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Letter from the Policy Director
Dear Readers,
This semester I have had the pleasure of working with a
group of analysts passionate about progressive policy reform in the sphere of domestic policy. I am happy and
proud to present you with the second edition of Looking
Ahead: The Cornell Roosevelt Institute Policy Journal from
the Center for Domestic Policy. The writers have chosen,
researched, and developed a policy solution to a number
of the foremost issues on today’s national stage. Each
analyst chose an issue of interest that he or she would like
to see changed and came up with a solution. These wellthought out and provoking policy proposals cover topics
from prison reform and immigration policy to election reform and corruption policies. I hope you will enjoy reading through these proposals and are inspired to consider
how we can move forward and change or create policies
that are most beneficial to a progressive society, much as
our analysts found during their own writing process.
Best Regards,
Emily Podmore
Economics ’15 (A&S)
Policy Director
Center for Domestic Policy
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Plugging the Drain: A Solution to Reverse
Brain Drain
By Gavin Zhang ‘15, Major: Industrial Labor Relations (ILR), Email: ggz4@cornell.edu

Reverse Brain Drain stems from the onerous red-tape that plagues the path to citizenship for skilled immigrants who have already obtained the H-1B visa. An expansion of
the annual allotment of green cards as well as an extension on the H-1B visa period
would greatly cut down on the wait time for green cards as well as reduce the red tape
in the process.

Background:
Brain Drain is the large-scale emigration of
Key Facts:
a large group of individuals with technical
 Highly skilled immigrants make up
skills or knowledge, away from less devel24% of science and engineering
oped countries and into more developed
workers with bachelor’s degrees
countries. In the 90’s the U.S. tech boom
and 47% of those with PhDs.
incentivized many highly educated Indian
 These statistics reveal that the inand Chinese immigrants to stay in the
crease of highly skilled immigrants
country in order to work at research labs,
away from less-developed coununiversities, and private companies. The
tries have been a significant driving
influx of educated individuals led to the
force in the creation of new busigrowth of technological and economic hotnesses and development of human
spots like Sillicon Valley, as these immicapital in the U.S.
grants have started about 52% of the tech
 Main cause of Reverse Brain Drain
companies within the valley on top of conis the onerous process to become a
tributing to more than 25% of U.S. global
permanent U.S. citizen
patents.¹ Such immigrants make up 24% of
science and engineering workers with
bachelor’s degrees and 47% of those with PhDs.²These statistics reveal that the increase of highly skilled immigrants away from less-developed countries have been a
significant driving force in the creation of new businesses and development of human
capital in the U.S.
The positive benefits accrued from Brain Drain patterns abruptly reversed course in
the 2000s, as many U.S.-educated immigrants returned to their home countries at increasing rates.³ Studies targeted at identifying the cause of these growing rates of Reverse Brain Drain revealed that that of 1000 respondents surveyed, 60% of Indian respondents and 90% of Chinese respondents said that there were rising economic opportunities in their home countries.⁴ Yet another main cause for these highly-skilled
immigrants away from the United States is the onerous process of becoming a perma-
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nent citizen. These were the causes leading to the phenomenon known as Reverse
Brain Drain.
The government has focused its efforts to retain these highly skilled immigrants
through one main program; the H-1B visa program lasts 6 years and was formed to
provide temporary work visas for “foreign workers in specialty occupations requiring
theoretical or technical expertise in a specialized field with a Bachelor’s degree or
higher”.⁵ In the status quo, the H-1B visa program provides the infrastructure for the
gradual phasing and retention of these skilled immigrants into the United States. Yet
the problem with the H-1B is the sheer amount of red tape attached to a permanent
path to citizenship. After H-1B status is obtained, the process to obtain a green card
may take up to 15 years, as the Gov’t caps the quota of Green Cards to a max of
366,000 (226,000 family-based green cards and 140,000 employment-based green
cards.⁶ To illustrate, in 2006, some one million professionals were in line for a yearly
allotment of 120,000 green cards, a queue time estimated at about 10 years.⁷ The
highly onerous process of obtaining a green card dis-incentivizes firms from hiring
these skilled immigrants because of the uncertainty attached with hiring a potential
candidate who may not be able to stay in the country.

Analysis:
The policy reform to rid the H-1B
Talking Points:
process of its excessive red tape is
 The problem with the H-1B is the sheer
twofold: first, increase the number
amount of red tape attached to a permaof quotas of green cards allotted
nent path to citizenship
annually, proportionally to the
 The highly onerous process of obtaining a
number of new immigrant profesgreen card both dis-incentivizes firms from
sionals of that year. The data to
hiring these skilled immigrants because of
determine the correct proportional
the uncertainty attached with hiring a poincrease would be obtained from
tential candidate who may not be able to
U.S. Citizenship and Immigration
stay in the country
Services and the Bureau of Labor
Statistics. For example we would
increase this years’ annual allotment of green cards from 366,000 to 800,000. This
portion of the proposal greatly reduces the gap between the supply of the annual allotment of green cards and the demand. This greatly reduces the wait time and the
overall queue for these green cards. This begins to expedite the process to permanent
citizenship.
Second, extend the period of time that the H-1B visa allows these individuals to stay
within the U.S. In the status quo, the H-1B visa allows immigrants to stay for a maximum of 6 years. Extend this period to a total 8 years. An eight-year period is useful as
the extra 2 years provide a cushion for any potential fluctuation in job status. This
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cushion would prevent further delays within the subsequent green card application
process. Additionally, the newly extended time under H-1B in combination with the
expansion of the annual allotment of green cards further reduce the wait time as more
green cards are allotted to high skilled immigrants, incentivizing these individuals to
stay longer as they are protected for a longer period of time.

Next Steps:
In the short-term, metrics from HCIS and BLS should suffice to serve as a guide to adjust the quota of green cards proportionally. The mechanism of proportionally increasing the annual allotment of green cards should be evaluated every 10 years as measured by the U.S. Census in order to determine the efficacy and impact of the policy in
the long-term. Implementation ought to be pressured by lobbyist groups like Fwd.us,
a group founded by Mark Zuckerberg, dedicated to reforming domestic immigration
and education. Now is the ideal time to push for this kind of policy reform as the Senate Gang of Eight is mainly focused on pushing a path to citizenship for illegal immigrants. An additional reform could simply be tied into an overall immigration reform
package.

