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Federal law imposes important limits on the rules and procedures States may adopt regarding 
their voter registration lists.  The National Voter Registration Act of 1993 (also known as the “NVRA” 
or “motor voter law”), for one, sets forth certain voter registration requirements for federal elections.  
Section 8 of the NVRA, 52 U.S.C. § 20507, addresses the administration of voter registration by 
States and requires procedures to maintain accurate and current voter registration lists.  These 
requirements govern, among other issues: 

• The date by which valid voter registration applications must be accepted and eligible 
persons registered,  

• Changes in a registrant’s address information,  

• Limits on removal of names from the voter registration list, and  
• Administration of a uniform, nondiscriminatory voter registration list maintenance 

program that complies with the Voting Rights Act (VRA”).1

1 The NVRA applies to 44 States and the District of Columbia.  Six States (Idaho, Minnesota, New Hampshire, North Dakota, Wisconsin, and Wyoming) 
are exempt from the NVRA because, on and after August 1, 1994, they either had no voter-registration requirements or had election-day voter 
registration at polling places with respect to elections for federal office.  Likewise, the territories are not covered by the NVRA (Puerto Rico, Guam, 
Virgin Islands, American Samoa).  While the NVRA applies to elections for federal office, most States have extended its procedures to all elections. 

 

This guidance addresses one aspect of maintaining a voter registration list: when and how 
jurisdictions may remove voters from their voter lists.  This guidance does not impose legal 
obligations and is not intended to be comprehensive.  Rather, it is intended only to aid jurisdictions 
as they comply with existing obligations under Section 8 in three areas: 

• List Maintenance  
• Restrictions on List Maintenance 

• Special Rules for Changes of Address 
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List Maintenance  

 
Section 8(a)(4) of the NVRA sets forth steps that States must follow concerning general voter 

registration list maintenance programs that make a reasonable effort to remove from the voter rolls 
people who are ineligible by reason of death or change in residence to a location outside the 
jurisdiction.  A State’s voter registration list maintenance program must comply with procedures in 
the NVRA.  

To conduct a general program that makes a reasonable effort to remove voters who are 
ineligible due to a change in residence, States can follow the “safe harbor” procedure in Section 
8(c)(1) of the NVRA.  That procedure allows use of change-of-address information supplied by the 
United States Postal Service through its National Change of Address program (NCOA) to identify 
registrants who may have changed residences.  Once a State has identified such individuals, it may 
take one of two actions: 

1. If the NCOA information indicates that the person has moved to a different residence in the 
same registrar’s jurisdiction, the registrar changes the registration records to show the new 
address and sends the registrant a notice of the change by forwardable mail and a postage 
prepaid, pre-addressed return form the registrant can use to verify or correct the address 
information; or 

2. If the NCOA information indicates that the registrant has moved to a residence outside the 
registrar’s jurisdiction, the registrar may remove the registrant from the voter rolls after 
satisfying all requirements of the Section 8(d) notice process described below.  

States do not have to use the NCOA process.  They have discretion under the NVRA in designing their 
general program, subject to the limitations described below.  

Restrictions on List Maintenance 

 
The NVRA also limits whether, when, and how a State can remove a person’s name from the 

rolls.  States can remove the name of a person from the voter registration rolls when the registrant 
requests it, and, if State law so provides, for mental incapacity or criminal conviction.  States can also 
remove ineligible persons from the voter rolls because the person has died or changed their 
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residence to a place outside the jurisdiction.  Finally, States can remove people who were ineligible or 
improperly registered in the first instance. 

Removal at the Request of the Registrant 

A “removal at the request of the registrant” under the NVRA requires first-hand action by a 

registrant:  (1) asking to remove their name from the voting registration list; (2) completing and 
returning a notice card indicating an address change outside the jurisdiction; or (3) submitting a new 
application registering to vote a second time in a new jurisdiction and providing information regarding 
the registrant’s prior voter registration address on the new application, which the State can treat as a 
request to cancel or transfer their prior registration.   

Information submitted by a third party does not constitute a “removal at the 

request of the registrant.”  When a registrant provides notice of a new address within the same 
jurisdiction, or registers to vote a second time at a new address within the same jurisdiction, the 
State should update the original registration, rather than cancel it. 

Discrimination, Intimidation, Threats, and Coercion 

Under Section 8(b) of the NVRA, a State’s list maintenance program must be uniform, 
nondiscriminatory, and consistent with the VRA.  Section 2 of the VRA, 52 U.S.C. § 10301, prohibits 
voting practices or procedures that discriminate on the basis of race, color, or membership in a 
language minority group.  Section 11(b) of the VRA, 52 U.S.C. § 10307(b), also prohibits any conduct 
that attempts to, or actually would, intimidate, threaten, or coerce a reasonable voter.   

