rural Hispanic populations but few or no ID-issuing offices. These areas are displayed in 
Figure 2.48 Across the 32 counties in these regions, there are approximately 134,000 voting-age citizens. 
About 61 percent of them are Hispanic, which is almost twice the relative concentration of Hispanics 
in the rest of the state. The poverty rate is 22.4 percent, about 30 percent higher than the rest of the 
state.49 Thus, there is a disproportionately high concentration of people who will need free ID in the 
Texas border region.

But 9 of the 11 offices in these 32 counties are open part-time (only once or twice per week). Some 
voters, like those in Cotulla, a small rural town in south Texas, live an hour’s drive from the nearest 
part-time ID-issuing office, and that location is often open only one day per week. Accessing photo 
ID could be especially hard for the nearly 10,000 eligible voters in these 32 counties who do not have 
vehicle access.50 

Figure 2: Percentage Hispanic Population and Driver’s License Office Locations, Texas. 
The map shows that in some areas in Texas with high concentrations of Hispanic voters, 
there are few or no ID-issuing offices. The map depicts concentrations of the Hispanic 
voting-age population, by 2010 Census Block Group, together with the number of 
hours per week each office location is open. The crosshatched areas represent the 32 
counties in the U.S.-Mexico border region with few or no ID-issuing offices. 
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3. Rural Tennessee

Three rural regions in Tennessee — one in the west, one in the north, and a third in the southeast — 
have large populations but no ID-issuing offices. These regions are displayed in Figure 3.51 All of the 27 
counties in these three rural regions are more than five miles from the nearest ID-issuing office location. 
More than 330,000 voting-age citizens live in these 27 counties. The poverty rate is 19.4 percent, nearly 
20 percent greater than in the rest of the state.52 The 18,000 eligible voters in this area who do not have 
vehicle access will have particular trouble obtaining free ID.53 

Figure 3: Poverty Rate and Driver Service Center Locations, Tennessee. The figure shows three rural regions 
of the state (crosshatched) — cumulatively home to more than 300,000 eligible voters — with no ID-issuing 
offices. The map shows the poverty rate, by 2010 Census Tract, and the locations of Tennessee Driver 
Service Centers.

D. the challenge in cities: People of color and the Poor live Far From iD Offices

Urban populations usually live closer to their nearest ID-issuing office than rural populations. 
Metropolitan public transportation systems also make most ID offices located in cities more accessible 
than rural offices. Yet many urban people of color and the urban poor still face a substantial burden 
when ID-issuing offices are not located nearby. For those dependent on public transportation, it may 
take hours to get to the right government office. Some ID offices that serve large urban communities 
may also have long wait times. This could be a problem for people who may not have the flexibility in 
their work schedules to stand in line for hours.

1. Rock Hill, South Carolina

The city’s largest concentration of eligible black voters — nearly 42,000 of them — live in the city 
center.54 Yet the city’s one ID-issuing office is located seven miles outside the city center. The city 
has no regularly scheduled public transportation; the only available public transportation to an ID 
office requires 48 hours notice for a scheduled pick up.55 This will disproportionately affect the 10,800 
eligible voters in the city center — pictured in Figure 4 — who do not have a vehicle available in their 
household and who live more than five miles from the Rock Hill ID office.56 
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Figure 4: Percentage of Households without a Vehicle and Department of Motor Vehicles 
Locations, Rock Hill, South Carolina. The figure demonstrates that the only ID-issuing office 
in Rock Hill is located west of the city, seven miles away from the largest concentration 
of people without vehicles. The map shows the percentage of households without vehicle 
access, by 2010 Census Tract, and the location of ID-issuing offices. Darker areas in the map 
indicate higher concentrations of people without cars in their household. 

2. Knoxville, Tennessee:

The nearest ID-issuing office is 11 miles east of the city center, which is home to the city’s largest 
concentration of black voters.57 There are 61,600 eligible voters in downtown Knoxville who live more 
than	five	miles	 from	 that	 ID-issuing	office;	26	percent	of	 them	are	black,	 and	27.5	percent	 live	 in	
poverty.58 The office is not served by the city’s public bus system.59 This could pose a particular challenge 
for the 7,000 eligible voters living downtown who do not have a car.60

Figure 5: Poverty Rate and Driver’s Service Center Locations, Knoxville, Tennessee. 
The figure shows that the one ID-issuing office near Knoxville is located outside of 
the city center, which is home to the city’s largest concentration of poor residents. 
The map shows the poverty rate by 2010 Census Tract, and the location of the one 
ID-issuing office by Knoxville. 