Endnotes:
1. “Wadwha, Vivek. "America's Immigrant Brain Drain."Businessweek, 03 04, 2009. http://www.businessweek.com/stories/2009-03-04/americasimmigrant-brain-drain (accessed April 14, 2013).
2. Ibid.
3. Vivek Wadhwa, Ben Rissing, AnnaLee Saxenian, and Gary Gereffi, "Education, Entrepreneurship and Immigration: America’s New Immigrant Entrepreneurs, Part II," Kauffman Institute (2007): 2-47, http://
www.kauffman.org/uploadedFiles/entrep_immigrants_2_61207.pdf (accessed April 15, 2013).
4. Vivek Wadwha, Sonali Jain, AnnaLee Saxenian, Gary Gereffi, and Huiyao Wang, "The Grass is Indeed Greener in India and China f or Returnee
www.kauffman.org/uploadedfiles/grass-is-greener-for-returnee-entrepreneurs.pdf (accessed April 19, 2013).

Entrepreneurs," Kauffman Institute (2011): 3-14, http://

5. Immigration Law Offices, "immagrilaw.com." Last modified 2010. Accessed April 22, 2013. http://www.immigralaw.com/english
6. Ibid.

immigrationquotas.html.

7. Wadwha, Vivek. "America's Immigrant Brain Drain."Businessweek, 03 04, 2009. http://www.businessweek.com/stories/2009-03-04/americas-

immigrant-brain-drain (accessed April 14, 2013).

.
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Transparency in Campaigns: Make Every
Political Contribution ‘Disclosable’
By David Melly ‘15, Major: Government (A&S), Email: djm454@cornell.edu

501(c)(4) groups should be subject to the same disclosure rules as political contributions to candidates to ensure a greater
level of transparency in campaign spendKey Facts:
ing.
 There has not been a major legislative
push for campaign finance reform
since 2002, despite the landmark
court decisions that have happened

In the 2012 election, 501(c)(4) groups
Campaign finance laws have long been a
spent over $300 million.12
convoluted and controversial part of our
 More severe CAP laws see more sigelectoral system. In recent years, with
nificant reductions
the emergence of “Super PACs” and
 501(c)(4) groups are the only political
court decisions about money and
organizations that do not have to
speech, the current laws have been furdisclose their donors.
ther complicated. Trying to figure out
 85.3% of non-disclosed independent
whose money is going where and for
expenditures were by conservative
what purpose has become an increasgroups.12
ingly herculean task.

Background:

The most recent major legislative effort to reform campaign finance occurred in 2002
with the Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act, known colloquially as the McCain-Feingold
Act for the bill’s sponsors. The law differentiated between “hard money,” direct contributions to candidates and parties, and “soft money,” contributions made toward issuefocused ads.1 Soft money, which was not subject to disclosure or limitation, was
banned entirely, and the pre-existing standards about “hard money” donations were
revised.
The conversations about campaign finance reform that have occurred during the most
recent election cycle, however, have focused on the effects of two major judicial cases:
Citizens United v. FEC and SpeechNow v. FEC. The former received the most media attention because it was a Supreme Court case and because of the infamous assertion
that “corporations are people,” which referred to the ruling that corporations have
similar First Amendment protections as individuals with regards to political speech. 2
The latter, however, was more responsible for the rise of independent-expenditureonly committees, more commonly known as “Super PACs,” because it allowed unlimited contributions by corporations to such committees. 3
The category of “independent expenditures” is the source of much of the controversy
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Analysis:
Despite the game-changing decisions of
Citizens United and SpeechNow, there
has not been a significant legislative effort at the federal level in the last ten
years to reform the current contribution
system. The effects of this lack of regulation were seen in the most recent presidential election, where record amounts
were spent on a contentious and largely
negative campaign,6 a significant percentage of which was done by independent-expenditure groups. Nearly half of
the country’s largest Super PACs now
have associated 501(c)(4) groups, indicating a decisive shift in how money is
spent on elections.7

Talking Points:






Outside organizations, mostly conservative, are raising huge amounts
money from anonymous sources for
independent political expenditures.
The loophole in the tax code that
makes this possible for 501(c)(4)
groups could be closed by legislative
action.
Although this does not counter the
inherent inequalities that money
lends to the democratic process, it
makes our elections more transparent and holds donors accountable.

Judicial decisions have spoken on the
nature of speech and on the identity of
those who have the right to free speech, but there has been no ruling on the right of
those who exercise their political speech to remain anonymous in doing so. This has
been advantageous to corporate interests, who have in the past faced backlash for
their political spending, as Target did in 2010,8 but who can now flex their financial
muscle under the guise of 501(c)(4) groups like Karl Rove’s Crossroads GPS, which
spent $71.6 million in the last election without having to reveal the source of any of its
money.9 This system goes beyond the inherent inequality of influence that those with
money have to exercise over those without, allowing powerful interests to flex that
political muscle without accountability, blame, or repercussions.
The idea that some voices are heard louder than others is, by nature, undemocratic,
but the reality that, in this day and age, those voices can speak without any transparency is simply ludicrous. To ensure the greatest measure of political equality possible,
the government must first ensure that the inner workings of the democratic process
are clear to everyone. Passing the first significant legislation addressing campaign finance since 2002 would be a strong step toward leveling the political playing field, and
the most important component of that bill must be the elimination of the 501(c)(4)
anonymity loophole. Every piece of political speech must have a name attached to
truly protect the democracy of our discourse.
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Next Steps:
Luckily, this dire problem has an easy fix. A bill can close the loophole allowing 501(c)
(4) groups to keep their donors anonymous by simply amending current campaign finance laws to make every dollar spent on political speech, whether it be big or small,
direct contribution or independent expenditure, subject to disclosure. Campaign finance reform is traditionally an issue with some degree of bipartisan support, so hopefully the bill can be co-sponsored by both a Democrat and a Republican, as McCainFeingold was in 2002. Additionally, awareness and support can be generated through
grassroots campaigns and continued efforts by transparency-oriented nonpartisan
organizations like the Center for Policy Responsiveness, which already has gained recognition in the most recent election cycles for its work tracking and publicizing fundraising and spending behaviors in national campaigns. 10 At a time when trust in government is at historically low levels, 11 any additional measure of transparency that can
be implemented in the system will be a much-appreciated step toward a more progressive society.

Endnotes:
1. United States. Federal Election Commission. Campaign Finance Law Quick Reference for Reporters. Federal Election Commission, n.d. Web.
2. Hasen, Richard L. "Worse Than Watergate." Slate Magazine. The Slate Group, 19 July 2012. Web.
3. "Super PACs." OpenSecrets.org. Center for Policy Responsiveness, 11 Apr. 2013. Web.
4. United States. Federal Election Commission. Coordinated Communications and Independent Expenditures. FEC.gov, Jan. 2013. Web.
5. Schwartz, Emma. "The Rules That Govern 501(c)4s." PBS. PBS, 30 Oct. 2012. Web.
6. "2012 Election Spending Will Reach $6 Billion." OpenSecrets.org. Center for Policy Responsiveness, 31 Oct. 2012. Web.
7. Avlon, John, and Michael Keller. "The Dark Money Shuffle." The Daily Beast. Newsweek, 19 Sept. 2012. Web.
8. Linkins, Jason. "Target Continues To Make The Political Donations They Had Previously Apologized For Making." The Huffington Post.
9. Maguire, Robert, and Viveca Novak. "Shadow Money Magic.” OpenSecrets.org. Center for Policy Responsiveness, 15 Apr. 2013. Web.
10. Edsall, Thomas B. "In Political Campaigns, Do You Get What You Pay For?"NYTimes.com. The New York Times, 10 Apr. 2013. Web.
11. "CNN Poll: Trust in Government at All Time Low." CNN Political Ticker RSS. CNN, 28 Sept. 2011. Web.
12. "2012 Outside Spending, by Group." OpenSecrets.org. Center for Responsive Politics, 11 Apr. 2013. Web.
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TheHuffingtonPost.com, 21 Dec. 2010. Web.

