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dangerous for democracy 

 By Stacey Newman, Guest columnist 

  

The 2016 Missouri legislature has advanced dangerous policies including  “stand your 
ground”/permit-less conceal and carry (SB 656) and fruitless witch hunt attacks on 
Planned Parenthood threatening women’s access to health care. More threatening is 
their attacks on our voting rights with new barriers. This is downright chilling.   

After 10 years of attempts, the Missouri GOP has added a voter ID constitutional 
amendment to our November ballot, which would, if passed, add new restrictions on 
who is able to vote.  

The amendment would allow the state to require a state-issued photo identification for 
voters to continue to vote, a document that over 260,000 current Missouri voters do not 
have or need in their daily lives.   

For many, it would involve a great cost tracking down (or correcting) the required papers 
in other states or even countries and for some who never had a birth certificate issued, 
a state-issued photo ID would be near to impossible to get.  

The amendment would disproportionately affect minorities, the disabled, elderly, out of 
state college students and women – many who are longtime current voters who have 
done nothing wrong. 

Missouri is not alone in this disturbing and ugly trend, which severely jeopardizes 
democracy as we know it. Election Protection, the nation’s largest nonpartisan voter 
protection coalition led by the Lawyers Committee for Civil Rights Under Law, recently 
released their 2016 report highlighting numerous problems across the country due to 
voting barriers and disenfranchisement.   

With over 22,000 calls and complaints from voters facing barriers at the polls to the 
Election Protection hotline during this past 2016 primary election season alone, it is 
evident that vital protections of the Voting Rights Act of 1965 remain necessary, even 
though several conservative U.S. Supreme Court justices said it was no longer needed 
in a 2013 ruling that decimated the most impactful provision of the law. 

However, Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg cited Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. in her 
strong dissent, stating that his legacy had been “disserved by today’s decision.” She 



indicated the focus of the Voting Rights Act had properly changed from “first-generation 
barriers to ballot access” to “second-generation barriers” like racial gerrymandering and 
laws requiring at-large voting in places with a sizable black minority.  

Not surprising, the Election Protection report’s most urgent recommendation is restoring 
the Voting Rights Act (VRA) in full, including Section 5 – the preclearance provision 
rendered inoperable by the Supreme Court’s decision – by Congress.   

The June 2013 Supreme Court decision in Shelby County v Holder left voters in 15 
states without key protection in preventing voter discrimination. This year, 15 states will 
have new restrictions on voting rights passed by GOP legislatures which will take effect 
in the November 2016 general elections. Alarmingly, seven of those predominately 
Southern states formerly protected by Section 5 were also part of the GOP’s national 
effort to make it tougher for certain voters to continue to exercise their right of suffrage. 

It is very clear exactly which voters are targeted. Section 5 of the VRA explicitly covered 
45 percent of voting-age African Americans, 36 percent of voting-age Latinos and 23 
percent of voting-age Asians. 

 There voters may have difficulty obtaining the new documents required; may have 
language, transportation and education barriers; and – not coincidently – tend to vote 
Democratic. Those same type of voters are also at risk in Missouri in losing their right to 
vote if Amendment 6 (voter ID) is successful. 

However, judges in federal and state courts across the country are beginning to pay 
attention to GOP voter suppression efforts, most based on voter fraud 
assertions. Earlier this summer, courts in five states ruled against voter ID and proof-of-
citizenship laws. A federal judge in North Dakota stated, “The undisputed evidence 
before the court reveals that voter fraud in North Dakota has been virtually non-
existent.” 

In North Carolina, a three-judge panel of the 4th U. S. Circuit Court of Appeals 
overturned the state’s extensive voter suppression law, including a voter ID 
requirement, ruling the legislature had passed the law with discriminatory intent. Most 
horrifying, the court stated that changes to their voting process, "target African 
Americans with almost surgical precision" and "impose cures for problems that did not 
exist." 

In Texas, a federal appeals court ruled that its voter ID law had a discriminatory impact 
on African-American and Hispanic voters.   

In Wisconsin, after repeated litigation of its voter ID law, a U. S. district judge struck 
down several provisions that greatly harmed voter access. U.S. District Judge James 
Peterson wrote: "The evidence in this case casts doubt on the notion that voter ID laws 
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foster integrity and confidence. The Wisconsin experience demonstrates that a 
preoccupation with mostly phantom election fraud leads to real incidents of 
disenfranchisement, which undermine rather than enhance confidence in elections, 
particularly in minority communities. To put it bluntly, Wisconsin's strict version of voter 
ID law is a cure worse than the disease." 

In Kansas, judges ruled that voters without proof-of-citizenship must still have their 
votes counted from its August primary. In North Dakota, a federal judge blocked its law 
requiring voter ID to vote, ruling that the law unfairly burdens Native Americans in the 
state. 

These court decisions protecting the right to vote are welcome steps but, as we’ve seen 
with other rights, an ultimate U.S. Supreme Court decision banning voter ID once and 
for all is vital. 

Meanwhile, Missouri’s right of suffrage since 1875 (even stronger than the U. S. 
Constitution) is at stake.   

Article 1, Section 25 of Missouri’s Bill of Rights reads: “That all elections shall be free 
and open; and no power, civil or military, shall at any time interfere to prevent the free 
exercise of the right of suffrage.” Article 8, Section 2 ensures that “all citizens” who are 
over 18 and residents of Missouri “are entitled to vote at all elections by the people.” In 
2006, our state Supreme Court ruled that a voter ID law was unconstitutional “because 
it created "a heavy and substantial burden on Missourians' free exercise of the right of 
suffrage."   

We know that changing Missouri’s Constitution to allow voter ID restrictions will be 
costly (with an estimated $17 million first-year price tag), confusing (who can or can’t 
vote?) and will definitely cut people out from participating. Burdening longtime voters 
who have done no wrong and restricting those who want to vote for the first time is 
dangerous to democracy. 

I agree with singer John Legend who recently tweeted to the Republican National 
Committee, “We look forward to the day when your party stops trying to stop people 
from voting and starts trying to win their votes.”   

Missouri State Rep. Stacey Newman of Richmond Heights is the senior Democrat 
serving on the House Elections Committee and a longtime champion of voters rights in 
the legislature. 
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