14  |  BRENNAN CENTER FOR JUSTICE

3. Dallas, Texas

Dallas has an ID-issuing office in the city center. However, many of the city’s black and poor voters live 
outside the city center in the southeastern quadrant of Dallas County, which has no ID-issuing offices. 
By contrast, there are eight full-time offices in the rest of the county. In the southeast quadrant, there 
are	244,100	eligible	voters:	nearly	30	percent	live	in	poverty	and	52	percent	are	black.	Compare	this	
with the 1.1 million eligible voters in the rest of the county, where just 17 percent live in poverty and 
22 percent are black.61

Figure 6 (top): Percentage Black and Driver’s License Office Locations, Dallas County, Texas; 
Figure 7 (bottom): Poverty Rate and Driver’s License Office Locations, Dallas County. These 
two maps show that the southeastern quadrant of Dallas County, which houses many of the 
city’s poor and black residents, does not have an ID-issuing office. The rest of the county has 
eight offices. The line in each figure demarcates the southeastern quadrant of Dallas County.
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Public transportation does go from the southeast quadrant to the ID-issuing office in the city center.62 
But the residents in the southeast, among the least likely to have photo ID, may have to travel further 
than others in Dallas County. For some residents, a trip to the ID-issuing office could take as long as 
two hours, or four hours roundtrip.63

4. Wichita, Kansas:

Outside of Wichita, there are 90 ID-issuing offices in Kansas — about one for every 22,000 voting-
age citizens. But in downtown Wichita, pictured in Figure 8, there is only one office to serve 160,700 
eligible voters.64 In other words, the one office in Wichita serves nearly eight times the “customer base” 
of the average office statewide. Compared to the rest of the state, Wichita also has a disproportionately 
high concentration of people of color and people in poverty. Wichita is home to 22 percent of the 
state’s	black	eligible	voting	population,	15.6	percent	of	the	state’s	Hispanic	citizen	population,	and	12.8	
percent of the state’s population in poverty.65 

Figure 8: Poverty Rate and Department of Revenue ID-issuing Offices, Wichita, Kansas. 
The map shows the poverty rate, by 2010 Census Tract, and the location of ID-issuing 
offices near Wichita. 

Eligible voters in Wichita must endure long lines and long waits to obtain the free identification 
required for voting. Recently, some customers have not been able to obtain IDs at the office, while 
others have had to wait for two hours or longer.66 According to one account, when a group of voters 
seeking free voter IDs came to the office in January, DMV employees “were at a loss to explain who was 
eligible or how to apply.”67
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Proponents of voter ID laws often say the requirement is not onerous because state-issued photo ID 
is available at no charge. But in all restrictive ID states except South Carolina, even if an eligible voter 
does not have to pay for the ID itself, he or she must provide supporting documentation — such as a 
birth certificate or a naturalization certificate — to obtain a state-issued photo ID suitable for voting.68 
These records can be very costly. 

An	official	copy	of	a	birth	certificate	can	cost	anywhere	from	$15	to	$30,	depending	on	the	state.69 
The	fees	for	a	new	passport	or	to	renew	a	passport	are	$135	and	$110,	respectively.70 The price of a 
replacement	naturalization	certificate	or	certificate	of	citizenship	is	$345.71 

Married women who have changed their surname face an additional burden: They may need to present 
a marriage license with their current name to obtain a photo ID. Only 48 percent of voting-age 
American women who have ready access to their birth certificate have their current name on it.72 Fees 
for	official	copies	of	marriage	licenses	range	from	$5	to	$40.	Thus,	a	married	woman	who	does	not	have	
a certified copy of her birth certificate and marriage license could easily spend $30 to $70 acquiring the 
documents necessary to obtain a photo ID. 