Third Party Inclusion in Presidential Debates
By Dhruv Gupta ‘15, Major: Industrial and Labor Relations (ILR), Email: dg389@cornell.edu

The requirements to include third party candidates in presidential debates should be
reduced.

Background:
Presidential debates serve as critical foci in
election years and are often one of the most
determining factors that help decide the
election. With nearly the plurality of Americans registered as independents, debates
have become even stronger determinants of
predicting elections than ever before.¹ With
the growing power of debates in shaping
voter opinion and election outcomes, it is
important to ensure that those who are contesting the election should be provided with
the option to voice their views and ideology
to those who will be voting.

Key Facts:




The Commission on Presidential
Debates necessitates that all candidates attain support of at least
15% of the national electorate.
The presidential debates are run
by the Commission on Presidential Debates, a bipartisan organization that essentially controls
every aspect of the debate procedure

The current system regulating and administrating presidential debates comes with a
number of criticisms. One of the most fervent criticisms revolves around the idea that
presidential debates, in their current form, inhibit third party candidates from engaging in discourse with candidates from the Republican and Democratic parties as well as
engage with the nation on a heavily syndicated program, broadcasted worldwide. The
current system only allows candidates who have a) been on the ballot in enough states
to “win a theoretical Electoral College majority” as well as b) “have demonstrated a
level of support of at least 15 percent of the national electorate.²
Although this may seem fair, as a way to prevent multiple parties with little to no support from entering, American politics has become so imbalanced that this makes holding multi-party debate a virtual impossibility. Politics in the United States is dominated
by money, which is used to buy advertising space, endorsements, and propaganda
distribution. The tight control held by the two major parties over both the campaigning
process and the debates makes it difficult for third parties to reach out to the electorate. The presidential debates are run by the Commission on Presidential Debates, a
bipartisan organization that essentially controls every aspect of the debate procedure.
The question is not about whether these parties would appeal to voters or not. The
question and the subsequent problem lie in the reality that these parties are not even
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allowed to express their voices or to debate the two largest parties, which have held a
stranglehold on American politics for the last 240 years, on a national stage.

Analysis:
By lowering the percent level of support
Talking Points:
required from 15% to 5%, third parties will
 Ross Perot acquired 18.91% of the
have the opportunity to engage in debates
vote in the 1992 election and was
and garner national support as well. In orallowed to participate in a presider to determine whether changing the
dential debate with George H.W.
participation quota would have a notable
Bush and Bill Clinton.
effect, I will analyze the percentage of votes  Third party candidates combined
that third party candidates have been refor 1.5% of the vote in the 2012
ceiving for the past 20 years. In the 2012
election after NOT being allowed
election, the top four third party candidates
in a presidential election debate
combined received about 1.5% of the vote.
This trend of meager numbers received by
third party candidates has persisted since the 1992 Presidential election. The 1992
Presidential election resulted in one of the highest percentages received by a third
candidate in recent history. Ross Perot acquired 18.91% of the Presidential election
vote and was influential in shaping the election as well as future policy. Many attribute
Perot’s rise in poll numbers to the unprecedented opportunity that he received by engaging in a three person debate. The opportunity to engage in debate enabled Perot to
reach out to a national audience, challenge the traditional rhetoric and present voters
with a new choice, backed by a new party .

Next Steps:
In order to invoke this new policy, there must be a grassroots campaign funded by
varying third parties in order to garner attention and support. The CPD’s current monopoly on determining questions, participants and media outlets is a power that they
will be unwilling to relinquish. In order to provide third party candidates a chance to
represent themselves in front of the electorate, letter-writing campaigns, direct calls to
the CPD and constant pressure (even on non-election years) must persist for another
three, or four person presidential election debate to occur.

Endnotes:
1. Abramson, Aldrich and Rohde, Change and Continuity in the 2004 Elections; Ambinder, "A Nation of Free Agents," Washington Pos t. Last Modified September 3, 2006.
2. 2012 Application of Criteria - Third Presidential Debate. October 19, 2012. http://www.debates.org/index.php?
mact=News,cntnt01,detail,0&cntnt01articleid=47&cntnt01origid=15&cntnt01detailtemplate=newspage&cntn (accessed April 17, 2013).
3. Official 2012 Presidential General Election Results. January 17, 2013. http://www.fec.gov/pubrec/fe2012/2012presgeresults.pdf (accessed
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April 15, 2013).

Special Interests in Special Programs:
Supplemental Nutrition and Welfare
By Lucile Arnold ‘14, Majors: Government and English (A&S), Email: lfa26@cornell.edu

For the first time, Congress voted against the advisement of the scientific, medical, and
public health amendment to include certain foods in a popular food assistance program, likely at the behest of corporate pressure and lobbyists.

Background:
On June 19th, 2012, CongressKey Facts:
man Mike Simpson, a Republi WIC serves 535 of all U.S. infants
can from Idaho, proposed an
 Approximately 9.2 million Americans benefited
amendment to the Fiscal Year
from WIC in 2010
2013 Agriculture Appropria There are approximately 47,000 approved retions bill despite opposition
tailers for WIC vouchers
from several of his colleagues.

