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H.R. 9 — Amendments to Voting Rights Act Reauthorization
H.R. 9, the Fannie Lou Hamer, Rosa Parks, and Coretta Scott King Voting Rights Act Reauthorization and Amendments Act of 2006, is scheduled to be considered on the House floor on Thursday, July 13, 2006, subject to a structured rule (H.Res. 910).  The rule makes in order only those (four) amendments printed in the Rules Committee report accompanying the resolution.  Summaries are based on RSC staff’s review of actual amendment text.  For a summary of the underlying bill, see a separate RSC document released yesterday.

1. Norwood (R-GA).  Modifies Section 4 of the VRA regarding the formula for determining a “covered” state or subdivision.  The amendment would update the current formula (which uses the 1964, 1968, and 1972 presidential elections for the voter turnout formula and uses 1964 to determine if a state had a discriminatory test in place) to use a “rolling formula” comprised of the last three presidential elections.  Thus, it would be a changing basis that would always include the three most recent presidential elections.  Under this amendment, any state would be subject to Section 5 (the pre-clearance provisions) if it currently has a discriminatory test in place or voter turnout of less than 50% in any of the three most recent presidential elections.  The sponsor states that this amendment would “ensure that all states are treated equally under the VRA… rather than a certain few states and jurisdictions based on actions taken forty years ago.”

2. Gohmert (R-TX).  Modifies the reauthorization of expiring VRA provisions to 10 years rather than 25 years.  Thus, the coverage formulas, pre-clearance procedures, and multilingual election requirements would expire on August 6, 2016 (instead of August 6, 2032).  

3. King (R-IA) / Istook (R-OK) / Miller (R-MI) / Brown-Waite (R-FL) / Bachus (R-AL):    
Strikes Sections 7 and 8 of the bill.  Section 7 would extend the multilingual election requirements of VRA and Section 8 would require that 2010 American Community Survey census data and subsequent American Community Survey data in 5-year increments be used in determining VRA coverage.  Both sections are current set to expire on August 6, 2007, and the underlying bill extends these provisions to the year 2032.  This amendment would not require states and jurisdictions to print ballots and election information only in English; rather, it would remove the federal requirement that they provide information in multiple languages based on census data.
The sponsor states that deleting Sections 7 and 8 “will not prohibit voters who need assistance from having help to vote.  Current law states: ‘Any voter who requires assistance to vote by reason of blindness, disability, or inability to read or write may be given assistance by a person of the voter’s choice…’ (42 U.S.C. 1973aa-6).”

Eagle Forum, English First, and U.S. English will all be scoring a YES vote on the King amendment.
4. Westmoreland (R-GA).  Directs the Attorney General to annually determine (within 3 years of enactment of this Act) if each state and political subdivision covered by the VRA meets the requirements for a declaratory judgment (a court decision declaring the rights of each party, without awarding damages or instructing action).  In other words, a covered state must seek a declaratory judgment in order to “bailout” from the provisions of the VRA, and this amendment would direct the Department of Justice (DoJ) to compile an annual list of those states or subdivisions that could seek bailout.  It would require the DoJ to publicly release this information and inform each state of its findings.  If a state or subdivision was found to meet the requirements, the amendment would direct the DoJ to consent to the entry of a declaratory judgment in favor of the state.  Therefore, the DoJ would be directed to agree with the state’s contention that they meet the requirements for a bailout.  
According to the sponsor, this would “drastically reduce the cost and fact-finding necessary to achieve bailout under the statute.”  The sponsor also states that, due to this amendment, the “VRA would likely be found constitutional because it has better procedures in place to remove jurisdictions from coverage when they have shown a consistent respect for the voting rights of minority citizens.”
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