But even these costs pale in comparison to the potential costs for people who were never issued birth 
certificates or whose birth certificates contain significant errors with respect to their race, name, or 
other key identifiers. These individuals often must obtain other official records, such as their school 
attendance records, spouse’s documentation, or childhood documentation.73 Each document carries 
with it separate costs and administrative processes. 

Table	5	(on	page	17)	details	the	cost	of	official	copies	of	birth	certificates	and	marriage	licenses	in	the	10	
states with restrictive ID laws.  Citizens born or married in another state may incur additional charges (not 
listed	in	Table	5).

III. thE cOSt OF “FREE” PhOtO iD
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cost of Birth certificate cost of marriage license

Georgia $25 $10

texas $22
Must be requested at county level  

(costs vary)

Wisconsin $20 $20

mississippi $15
Must be requested at the county level 

(costs vary)

alabama $15 $15

Kansas
$15 (free for KS residents  

seeking voter ID) 74 
$15

South carolina $12 $12

Pennsylvania
$10 (free for PA residents  

seeking voter ID)75

Must be requested at the county level 

(costs vary)

indiana $10 $8

tennessee $8
$15 if available from the state vital 

records office. If not, then must be 

requested at county level (costs vary)

Table 5: Birth Certificates and Marriage License Costs in Restrictive Voter ID States.

For individuals who wish to order copies of their documentation online, all restrictive voter ID states 
except Texas use VitalChek, a private express document delivery service.76 VitalChek imposes an 
additional	charge	of	$5	to	$16	per	records	request,	based	on	the	state	or	county	holding	the	records.77 
This is in addition to the cost of the document or any charge by the state for expedited processing. 
For example, if a state charges $10 for a birth certificate, an additional $10 for expedited processing, 
and the VitalChek fee is $10, then an online request will cost $30. Moreover, this transaction must be 
completed with a credit card.78 

the mississippi catch-22

Although Mississippi’s restrictive law is not yet in force, citizens there without ID face a particularly 
perverse set of rules. To secure government-issued photo ID, many voters will need a birth certificate. 
Yet the state requires a government-issued photo ID to obtain a certified copy of a birth certificate.79 
These rules make it extremely difficult to get a birth certificate, the first step toward obtaining voter 
ID. They represent another hurdle to voting placed in the path of those who have the least means to 
surmount them.
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appendix a: Data and methodology 

This appendix documents the data sources and methodology used to calculate all quantitative estimates 
in this report. We begin by detailing how we obtained information on ID-issuing office locations and 
hours in the 10 states profiled in the report. The appendix then documents how we calculated distance 
between eligible voters and their nearest ID-issuing office. 

1. iD-issuing Office locations and hours

All state offices that issue new driver’s licenses are counted as ID-issuing offices. Because this report 
focuses on individuals who do not have photo identification and who must obtain a new ID in order to 
vote, we exclude all offices that provide only driver’s license replacement services and not new driver’s 
licenses. 

An “ID-issuing office” is any state office that issues new photo ID and that is open more than two days 
a week. We made the choice to define only these state offices as ID-issuing offices because they are the 
only offices that offer eligible voters some modicum of flexibility in when they can travel to obtain 
photo ID. Two days per week was a natural cut-off point since it does not include offices that are open 
for fewer than half the days in the work-week. Offices open twice per week or less are called “part-time 
ID-issuing offices.” Unless otherwise noted, the calculations in this report do not include part-time 
ID-issuing offices. 

The locations and hours of ID-issuing offices were obtained from the following sources, using the 
procedures listed below. For offices that do not have consistent hours from week to week, we calculated 
the number of hours each office is open per week by adding the total number of hours open during the 
year (ignoring holidays) and dividing that by the number of weeks in the year. 