Unlike most social assistance programs, WIC
His amendment, which passed
enjoys wide public support, with an approval
by voice vote, added white
rating of 72%
potatoes to the list of accepted
foods used in the Women, Infants, and Children program. WIC is a federal social assistance program, administered
by the Department of Agriculture (USDA), which supports the health and nutrition of
low-income women who are pregnant or breastfeeding and their infants and children
under the age of five. Women who are eligible for WIC must have incomes between
100% and 185% of the federal poverty level, be pregnant, breastfeeding, or caring for
children under five years of age, and, most importantly, have been assessed to have a
‘nutritional risk’ by a health professional. WIC beneficiaries receive check, voucher, or
EBT card (an electronic card most commonly used by beneficiaries of SNAP, the largest
food stamp program in the United States) and can receive nutritious food, infant formula, and nutrition education.
Representative Simpson’s amendment marked the first time in the 38 years since the
WIC program began that Congress interfered in the selection of foods covered by the
program. At its inception, the WIC program gave the powers to determine which
foods were included in the benefits to nutritional science and medical experts. The
USDA requisitioned the Institute of Medicine, a non-profit that is part of the United
States National Academies, to perform a science-based assessment to determine
which foods should be included in WIC.
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After a 7 year process, completed in 2005, the IOM gave their recommendations to the
USDA, leaving out white potatoes because not only are white potatoes the most
widely consumed vegetable in the United States, but WIC participants were already
consuming the recommended amounts.¹ Given that WIC was designed to be a supplemental nutrition program, the USDA adhered to their recommendation. Mike Simpson’s amendment marked the departure from science-based decisions to those influenced by special interests.
Congressman Mike Simpson is from Idaho, one of the largest producers of white potatoes in the world. The WIC program is a large and far-reaching program, serving 53%
of all infants born in the United States. The addition of white potatoes to the list of
accepted foods will surely result in a spike in potato sales; Simpson’s amendment essentially earmarks WIC funds for his home state. Furthermore, Simpson collected
large campaign donations from several agribusiness firms, most notably J.R. Simplot
Company, an Idaho-based company specializing in frozen vegetables, including white
potatoes.²

Analysis:
While this example speaks to the pervasiveTalking Points:
ness of special interests in Washington,
 Special interests have no place in
which has garnered criticism for years, this
determining welfare benefits.
historical change to the scientifically
 Congress voted against the recgrounded WIC food package indicates a
ommendations by the scientific
new shift in Congress. The WIC program is
community for the first time since
lauded as one of the most successful social
the implementation of WIC sevassistance programs in the history of the
United States, enjoying a 72% public approval rating.³ Numerous studies on the benefits of WIC have found substantial health
and economic improvements in its beneficiaries, often discovering that infants and
children who consumed food purchased through WIC were consuming more wellrounded and nutritious meals than the average American child.
WIC is not simply a food assistance program; it was designed and intended to provide
supplemental assistance, and is only available to those who display a nutritional deficit.
The food choices beneficiaries can make using their WIC benefits should therefore be
exactly that: supplemental, a category that the Institute of Medicine does not believe
that white potatoes fall in. Congressional pressures should not play a role in determining nutrition; that is a job best left to experts, rather than representatives who may not
have the interests of the program nor the beneficiaries in mind.
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Next Steps:
Without major structural changes to amendment procedures and Congressional jurisdiction, there are few legal ways to prevent special interests (or just misinformed Representatives) from weaseling their way into the lawmaking and appropriations
(budget) processes. However, advocacy and watchdog organizations, like the National
WIC Association (NWICA), can inform their members and similar organizations of the
type of behavior Congressman Simpson exhibited, and this information can be passed
on to his constituents. More transparency and oversight by internal or external organizations would draw attention to the influence that lobbyists and special interest organizations exert over elected officials. In an ideal world, voters would be aware of
what their Congressional representatives are up to, from votes on major bills to
amendments proposed under iffy circumstances, and they would vote accordingly.
Unfortunately, until the average voter has the adequate access to this information, this
will likely not happen. Organizations and watchdog groups should continue to call out
elected officials from falling prey to lobbies, but a much wider audience is needed before Congressman Simpson (and many of his colleagues) are held accountable.

Endnotes:
1. "House Appropriations Committee Marks Up FY 2013 Agriculture Appropriations Bill | NWICA." NWICA. http://www.nwica.org/?q=adv ocacy/d14/d54 (accessed April 22, 2013).
2. "Mike Simpson: Campaign Finance/Money - Summary - Representative 2012 | OpenSecrets." OpenSecrets.org: Money in Politics -- See Who's Giving & Who's Getting.
3. "WIC - The Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants and Children." United States Department of Agriculture. www.fns. usda.gov/ wic/WIC-Fact-Sheet.pdf (accessed April 20, 2013).
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Ending the Trend of Prison Privatization
By Lucas Dodge ‘15, Major: International Agriculture and Rural Development (CALS), Email:
lpd29@cornell.edu

Prison privatization is an uneconomical and inhumane response to the high costs of
maintaining the criminal justice system; the federal government should stop outsourcing its responsibility for inmates and provide incentives for the states to follow suit.

Background:
Key Facts:
The United States has a
 Private prisons exist at the state and federal
prison problem; it has the
level
world’s highest rate of incar
The United States has had a rapidly growing
ceration, both per-capita and
incarcerated population since the 1970s
in absolute terms, with 2.3
million people behind bars.¹
 This has increased expenses associated with
Due to the increasing toughthe penal system, allowing cost cutting meason-crime attitude seen in the
ures such as privatized incarceration facilities
minimum mandatory sento gain political support
tencing laws, truth in sentencing laws, and three strikes laws, the U.S. prison population grew by 700 percent
between 1970 and 2005. During the same period of time, the general population in the
U.S. grew by 4.4 percent. This disproportionate increase in incarceration relative to
population led to the foundation and rapid growth of the prison industry. According to
the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU), private prison companies “own and/or operate for-profit facilities that incarcerate people—including facilities such as prisons, jails,
and immigration detention centers.”² These companies were non-existent in the U.S.
in the early 1980s, but now account for 6% of state prisoners, 16% of federal prisoners,
and roughly half of all federally detained immigrants.³
The concept of privatizing prisons may be a trend specific to the U.S. since the 1980s,
but it did not start here. In the eighteenth-century England, some privately owned prisons collected fees from prisoners and ran cafes. After the Civil War, the U.S. allowed
leasing prison labor to private companies in the South even though the states and
counties retained control of maintenance and management. None of these systems
gave contractors incentive to treat their prisoners humanely and by 1900, nearly all
governments around the world ran their own incarceration facilities.⁴ However, most
recently, these private prisons have been justified with claims that they save money,
spur economic growth in the surrounding communities, and protect the well-being of
prisoners.⁵
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Analysis:
Broadly speaking, private
Talking Points:
prison companies fail to
 Audits by independent organizations and
achieve the goals outlined for
states with privatized prisons have found they
their justification and make the
do not save money
problems they claim to address  The only before and after study of the effects
even worse. While companies
privatizing had on a formerly state-run prison
claim up to 30 percent cost
found an increase in violence, overcrowding,
savings from privatization, such
and unsanitary conditions
savings are unsubstantiated;
 The federal government cannot write state
audits by Arizona, Hawaii, New
law, but it can create financial incentives to
Jersey, Florida, the Federal
encourage certain policy (as with National
Bureau of Prisons, and UniverMinimum Drinking Age Act); it could do the
sity of Utah have found no resame to create nationwide standards for incarduction in spending and in
ceration facilities
some cases, an increase in it.⁶
That prisons bring jobs and
capital – and with them, sustainable economic growth – to rural areas is another unsubstantiated claim used by private prison companies. Nationwide studies from 2005
and 2010 found that prison construction is not economically worthwhile for struggling
rural areas; while it creates some jobs, local residents are rarely qualified and the facilities depend on municipal services, becoming a drain on the local tax base.⁷ Because
private prison companies are first and foremost profit-generating enterprises, they
have an economic incentive to cut costs as much as possible. This results in negligence
and inhumane treatment of prisoners. Rehabilitation and health services are scarce
and many guards lack the training necessary to properly prevent or respond to violence.⁸ Living conditions are horrible. Audits done on Lake Erie Correctional Facility
before and after it was privatized show a remarkable decline; over 18 months, assaults
have gone up 40 percent, overcrowding has forced people to share cells beyond capacity, and facilities have become broken and unsanitary.⁹ Additionally, many prisoners in
privately-run facilities receive minimal pay for their labor. They make military equipment and many consumer goods for as low as $0.17 per hour, a dollar for a day’s work,
or $1.25 per hour for “highly-skilled” jobs.¹ᶿ
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Next Steps:
Criminal justice reform that reduces the number of incarcerated individuals, rather
than reaching out to private prison companies, should be the strategy for cutting corrections spending. The federal government should immediately halt further privatization of its incarceration facilities and establish a strict timeline to resume control of
those it has outsourced to the private sector through expiration or termination of contracts, buyout, or eminent domain. That would restore oversight and accountability to
immigration facilities, detention centers, and some prisons. Due to jurisdictional constraint, that would not affect state-run facilities. The federal government could use the
same approach to federalism as with the 1984 National Minimum Drinking Age Act, in
which highway funds were withheld from any state that kept their drinking age under
21.¹¹ Similarly, the federal government could withhold funding to the state and local
law enforcement and criminal justice agencies of states that do not take similar measures with the incarceration facilities under their jurisdictions or otherwise adopt a
strategy for legally phasing out the privatization of them. Since local law enforcement
is heavily dependent on federal support,¹² one of the original justifications for outsourcing to private prison companies was to cut costs, and it may save them money,¹³
the states would likely respond to such an incentive.

