A flurry of new voter registrations and election measures this season have overwhelmed Philadelphia voter registration offices, preventing many would-be voters from getting on the rolls or even receiving their registration cards in time to vote.

An increase of 100,000 newly registered voters in the city since the primaries – the highest Philadelphia voter registration in 21 years – and 4500 on campus alone had forced registration offices to work overtime to complete the election rolls.

“We brought in 17 employees form another department.  We’ve been working 7 days a week since the middle of July, until even 10:30 at night,” said Bob Lee, the voter registration administrator for the City Commissioner’s Office.
Lee said that everything they received was processed as either eligible or rejected, if the forms had no signature, date of birth or valid address.  He did concede that processing errors could occur, but pointed out that those who weren’t registered probably didn’t turn the forms in.  

Lee added that some people didn’t receive cards due to “addressing issues for mass mailing.”

Nevertheless, many students have felt a little angry as they waited in vain for their registration cards or found out, to their detriment, that they’re not even on the rolls.

College sophomore Stefan Byrd-Krueger says he has tried to register twice and failed both times.

“When I called the registration board, they told me that I wasn’t in the system, again.  They said that this was a common problem.  Apparently, it’s happening to a lot of students, especially people signing up with third parties that are not with the state,” said Byrd-Krueger.

Byrd-Krueger first registered early last year in a dorm canvassing effort by student political groups, and again through the plethora of partisan and get-out-the-vote groups that covered Locust Walk throughout this semester.

Others found similar problems signing up on Locust Walk.

“I filled out a registration card and gave it to the guy there.  Somebody botched it, because I wasn’t on the rolls.  I’m sure the registration board got it, but they’ve had a lot of problems,” said Wharton sophomore Dan Berstein.

Some, like College sophomore Lauren Newman, also signed up on Locust Walk and didn’t receive a card – but were actually on the list of registered voters.  Newman wasn’t aware of the fact until she called the voting registration office for clarification (at 215-686-1505).
Most of the groups on Locust Walk have been extremely active, including the Penn Democrats, which registered close to 1500 students this semester.  Their vice president, Jessica Smyth, denied mistakes on their part, saying that “we’ve personally turned in everything we’ve received, a couple times throughout the semester.”  
Those who have slipped through the cracks will still be able to vote using provisional ballots.  A new measure introduced by the Help America Vote Act of 2002, this will be the first year that the provisional ballot will be in use.

According to the measure, voters who believe they are registered and are eligible to vote but have forgotten proper ID or are not on the rolls may file a provisional ballot, provided that they sign an affidavit stating so.
Even so, many are disillusioned, even by this concession to human error.

“I was told by the registration office that I can’t file a provisional ballot, for some reason.  That’s just stupid.  I’m not voting, “said Berstein.
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This is the first presidential election with "provisional ballots." If a first-time voter shows up without proper ID or isn't listed in the polling book, he or she casts a provisional vote to be opened, verified and counted later.

Committee of Seventy chief Fred Voigt says Philly has 100,860 such ballots at the city's 1,681 polling places, you know, just in case.

This is the first presidential election using the state's new centralized computer system for voter registration in all but 11 of the state's 67 counties. There's like half a million new registrants.


SEC. 302. <<NOTE: 42 USC 15482.>> PROVISIONAL VOTING AND VOTING 

            INFORMATION REQUIREMENTS.

    (a) Provisional Voting Requirements.--If an individual declares that 

such individual is a registered voter in the jurisdiction in which the 

individual desires to vote and that the individual is eligible to vote 

in an election for Federal office, but the name of the individual does 

not appear on the official list of eligible voters for the polling place 

or an election official asserts that the individual is not eligible to 

vote, such individual shall be permitted to cast a provisional ballot as 

follows:

            (1) <<NOTE: Notification.>>  An election official at the 

        polling place shall notify the individual that the individual 

        may cast a provisional ballot in that election.

            (2) The individual shall be permitted to cast a provisional 

        ballot at that polling place upon the execution of a written 

        affirmation by the individual before an election official at the 

        polling place stating that the individual is--
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                    (A) a registered voter in the jurisdiction in which 

                the individual desires to vote; and

                    (B) eligible to vote in that election.

            (3) An election official at the polling place shall transmit 

        the ballot cast by the individual or the voter information 

        contained in the written affirmation executed by the individual 

        under paragraph (2) to an appropriate State or local election 

        official for prompt verification under paragraph (4).

            (4) If the appropriate State or local election official to 

        whom the ballot or voter information is transmitted under 

        paragraph (3) determines that the individual is eligible under 

        State law to vote, the individual's provisional ballot shall be 

        counted as a vote in that election in accordance with State law.

            (5)(A) At the time that an individual casts a provisional 

        ballot, the appropriate State or local election official shall 

        give the individual written information that states that any 

        individual who casts a provisional ballot will be able to 

        ascertain under the system established under subparagraph (B) 

        whether the vote was counted, and, if the vote was not counted, 

        the reason that the vote was not counted.

            (B) The appropriate State or local election official shall 

        establish a free access system (such as a toll-free telephone 

        number or an Internet website) that any individual who casts a 

        provisional ballot may access to discover whether the vote of 

        that individual was counted, and, if the vote was not counted, 

        the reason that the vote was not counted.