Below is a list of procedures and sources for ID-issuing office locations and hours in the 10 states 
considered in this report:

•	 Alabama:	ID-issuing	office	information	current	as	of	January	9,	2012.	Locations	and	hours	
obtained from listing of Driver’s License Offices on website of Alabama Department of Public 
Safety.80 

•	 Georgia:	ID-issuing	office	information	current	as	of	January	23,	2012.	Locations	and	hours	
obtained from listing of Driver’s License Customer Service Centers on website of Georgia 
Department of Driver Services.81

•	 Indiana:	ID-issuing	office	information	current	as	of	January	23,	2012.	Locations	and	hours	
obtained from listing of Branch Locations on website of Indiana Bureau of Motor Vehicles.82 
ID-issuing office listings obtained county by county. 
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•	 Kansas:	ID-issuing	office	information	current	as	of	October	19,	2011.	Locations	and	hours	
obtained from listing of Driver’s License and ID Card Services by County on website of Kansas 
Department of Revenue.83 ID-issuing office hours compiled with support from the ACLU 
Voting Rights Project.

•	 Mississippi:	 ID-issuing	 office	 information	 current	 as	 of	December	 8,	 2011.	 Locations	 and	
hours obtained from listing of District Locations on Mississippi Department of Public Safety 
website.84

•	 Pennsylvania:	ID-issuing	office	information	current	as	of	March	12,	2012.	Locations	and	hours	
obtained from the Locations Info Center on the Pennsylvania Department of Transportation 
website.85 In step 1c, answered “Yes” to the question “Search the Entire State?” In Step 2, we first 
checked “New Driver’s License/Transfer” to gather all offices that issue new driver’s licenses, and 
then separately checked “Photo ID Card” to gather all offices that issue new photo IDs. 

•	 South	Carolina:	ID-issuing	office	information	current	as	of	October	19,	2011.	Locations	and	
hours obtained from listing of Office Locations, Hours and Wait Times on website of South 
Carolina Department of Motor Vehicles.86 ID-issuing office hours compiled with support 
from the ACLU Voting Rights Project.

•	 Tennessee:	ID-issuing	office	information	current	as	of	October	31,	2011.	Locations	and	hours	
obtained from listing of Driver Service Center Locations by Service on Tennessee Department 
of Safety and Homeland Security website.87 Only full-service offices and Identification License 
offices are included since only these offices issue free voter IDs.

•	 Texas:	ID-issuing	office	information	current	as	of	March	26,	2012.	Locations	and	hours	obtained	
from Texas Driver’s License Office Map listing on Texas Department of Public Safety website.88 

•	 Wisconsin:	 ID-issuing	 office	 information	 current	 as	 of	 October	 19,	 2011.	 Locations	 and	
hours obtained from DMV Service Centers by County listing on Wisconsin Department 
of Transportation website.89 ID-issuing office hours compiled with support from the ACLU 
Voting Rights Project.

All ID-issuing office information was analyzed using the ArcGIS software suite. 

2. Distance to iD-issuing Offices

All distances discussed are straight-line distances. That is, they do not represent travel distances. The 
straight-line distances represent the shortest possible geometric route between two points. This means 
that our counts of people living more than 10 miles from an ID office significantly underestimate the 
number of people who must travel more than 10 miles to obtain free ID. Although we use “living more 
than 10 miles” and “must travel more than 10 miles” interchangeably throughout the report, it is worth 
bearing in mind that the counts provided in this report are significant underestimates of the number of 
people in the latter category.
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To determine the number of voting-age people living more than 10 miles from their nearest ID-issuing 
office, we added the number of voting-age people living in 2010 Census Block Groups that were in 
their entirety more than 10 miles from the nearest ID-issuing office. In other words, if any part of a 
block group fell within a 10-mile radius of an ID-issuing office, then all voting-age people in that block 
group would not be included in our estimate of the number of people living 10 or more miles from 
their nearest ID-issuing office. Therefore, our counts substantially underestimate the number of voting-
age people who live 10 or more miles from their nearest ID-issuing office. We use 2010 Census Block 
Group data on the voting-age population in the state, obtained from Table P4 of the 2010 National 
Redistricting Data release, titled “Hispanic or Latino, and Not Hispanic or Latino by Race for the 
Population 18 Years and Over.”90 

To determine the number of voting-age citizens living more than 10 miles from their nearest ID-issuing 
office, we then use 2010 Census Tract data on citizenship status by age from the 2006-2010 American 
Community Survey (ACS) five-year estimate. That data is obtained from the following series of ACS 
data tables, all titled “Sex by Age by Citizenship Status”91:

acS table iD

total B05003

White alone, not hispanic B05003H

hispanic alone B05003I

Black alone B05003B

american indian alone B05003C

asian alone B05003D

Table A.1: 2006-2010 American Community Survey Tables Used to Obtain Data 
on Citizenship Status, by Age and Race. 