Endnotes:
1. Shapiro, David,“Banking on Bondage: Private Prisons and Mass Incarceration,” American Civil Liberties Union, November, 2, 2011, p. 5 http:// www.aclu.org/files/assets/bankingonbondage_20111102.pdf.
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6. Ibid, pp. 19-20
7. Ibid, p. 21
8. Ibid, pp. 29-30
9. Shen, Aviva, “Over 18 Months, Nation’s First Privately Owned State Prison Has Declined Rapidly,” Think Progress, April 10, 2013, http://
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High Speed Rail in the US: A Need for
Additional Analysis
By Tianjun Hou ‘13, Major: Science of Natural and Environmental Systems (CALS), Email:
th448@cornell.edu

Additional research should be conducted in order increase the certainty of the estimation about the ridership and cost of high-speed rails in USA.

Background:
Key Facts:
In 1869, the US completed the
transcontinental railroad. Rail  27% of total US GHGs emission comes
from transportation.
travel peaked in 1920 but the
advent of the airplane and inter-  A model developed by UIC estimates that
C0₂ emission per km is 17g for rail, 30g for
state highway led to its decline. It
buses, 115g for a middle-sized private car,
was not until 2000 that Amtrak
and 153g for airplanes²
started running Acela, US’s first
high-speed rail between Wash-  Only two high-speed rail lines in the world
ington DC and Boston. The 9/11
have covered their costs by fare revenue
attacks led many people in the US  One estimate claims that it costs $7million
to travel by rail over air travel. In
per mile to upgrade the track for high2008, gas prices soared to $4 a
speed rail use and $35million per mile to
gallon, making the highly expenconstruct the track dedicated for highsive rail plan economically comspeed rail use
petitive. The funding for California will go to constructing a new
rail system and the rest is for upgrading existing lines.
In February 2009, the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA: P.L. 111-5)
provided 8 billion dollars for intercity passenger rail projects (FRA 2009). Congress also
approved 2.5 billion dollars for high-speed rail and intercity passenger rail in 2010. But
no funds were approved in 2011 and 2012. The plan from 2011 even rescinded 0.4
billion dollars from the previous approval. President Obama proposed to use that 10.1
billion as stimulus fund to jump-start the projects for high-speed rail. Following PRIIA
(the Passenger Rail Investment and Improvement Act of 2008), FRA solicited proposals
about high-speed rail projects from states and selected some to fund. 95% of the fund
has been obligated and only 6 % has been spent.¹
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The Department of Transportation (DOT) has designated 10 corridors in the United
States for high-speed rail development.³ 27% of total US Greenhouse gasses (GHGs)
emission comes from transportation.⁴ The development of high-speed rail, which can
run on electricity generated by renewable sources, is a potential solution to the high
GHGs emission from the transportation sector of the economy. In addition to the environmental benefits, high-speed rail will create jobs in rail construction and operation.
Rail is also significantly safer than automobile transport.⁵ However, opponents such as
the CATO Institute, note that the speed of US high-speed rail is lacking. The Shinkansan
in Japan runs at 200 mph but most proposed high-speed rails in USA would only run at
90 mph.⁶ They also doubt the realization of environmental benefits. First of all, the
high-speed rail may not run by electricity and if it is the electricity may be generated
from fossil fuel. Only a small portion of the US rail network is electrified, so most passenger rails use diesel-electric locomotives.⁷ Second, the reduction of GHGs emission is
based on the assumption of high ridership. But it is unclear that high-speed rail can
divert passengers successfully from highways and airplanes.⁸ Third, the construction of
high-speed rail will emit GHGs as well. It is uncertain whether the emission from construction will offset the GHGs reduction benefits of trains.
The opponents also complain about the high cost to develop high-speed rail in USA. On
average, it costs $35 million to construct one-mile of high-speed track and $7 million to
upgrade an existing mile of track. The cost estimated for a new high-speed rail system
in California is ranges from 65.4 to 74.5 billion dollars.⁹ Based on the abroad experience in Japan, Europe, and China, the fare revenue from high-speed rail cannot cover
the investment and it is very hard to attract private investors.¹ᶿ

Analysis:
The main issue is whether the benefits of
high-speed rail can justify the huge public
investment. The cost is twofold: infrastructure and operation.¹¹ The infrastructure includes building and maintaining
tracks. Train technology, the geography,
and the population density among other
things determine the building cost.¹² The
maglev trains are more expensive than
those using electricity and diesel and more
densely populated areas have higher land
acquisition costs.

