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85,000 Lee voters move to inactive list

Accurate voter rolls matter most to political parties and candidates

By Elizabeth Wright

Friday, September 7, 2007

There are fewer registered Republicans in Lee County now than there were a year ago. There are fewer registered Democrats, too, and fewer registered independents.

There are simply fewer registered voters all around "” tens of thousands fewer.

Earlier this year, county elections officials removed about 85,000 names from an "active" voter list.

These are people they believe may have moved away, maybe even died.

There's no good way for the elections office to know what happened, but after the office sent out 85,300 notices in February, and most of these people didn't respond, their names were added these names to the county's pool of "inactive" voters.

By doing so, they're now as invisible on official state and county registered voter counts as officials said many have proved to be at the polls over the years.

Inactive status is a sort of probationary period before a voter's name leaves the rolls. Until that happens, anyone on inactive status would remain eligible to vote.

"They're still there," Lee County Supervisor of Elections Sharon Harrington said. "They're still viable voters."

But Harrington doubts all of the voters added to the inactive list this year really are out there, and she described the spike in the inactive list as a belated, one-time action to update the county's registration lists.

While some of those now on the inactive list could be voters who have ignored the political process since the 2004 presidential elections, Harrington said that isn't the case with others.

"We had all this, pardon the expression, dead wood sitting on the books," she said. "We had to do a lot."

Monthly reports to the state's division of elections office show the magnitude of the change.

Lee County had 336,466 registered voters in February. A month later, that number was down to 249,062.

That's the largest one-month drop for Lee County that appears in more than a decade of month-to-month voter registration records the state keeps.

While the number of active registered voters here has bounced back slightly since the spring "“ the number of registered voters now stands at 253,182 "“ that's about what the number was for the county in 2000. It's lower than the nearly 305,000 registered voters in the county on election day in November 2004.

As for inactive voters, the elections office had no firm count of inactive voters in the past, but Wayne Magin, the office's system administrator, said the number right now is larger than usual.

That number stood at 113,440 this week for Lee County. That's about a third of the county's total voting rolls.

Across Florida, other counties are also seeing a shrinking numbers of active registered voters this year. In July of 2006, for example, Florida had about 10.4 million registered voters, while this July, the state had 10.2 million registered voters.

As for what's different this year, Harrington said the elections office has been forced to play catch-up in a situation specific to Lee County.

A computer program is to blame, as the office thought the program had been switching the status of unresponsive or non-voting names when the county checked through the registered voter rolls each odd-numbered year. This is called "list maintenance," and this kind of periodic check, required by state law, is meant to catch all the voters who have moved away and never let the office know.

The program simply hadn't been working, Harrington said. If it had been, many of these people shifted to inactive status this year might have been deleted years before.

When they found the problem this year, she said that left the county with an unknown number of years' worth of voters on the rolls who hadn't voted recently. These were people who hadn't called, written, or had any contact with the elections office in at least two years, either.

Why is it so important to keep voter registration lists up to date? There are clearly politicians who feel better knowing what percentage of the populace was behind their triumph or defeat, and there are concerned citizens and academics who like to tell the rest of us just how abysmal voter turnout actually was in last time we had a chance to exercise that democratic privilege.

Harrington, though, said accurate voter rolls matter most political parties and to candidates. With current lists, she said, and they can pinpoint areas in the county where there are the most active voters, something that's important in campaign strategies.

No one wants to waste time with voters who have moved or died, said Gary Lee, chairman of the Lee County Republican Party.

"It's your sales list," Lee said.

In the past, he estimated that candidates had found that about 20 percent of the people on the official registered voter lists in the county no longer lived here. So while the large shift in the number of inactive voters this year surprised him at first, Lee said the effort is worth it, even if "you're going to have these idiosyncrasies that keep popping up."

Not everyone who is an inactive voter has left the area or is uninterested in politics, though.

Bonita Spring Mayor Jay Arend, for instance, said one of the people who signed his candidacy petition for his reelection bid turned out to be an inactive voter "” likely one of 7,149 inactive voters in the city. In Bonita Springs, where there are more inactive voters than people who actually voted in the last city election.

When inactive voters go on to cast a ballot in the next election, their names would be included on the lists that a poll workers could search on a county laptop at any polling place.

Once they vote, they would no longer be on the inactive list.

With an election season approaching, there are some practical consequences of remaining on the inactive list.

No sample ballots in the mail, for instance. Inactive voters are also less likely to be bombarded with campaign literature, either, as many candidates don't bother to buy the separate list of inactive voters from the elections office.

For those on the inactive voters list who don't vote, or who don't contact the elections office within 731 days "” that would be early 2009 "” they'd be deleted from the rolls.

"It gives people plenty of time to show they are interested in voting," Harrington said.

Lee County voter rolls
Countywide, Sept. 2007

Active*: 253,182 (Of those, 121,328 were Republicans; 71,717 Democrats)

Inactive: 113,440 (Of those, 43,684 were Republicans; 35,073 Democrats)

Countywide, Sept. 2006

Active: 326,093 (Of those, 153,446 were Republicans; 93,862 Democrats)

Inactive: Not available

Bonita Springs, Sept. 2007

Active: 19,078

Inactive: 7,149

Bonita Springs, Inactive by district, Sept. 2007

District 1: 1,259

District 2: 1,096

District 3: 1,170

District 4: 1,408

District 5: 1,032

District 6: 1,184

Fort Myers, Sept. 2007

Active: 18,029

Inactive: 10,500

Cape Coral, Sept. 2007

Active: 64,980

Inactive: 31,370

*Active voters are those reported in voter registration statistics. Inactive voters are still on the rolls and eligible to vote, but could be deleted if they continue to remain inactive.

Source: Lee County Elections Office and the Florida Division of Elections
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