From the ACS data, it is possible to calculate the number of people of voting age and citizens of voting 
age, by race, in each 2010 Census Tract. We then identify those Census Tracts that are in their entirety 
more than 10 miles from the nearest ID-issuing office. These tracts are roughly coterminous with the 
block groups that are in their entirety more than 10 miles from the nearest office. However, because 
tracts are larger than block groups, and because all block groups are nested within tracts, the tracts that 
are in their entirety more than 10 miles from an office cover less area (and fewer people) than the block 
groups that are in their entirety more than 10 miles from an office. Therefore, we use as a baseline the 
number of voting-age people, from Table P4 of the 2010 Census National Redistricting Data release, 
in the Census block groups that are at least that far from an ID-issuing office. This baseline number is 
more reflective of the number of people of voting age who live more than 10 miles from their nearest 
ID-issuing office.

Because the Census tracts and block groups that are more than 10 miles from an office are nearly 
coterminous, the ACS data from the Census tracts more than 10 miles from an office provides a very 
close approximation of the percentage of voting-age people who are citizens in the Census block groups 
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more than 10 miles from an office. To estimate the total number of voting-age citizens living 10 or 
more miles from their nearest ID-issuing office, we multiply the baseline voting-age population by the 
percentage of voting-age people who are citizens across all 2010 Census Tracts that are in their entirety 
more than 10 miles from an ID-issuing office. An identical procedure was used to estimate the number 
of voting-age citizens, by race, who live more than 10 miles from their nearest ID-issuing office. 

Our citizen voting-age population counts significantly underestimate the number of eligible voters who 
live more than 10 miles from their nearest ID-issuing office. After all, if any part of a block group fell 
within a 10-mile radius of an ID-issuing office, then all voting-age citizens in that block group would 
not be included in our estimate of the number of eligible voters living 10 or more miles from their 
nearest ID-issuing office.

3. Poverty Statistics 

All poverty statistics are obtained at the 2010 Census Tract level from the 2006-2010 five-year American 
Community Survey (ACS) estimate. All reported poverty estimates in the report are made with respect 
to the federal poverty threshold and includes all people who had incomes below the threshold during 
the previous year. The data is obtained from the following series of ACS data tables, all titled “Poverty 
Status in the Past 12 Months By Sex By Age”92:

acS table iD

total B17001

White alone, not hispanic B17001H

hispanic alone B17001I

Black alone B17001B

american indian alone B17001C

asian alone B17001D

Table A.2: 2006-2010 American Community Survey Tables Used to Obtain 
Poverty Status, by Age and Race. 

To estimate the number of voting-age citizens in poverty living more than 10 miles from their nearest 
ID-issuing office, we select all Census Tracts that are in their entirety more than 10 miles from the 
nearest office. We sum across the ACS data tables to obtain estimates of the number of voting-age 
people in poverty, by race, living in these tracts. We then multiply the number of voting-age people in 
poverty in each tract by the percentage of the voting-age population who are citizens in that tract. To 
obtain the final estimate of the number of voting-age citizens in poverty living more than 10 miles from 
their nearest ID-issuing office, we then sum that product across all tracts that are in their entirety more 
than 10 miles from the nearest office. 

This procedure for determining the voting-age citizen population in poverty is extremely conservative 
since the methodology underestimates the number of eligible voters in poverty who live more than 10 
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miles from their nearest ID-issuing office. Just as with the census block group analysis, if any part of a 
tract fell within a 10-mile radius of an ID-issuing office, then all voting-age citizens in that tract were 
excluded from our estimates of the number of eligible voters in poverty living 10 or more miles from 
their nearest ID-issuing office.