Talking Points:
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The estimations of financial cost and
ridership are highly uncertain
People tend to underestimate the
cost and overstate the benefits
It is hard to come to a general conclusion as to whether the federal government should continue supporting high
-speed rail development
The government needs to invest in
more research before they make a
final decision

Furthermore, projects on flat terrain are cheaper than those requiring bridges and tunnels, and the operation mainly includes labor and fuel. The costs depend on the average operating speed and the type of energy consumed by the train.
Second, the benefits and the potential profits depend on the ridership. Higher ridership means less GHG emission per passenger per mile. It also means more fare
revenue. Right now, there is no accurate estimation about the real ridership. If the
route of high-speed rail will connect densely populated area, the ridership may be
much higher. It also depends on whether people are willing to change their life style.
American people are used to living on wheels and it is uncertain if they will convert
from cars to rails. Airline companies that focus on short-distance travel may lower
their air ticket price to compete with rails for the market share. If the high-speed rail
runs at 90 mph, it may be not fast enough to attract a lot of passengers.
Generally speaking, it is hard to come to a general conclusion about whether it is
worthwhile to invest in high-speed rail for the sake of reducing GHGs emission. According to US General Accounting Office (GAO) report, the estimation of ridership always
tends to be higher than reality while the estimation of cost is always lower than what it
actually turns out.¹³

Next Steps:
Based on this analysis, the high-speed rail controversy is boiled down to the issue of
ridership and cost estimation. Since there is no uniform standard to estimate these
two indicators, different institutions come up with different numbers. The advocacy
groups usually cite the data in favor of their own interest and spread their information
to the public. As high-speed rail projects require so much public funding in the long
term, I would suggest the federal government invest in deeper research on the potential ridership and cost. Then based on the more accurate research result, they can decide whether there will be a dedicated funding for high-speed rail projects or just stop
further funding these projects.

22

Endnotes:
1. U.S. Library of Congress.Congressional Research Service (CRS). The Development of High Speed Rail in theUnited States: Issues and Recent Events by David Randall Peterman, John Frittelli, and William J. Mallett.
Washington: The Service, 2012. http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/R40973.pdf
2. International Union of Railway (UIC) (2011, November).High-speed rail and sustainability. Retrieved from http://www.uic.org/IMG/pdf/hsr_sustainability_main_study_final.pdf
3. U.S. Federal Railroad Administration (FRA). Vision for high-speed rail in America.
Washington: Government Printing Office, April 2009.http://www.fra.dot.gov/eLib/Details/L02833
4. U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA).Greenhouse Gas Emissions: TransportationSector Emissions. Online. 2013. Available at http://www.epa.gov/climatechange/ghgemissions/sources/transportation.html
5. U.S. Library of Congress.Congressional Research Service (CRS). The Development of High Speed Rail in theUnited States: Issues and Recent Events by David Randall Peterman, John Frittelli, and William J. Mallett.
Washington: The Service, 2012. http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/R40973.pdf
6. Arena, Richard J. (June 2012).“Funding High-Speed Transportation in America with PublicPrivatePartnerships”.Mass Transit Magazine.Retrieved from http://www.masstransitmag.com/article/10714851/funding-high
-speed-transportation-in-america-with-public-private-partnerships
7. U.S. Library of Congress.Congressional Research Service (CRS). The Development of High Speed Rail in theUnited States: Issues and Recent Events by David Randall Peterman, John Frittelli, and William J. Mallett.
Washington: The Service, 2012. http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/R40973.pdf
8. Ibid.
9. Ibid.
10.U.S. General Accounting Office (GAO). U.S. High-speed passenger rail: future development will depend on addressing financialandother challengesandestablishing a clear federal roleGAO-09-317. Washington, DC:
General Accounting Office, March 2009. http://www.gao.gov/new.items/d09317.pdf
11. Ibid.
12. U.S. General Accounting Office (GAO). U.S. High-speed passenger rail: future development will depend on addressing financialandother challengesandestablishing a clear federal roleGAO-09-317. Washington, DC:
General Accounting Office, March 2009. http://www.gao.gov/new.items/d09317.pdf
13. Ibid.

23

Get Benefits or Die Trying: The Disability Social
Security Catch 22
By Melissa Giangrande ‘16, Major: Industrial Labor Relations (ILR), Email: mlg264@cornell.edu

The current system of granting Social Security Disability benefits should be reformed to
waive the 5-month waiting period for the benefit receipt and close the bureaucratic
hoops that applicants have to endure to obtain many benefits.

Background:
The current system of social security Disability benefits is plagued by
a massive backlog. In 2007, backlog
reached 755,000 cases and continues to grow. The average wait time
for a resolution doubled between
2000 and 2007, from 258 days to
500 days. It is estimated that a 15%
increase in disability judges would
be necessary to improve the backlog. During this waiting period
Americans who are qualified to receive benefits, which they have
earned, are left to struggle on insufficient or no means of income.

Key Facts:







Between 2006 and 2007, 16,000 people
died fighting for Social Security Benefits (4
times the number of Americans killed in
the Iraq war since it began)
In 2005, disability was found to cause
nearly 50% of all mortgage foreclosures
In 2005, over half of all personal U.S. bankruptcies were attributable to illness or
medical bills
A National Investment Watch Survey done
by AG Edwards in 2004 found that 72% of
Americans don’t have enough savings to
meet short-term emergencies

Each year 575,000 individuals have their initial cases denied by state agencies. Twothirds of them are later found to be eligible upon appeal by a federal judge. Those who
appealed their decision face a fifteen-month wait period between application and receipt of benefits.¹ During this wait period, Americans risk their homes, cars and other
assets.
The second major insufficiency in the benefits process is the five-month waiting period
one must complete to receive social security disability benefits. The wait period was
created to deter individuals who can return to work from not doing so. During the
waiting period individuals may be eligible to receive benefits from supplemental security income, temporary disability insurance, worker’s compensation, unemployment
compensation, or private disability insurance. All of these options, however, leave
open gaps in which many individuals fall through the cracks and receive insufficient or
no income. SSI recipients are provided income levels much lower than SSDI benefits,
equivalent to welfare. To qualify for SSI, a person’s earnings/assets must not exceed
$494 a month. Worker’s compensation does nothing to support individuals who be-
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came unable to work due to a health condition/injury that did not occur on the employer’s time. Unemployment compensations require applicants be able and willing to
work, a direct contradiction to requirements for SSDI benefits. Temporary disability
and private disability insurance benefits have stipulated time limitations. Individuals
who exceed these time limits waiting for their case to be approved are left with out
any means of support. Even more disturbing is the number people who died fighting
for disability benefits between 2007 and 2009: sixteen thousand. As far back as 1972,
Congress acknowledged that the waiting period directly causes great financial hardship
for individuals with little or no savings when they amended the waiting period sixmonths to the current five-months. The Senate Finance Committee went even further
recommending a four-month period but was unsuccessful. Multiple bills similar to my
proposal have been proposed in the House and Senate including the Disability Benefits
Fairness Act of 2007, Aurthur Woolweaver Jr. Social Security Act of 2007, and the Social Security Fairness for the Terminally Act of 2008.

