SAMPLE LETTER FOR U.S. SENATORS

[language in brackets will help tailor the letter for your Senator, depending on whether your Senator has already co-sponsored the bill]

May __, 2006

The Honorable ______________:

___________________________

Washington, DC  20510

Dear Senator___________:

I write to express my strong support for S. 2703, the Fannie Lou Hamer, Rosa Parks, and Coretta Scott King Voting Rights Act Reauthorization and Amendments Act of 2006, and to [urge you to co-sponsor] [thank you for co-sponsoring] this critical legislation.  Swift passage of S. 2703, without amendment, is essential for the continued protection of the right to vote for all Americans, including Latino U.S. citizens.  [Insert sentence explaining that you are an elected official or your leadership position in your community]. 
Latino U.S. citizens have experienced a long legacy of electoral discrimination that continues in many areas of this country.  The Voting Rights Act of 1965 (VRA) has been a powerful tool to combat this discrimination, and its provisions have been a bulwark to stop efforts to deny Latino U.S. citizens of their fundamental right to vote and to participate at all levels of government.  Since 1985, the number of Latino elected officials has grown by over 60 percent, from 3,147 to 5,041 in January 2005.

Despite the great strides Latinos have made under the VRA, we still have a long way to go.  Although Latinos comprise 8.2 percent of all voting age U.S. citizens, Latinos comprise only 

1 percent of all elected officials.  The national registration and turnout rates of Latino voting age U.S. citizens continue to trail those of non-Latino Whites, by 17.3 percent and 7.9 percent, respectively.  

In Congressional hearings, witnesses presented compelling testimony that Latinos still suffer discrimination in the election process.  This evidence is a key reason why a bipartisan group of 

U.S. Senators and Representatives supports S. 2703, which renews the VRA’s temporary provisions for 25 years.  The temporary provisions, which are set to expire in 2007, are indispensable for continued Latino political progress.  For example, Section 5 requires that certain jurisdictions with a history of discrimination in voting obtain federal approval prior to making any changes affecting voting, thus preventing the implementation of discriminatory practices.  For the Latino community, Section 5 has been particularly important in protecting voters in Arizona, Texas, and twelve jurisdictions in California, Florida and New York.  
Section 5 also protects growing Latino populations in the other covered jurisdictions. Section 5’s impact on the local level is clear in communities such as Seguin, Texas and Bexar County (San Antonio), where Section 5 prevented jurisdictions from engaging in electoral discrimination against Latino U.S. citizens.

S. 2703 also renews Section 203, the language assistance provision of the Voting Rights Act, which ensures that that we do not deny Latino U.S. citizens access to our democracy because they need assistance with navigating the complexities of the voting process.  Under Section 203, four hundred twenty-five jurisdictions in the United States are required to provide language assistance to Latino U.S. citizens who are not yet fully proficient in English.  Section 203 really makes a difference to these communities.  In San Diego County, California, Latino registration was up 21% one year after the Department of Justice successfully sued the County for violating Section 203.  Finally, S. 2703 renews the sections of the VRA which authorize the federal government to send observers to monitor elections for compliance with the VRA.  The provisions have been a key part of enforcement of Sections 5 and 203, particularly in Arizona, California, Illinois, New Mexico, New York, and Texas.      

S. 2703 is a direct response to the evidence of discrimination that has been gathered during Congressional hearings on the legislation.  The bill reauthorizes and restores Section 5 to its original congressional intent, which has been undermined by two recent Supreme Court rulings.  Section 203 is being renewed to continue to provide language-minority U.S. citizens with equal access to voting, using more frequently-updated coverage determinations based on the American Community Survey Census data, which will help ensure that Section 203 remains responsive to the growth in the nation’s Latino population.  The bill also keeps the federal observer provisions in place, and authorizes recovery of expert witness fees in lawsuits brought to enforce the VRA. 

The right to vote is the foundation of our democracy and the VRA provides the legal basis to protect this right for all Americans.  The VRA helped fuel Latino political progress, by increasing the number of Latinos elected to serve in public office and enhancing opportunities for Latino voters to become full participants in the American political process.  S. 2703 will now shape the future of our democracy, by making it stronger, more vital and responsive to all of our citizen’s voices.  We urge you to support this critical civil rights legislation.  [To co-sponsor 
S. 2703, please contact Dimple Gupta, Chief Counsel for the Constitution in Senator Specter’s office, at (202) 224-5225, Dimple_Gupta@judiciary-rep.senate.gov; Kristine Lucius, Senior Counsel in Senator Leahy’s office, at (202) 224-7703, Kristine_Lucius@judiciary-dem.senate.gov;  Charlotte Burrows, Counsel in Senator Kennedy’s office at (202) 224-4031, Charlotte_Burrows@judiciary-dem.senate.gov; or, Gaurav Laroia, Counsel in  

Senator Kennedy’s office, at (202) 224-7878, Gaurav_Laroia@judiciary-dem.senate.gov.]

Sincerely,
[Your name and title]