Our methodology for estimating the number of voting-age citizens in poverty is imperfect since it is 
possible that the voting-age people in poverty are more or less likely to be citizens than the general 
population. However, the inaccuracies resulting from this methodology are likely to be small. By 
estimating the number of voting-age citizens in each tract, we account for the possibility that people 
living in high-poverty areas may have a different citizenship profile than the rest of the population. This 
tract-by-tract mode of processing the data is likely to eliminate much, if not all, of any systematic bias 
resulting from possible differences in the citizenship profile of those in poverty. 

4. vehicle access Statistics

In	Table	B25044,	titled	“Tenure	by	Vehicles	Available,”	the	2006-2010	American	Community	Survey	
(ACS) five-year estimate offers counts of the number of owner-occupied and renter-occupied housing 
units with 0, 1, 2, 3 or 4 or more vehicles available, by 2010 Census Tracts.93 From this data, we 
extract the total number of owner-occupied and renter-occupied households in each tract that do not 
have a vehicle available. Next, we load the ACS average household size data for owner-occupied and 
renter-occupied	housing	units	in	Table	B25010,	titled	“Average	Household	Size	of	Occupied	Housing	
Units by Tenure,” available by 2010 Census Tracts.94 We then multiply the number of owner-occupied 
housing units with no vehicle available by the average household size in owner-occupied housing units, 
do the same for renter-occupied housing units, and add the two products together. 

This methodology yielded a tract-level estimate of the total number of residents who do not have a 
vehicle available in their housing unit. To obtain an estimate of the number of voting-age citizens who 
do not have a vehicle available in a Census tract, we multiply the total number of residents who do 
not have a vehicle available in their housing unit by the percentage of all residents in that tract who are 
citizens,	derived	from	Table	B05003	in	the	2006-2010	ACS	five-year	estimate.	

To calculate the total number of voting-age citizens who do not have a vehicle available and who live 
more than 10 miles from their nearest ID-issuing office, we select those Census tracts that are in their 
entirety more than 10 miles from an ID office, and we sum the number of voting-age citizens without 
a vehicle available in those tracts. This method significantly underestimates the total number of eligible 
voters who do not have vehicle access and who live that far from an ID office: It excludes those eligible 
voters who live more than 10 miles from an ID-issuing office but who live in a Census tract that falls 
partly within a 10 mile radius of the ID office. 

As with our methodology for estimating the number of voting-age citizens in poverty, our methodology 
for estimating the number of voting-age citizens without a vehicle available is imperfect. It is possible 
that households without a vehicle available may be smaller or larger, on average, than households with 



THE CHALLENGE OF OBTAINING VOTER IDENTIFICATION  |  23

vehicle access. It is also possible that those without a vehicle available in their households are more or 
less likely, on average, to be eligible voters than those who do have vehicles in their household. But 
the methodological inaccuracies are likely to be small. By estimating the number of voting-age citizens 
directly in each tract, the possibility that those living in areas with low vehicle access rates may have 
different household profiles and different citizenship profile than the rest of the population is accounted 
for. This tract-by-tract mode of processing the data is likely to eliminate much of any systematic bias 
resulting from possible differences in the household size or citizenship profile of those in who do not 
have a vehicle available in their households.
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Identification Requirements, http://www.sos.georgia.gov/gaphotoid/default.htm (last visited Jun. 1, 2012); House Bill 921, 
Miss.	Code	Ann.	§023-0015-0719	(2011).	We	do	not	include	these	county	offices	in	our	analysis.	Full	explanation	for	the	
exclusion of these offices is provided in Section II.C of this report, under the “Southern Black Belt” bullet. 
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17   See, e.g. U.S. Federal Reserve System & The Brookings Institution, The Enduring Challenge of Concentrated 
Poverty in America: Case Studies from Communities Across the U.S.A. (2008), available at http://www.frbsf.org/
cpreport/docs/cp_fullreport.pdf.

18   See Appendix A, Section 3. 

19   Brennan Center for Justice, supra note 3, at 3.

20   See Appendix A, Section 2. 
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22   See American Ass’n of State Highway and Transp. Officials, Survey of State Funding for Public Transportation, 
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25   Firestine, supra note 24, at 2.

26   Id.
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the limited hours of ID-issuing offices in Southern black belt states make it harder for people without photo ID to obtain it.
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