Analysis:
I propose legislation that would
combat the program’s shortcomings using a two-pronged solution. The bill would simultaneously waive the five-month waiting period for terminally ill applicants and increase benefits offered to applicants undergoing
the lengthy five-stage appeals
process.

Talking Points:






Social Security is not an entitlement. Eligible
Americans have worked a required minimum
length of time and pay into the system
Americans should not have to sacrifice their
life savings because of backlog and the fivemonth waiting period
Joeseph H. Seall was a veteran diagnosed
with terminal cancer and was approved to
receive SSDI benefits. Due to inflexibility of
government laws, Seall received his first
check the day after he died

My proposed solution would assist these two groups of Americans currently robbed of their
rights. It would automatically waive the waiting period for Americans diagnosed as
terminally ill and not expected to live beyond five months. Providing these federal
benefits would allow those with just months to live and their families financial security
so that they would not have to be burdened by the costs of palliative care, death, and
burial, enabling them to enjoy their remaining time.
The second component of the bill would provide increased benefits to the disabled
throughout all four stages of the appeal process, until the first SSDI check is received.
The appeal option drastically increased the award probability from 46% to 73%, demonstrating the vast majority of applicants are worthy of benefits. However, the median
duration between application and receipt of benefits for individuals who obtain bene-
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fits after the first stage of appeal is thirteen months.² This is over three times longer
than for those awarded benefits on their first attempt. Increased benefits would protect individuals from incurring exorbitant debts, going bankrupt, and losing their
homes, cars, and other assets while waiting for their first SSDI payment. Providing increased benefits throughout the appeals process is financially justifiable because a
beneficiary is entitled to five months of retroactive benefits if disability occurred before an application was filed. Therefore, the costs of implementing the policy will be
next to none. As of now benefits are still being paid out, just at a later time which is
detrimental to the recipient.³

Next Steps:
To pass this legislation The National Consortion for Disabled Individuals, The National
Disability Rights Movement, AARP, and other advocacy groups must join together in
lobbying congress. They can start building support with all the members of congress
that supported the similar bills proposed in 2007 and 2008. Other funding and support
for the legislation would come from private insurance companies that must currently
pay benefits during the five-month waiting period and from private employers who
must pay into workers compensation. The Veteran’s association is another powerful
and influential group, which would support the bill because many of those caught in
this catch 22 are former veterans. There is also a large community of support to be
found on the grassroots level from the individuals who have struggled in their battle
for SSDI benefits. Their compelling testimony must be brought to the attention of news
and media outlets so that all Americans, not just those who have fallen through the
cracks, stand up and pressure their congressman to support the proposed legislation.

Endnotes:
1. "Disability in IBD: The Devil Is in the Details," 6 (1999), http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/store/10.1002/ibd.21014/
asset/21014_ftp.pdf;jsessionid=6087F2CFEB062E7325A854030AA86EE9.d01t02?
v=1&t=hfjzkyu8&s=f365696e2c00176c8944a2b72424dc9efc455f42 (accessed April 15, 2013).
2. Hugo Ben ́ıtez-Silva, "An empirical analysis of the social security disability application, appeal, and award process," Labour Economics, 6
3. "Disabled and Waiting." CBS, February 11, 2009. http://www.cbsnews.com/8301-500690_162-3712627.html (accessed April 15, 2013).
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Improving the Public Trust
By Serin Choi ‘16, Major: Government (CAS), Email: slc249@cornell.edu

The current system of granting Social Security Disability benefits should be reformed to
waive the 5-month waiting period for the benefit receipt and close the bureaucratic
hoops that applicants have to endure to obtain many benefits.

Background:
Key Facts:
On April 9, 2013, Governor Cuomo
of New York introduced the Public
 Since 2007, it is more likely that a New
Trust Act in the wake of several
York State Senator will be forced to leave
high profile political scandals that
office due to corruption scandals than
rocked New York City in the beginlosing in a general election
ning of April 2013.6 The act intro Governor Cuomo’s 2010 campaign platduces several changes. First, it lowform was based on creating a more transers the standards for what constiparent government
tutes a bribe.6 The original stan The Bronx has been where most of the
dard was that prosecutors had to
political scandals since 2007 have occurred
prove that there was a corrupt
agreement.7 However, the act lowers the standard to the prosecutors having to prove that there was just the intention
to influence an official.6 Secondly, the act creates a new crime.6 It will now be a misdemeanor for a government official to be aware of a bribery attempt or successful bribe
and not report it.6 Most importantly, the act would make any kind of fraud, theft, or
money laundering offense involving state or local government property a higher penalty than if it had been involving a private party.6 In addition, the act makes it so that it
will be a Class C felony to make a bribe of $5,000 dollars, as opposed to the original
$10,000.7 The act also gives prosecutors the ability to remove immunity for witnesses
who were a part of a bribery attempt, and allows them to prosecute them to the fullest extent.6 The Public Trust Act is the first of the current government’s actions to
combat the recent string of corruption scandals in New York.

History:
Political corruption has long been an issue in New York. From 1790s to 1960s, Tammany Hall, a political machine that ran the city and its inhabitants, siphoned billions of
dollars, created and gave away thousands of jobs, and appointed vastly unqualified
officials into office.4 While the power of the machine has died due to the efforts of
good government organizations since the 1990s, more than 20 state legislators have
been forced to leave public office due to corruption scandals. 4 New York Public Inter-
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est Research group has estimated that since 2007, it is more likely that state senators
will lose their office to misconduct than a loss at the general election. 5
Most recently, Eric Stevenson, a state legislator from the Bronx, has been convicted of
accepting bribes from a company hoping to build an adult day care center. 2 In addition, he’s been accused of drafting legislation to block new companies in his district to
build similar businesses.2 Stevenson’s scandal is horrifying for several reasons. The
first reason is that it comes at the heels of two major scandals; Malcolm Smith, a state
senator, and Daniel Halloran, a New York City councilman, have also just been convicted of public corruption.2 The second reason is that Stevenson was only caught due
to a wire worn by Nelson Castro, another Bronx state legislator. 2 Castro agreed to be a
part of the investigation and wear a wire for over a year in exchange for the Manhattan District Attorney’s office to drop perjury charges against him. 2 It is clear that without such incentivized whistle blowers, the State Attorney General’s office and respective District Attorney’s office is ineffective at finding and stopping corruption. However, the final and most pressing reason why Stevenson’s conviction should incite people to stop the rampant corruption is the state of his borough. Bronx has constantly
struggled in their revitalization efforts and to date consistently fails to improve its
economy and the state of its people.7 Additionally, a vast majority of political misconduct is centered in the Bronx—from scandals like state Assemblywoman Naomi Rivera
putting her boyfriend on payroll for a job he never had to show up for—to scandals
such as Israel Ruiz, Jr., who was indicted for bank fraud.3 It seems that political corruption festers where the constituents have little means to fight back. South Bronx is the
nation’s worst district in terms of poverty, health, and environmental problems. 7 Without moral and good politicians to fight for them, the Bronx will always be seen as New
York City’s forgotten borough.

Analysis:
Talking Points:
It is highly doubtful that the Pub-  Bronx residents are largely politically apathetic. The Democratic Party machine’s canlic Trust Act will be effective at
didates get elected
deterring corruption or catching
 Governor Cuomo has an established track
corrupt officials for several rearecord of using messages of necessities to
sons. According to the Stevenfast track important bills
son case, Stevenson was re Without politicians and officials whose interests lie in the well-being of the Bronx it is
corded saying “bottom line, if
unlikely that the Bronx will experience sighalf of the people up here in Alnificant change
bany was ever caught for what
they do” they would end up in
prison.2 It’s clear that officials in Albany are fully aware of the severe penalties involved with corruption, and therefore increasing the consequences would have little
effect on them. In addition, it’s highly unlikely that the act’s augmented attempts to
catch corrupt officials will be effective. In most of the corruption cases, witnesses who

were also involved with the bribery attempts were the only way that the prosecutors
were alerted to the crime.1 By removing the only incentive for the witnesses to come
forth, the penalty and criminalization of the fact that they were aware of a corruption
attempt doubly incentivizes the witnesses to keep quiet, and to attempt to cover up their
involvement even further. Despite Governor Cuomo’s attempt to combat the rampant
corruption, this act will not be effective at doing so.
The Public Trust Act should be expanded to give prosecutors more authority and powers
to investigate possible corruption charges, and they should be allowed discretion on
whether or not to provide immunity to their witnesses. Additionally, the Bronx District
Attorney’s office should be given additional resources to find and prosecute such
charges. It is more reasonable to concentrate additional resources in the borough that
traditionally has had the most corruption allegations. If these steps are taken, it is possible that future elected officials in the Bronx will be less likely to break the public’s trust
again .

Next Steps:
It is unclear on what the most effective campaign would be to create a revised version of
the Public Trust Act. A grassroots campaign is almost certainly doomed to fail. Many of
the residents in the Bronx are resigned and jaded to the corruption. A New York Times
article notes: “Maria Diaz, 61, who said she came to the center nearly every day, said
that no matter how the center came to be built, it served an important function in the
neighborhood. “I love this place,” she said. “Who did wrong did wrong, but this is a good
service. They have food, they have safety, and it’s very nice.” 2 For most of the people in
the Bronx, political corruption is a systemic symptom of the disparaging state. It is therefore up to the Governor’s office to step forth and spearhead more drastic changes
through an executive order. If State Senator Eric Stevenson’s statement is correct, the
state legislature has little interest in finding and prosecuting corruption. Thus, change
must come from the top, and it must come now, or any momentum for the Bronx to end
their political corruption is lost.
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Petition to Reform Voting Laws
By Samantha Kaplan ‘16, Majors: Government and Economics (A&S), Email: spk54@cornell.edu

To Prevent Voter Disenfranchisement, photo identification voting laws should be removed

Background:
Key Facts:
After a record turn out for minori 25% of African Americans and 16% of Latities in the 2008 election, states
have begun to pass new voting laws
nos lack photo identification; only 9% of
to restrict those eligible to vote in
whites lack photo identification
elections. While only two of these
 1,000,000 minority voters could be disentypes of laws existed before the
franchised by photo ID laws
2008 election, nine states now re 7 states implemented voter identification
quire valid, government issued
laws after the larger majority turn out in
photo identification to vote3. Five
million new voters visited the polls
in 2008 as compared to four years earlier 1. Two million of these new voters were registered as African Americans, another two million as Latinos, and 600,000 as Asians1.
Compared to 2004, these minority groups saw an overall increase in voter participation of 4 percentage points1. The 2008 election also showed a 2% increase in the number of voters in the 18-24 age group, which were largely minority voters1. But since
this record turnout, states have strengthened their voting laws by requiring valid
photo identification, thus making it harder for many minorities to vote. In general, a
lower percentage of minorities hold valid photo identification when compared with
whites; results from a study done by the Brennan Center for Justice showed that 25%
of African Americans and 16% of Latinos lack photo identification, while only 9% of
whites lack this identification2. Research has shown that young minorities, the very
demographic that showed an increase in voter turnout in 2004, would be the most
affected by these new voting laws because they tend to lack photo identification.
These laws could potentially disenfranchise one million young, minority voters. This
data is particularly concerning when considered in the context of swing states. Florida,
notoriously labeled a swing state, has a photo identification law in place that could
affect up to 44,000 minority voters2.
56.8% of our country voted in the 2008 election—marking one of the highest participation rates in many years. But, this number is still barely over half of our nations eligible
voters. The US should be doing everything it can to increase voter participation, not
limit it. Federal legislation must be implemented to eliminate the requirement for
photo identification at the polls in order to prevent discriminatory tactics from all
states, especially those with large minority populations.

Analysis:
The elimination of photo identifiTalking Points:
cation voting laws would allow
 Photo Identification laws can be seen as
more voters to vote, and for
violating the Voting Rights Act
them to vote more easily. Voting  Eliminating Photo ID laws would increase
should accurately represent the
the number of minority voters
entirety of our population, and
voting laws restrict key minorities
from participating in government.
Furthermore, under the Voting Rights Act, photo identification could be seen as a violation of the Poll Tax law4. The process of acquiring photo identification requires a certain expenditure of money, meaning that all voters must pay a price in order to vote.
The Voting Rights Act was specifically established to prevent the racial discrimination
of voters, and the US should not allow photo identification laws to guise as a means of
preventing voter fraud.
As immigration continues to increase, and more and more minorities become a part of
American society, the US needs to ensure that its legislation treats all of its citizens
equally. Penalizing a citizen for lacking the resources to obtain photo identification is
penalizing them for being poor—a penalty that violates America’s integrity as the land
of the free. Striking down photo identification laws will empower more and more minorities to vote, thus allowing our election results to better reflect the constituents of
our nation.

Next Steps:
The Supreme Court could rule these photo identification laws unconstitutional under
the 24th amendment. There are already many state supreme courts hearing cases involving the constitutionality of these restrictive laws. An appeal of any one of these
cases to the Supreme Court could result in an overturning of these laws by the 2016
election. The nine Supreme Court justices require a simple majority to rule on an individual case. With a lot of support behind the cause, it is not unlikely for a case to reach
this national platform.
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