Examples of list maintenance activities that may violate the NVRA include comparing voter files 
to outdated or inaccurate records or databases, taking action that erroneously affects a particular 
class of voters (such as newly naturalized citizens), or matching records based solely on first name, 
last name, and date of birth.  The prohibitions of the NVRA extend to any list maintenance 
activity based on third-party submissions.  

The 90-Day Quiet Period Before Federal Elections 

 The NVRA limits when States can conduct a general list maintenance program.  Under Section 
8(c)(2), States must complete any program that systematically removes the names of 
ineligible voters from the official list of eligible voters no later than 90 days before a 
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primary election or general election for federal office.  In other words, once an election for 
federal office is less than 90 days away, processing and removals based on systematic list 
maintenance must cease.  And, if a State’s federal primary election occurs less than 90 days before a 
federal general election, the State must complete any systematic-removal program based on change 
of address for the federal election cycle no later than 90 days prior to the federal primary election: no 
further systemic activity may take place between the primary and general elections.  

This 90-day deadline applies to State list maintenance verification activities such as general 
mailings and door-to-door canvasses.  This deadline also applies to list maintenance 
programs based on third-party challenges derived from any large, computerized data-
matching process.  However, the 90-day deadline does not preclude removal of a registrant’s 
name at the request of that registrant, removal due to the death of the registrant, or removal due to 
a criminal conviction or mental incapacity of the registrant as provided by State law, nor does the 
deadline preclude the correction of a registrant’s information.  52 U.S.C. § 20507(c)(2)(B). 

Special Rules for Changes of Address 

 
Section 8(b) of the NVRA prohibits removing registrants from the voter registration list solely 

because of a failure to vote.  However, States may initiate the process of determining whether a 
voter has changed residence to outside of the jurisdiction based on information showing that a voter 
has not voted in elections nor communicated with a registrar over an extended period. 

Section 8(d) of the NVRA prescribes additional rules for a State seeking to remove a person 
from the voting rolls based on a change of residence, regardless of the voters’ participation in prior 
elections.  Specifically, a State may remove a person from the voter registration list due to a change 
in residence only in one of two circumstances: upon (1) the person’s written confirmation of a change 
in residence to a place outside the jurisdiction, or (2) completion of the notice-and-waiting process 
described in Section 8(d)(2).   

Confirmation in writing means confirmation by the voter, such as a notice card completed and 
returned by the voter.  A third-party submission—such as a submission of another 
individual’s information via an online portal or a challenge based solely on public 
database information—is not confirmation by the registrant of a change of address. In the 
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absence of a written confirmation from a registrant of a change of address outside the jurisdiction, 
Section 8(d) of the NVRA sets forth a process for removing a person based on a change of residence.  
52 U.S.C. § 20507(d)(2).  This process requires sending a forwardable notice, in the form of a 
postage-prepaid and pre-addressed return card, on which the person may state their current address. 
The notice must include the language required by Section 8(d)(2) of the NVRA.  If the registrant did 
not change their residence, or changed residence but remained in the registrar’s jurisdiction, the 
notice must advise that: 

1. The registrant should complete and return the card no later than the voter registration
deadline for the next election;

2. If the card is not returned, the registrant may need to affirm or confirm their address before
being permitted to vote in a federal election from the date of the notice to the day after the
second general election for Federal office that occurs after the date of the notice; and

3. If the registrant does not vote in an election during that period, the registrant’s name will be
removed from the list of eligible voters.

Id. § 20507(d)(2)(A).  If the registrant has changed residence to a place outside the registrar’s 
jurisdiction in which the registrant is registered, the notice must provide information concerning how 
the registrant can continue to be eligible to vote.  Id. § 20507(d)(2)(B).   

Any political subdivision covered by Section 203 of the VRA, 52 U.S.C. § 10503, must provide 
such notices in the language of the applicable minority group as well as in English, unless the 
language of the applicable minority group is oral or unwritten (or in the case of Alaska natives and 
American Indians, if the predominant language is historically unwritten).  See id. § 10503(c).  The 
jurisdiction may designate the registrant as inactive if the registrant fails to return the card by the 
voter registration deadline for the next election after the notice is sent. 

The jurisdiction may remove the registrant from the voter rolls after sending the notice only in 
one of two circumstances.  First, if the registrant confirms in writing, such as by completing and 
returning the notice card, that the registrant has changed residence to a place outside the 
jurisdiction, then the registrant can be removed from the list immediately.  Second, if the registrant 
fails to respond to the notice and fails to vote or to appear to vote in an election from the date the 
notice is sent to the day after the second federal general election after the notice is sent, then the 
registrant can be removed from the list after that second federal general election. 
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Section 8(f) of the NVRA establishes that if a voter changes address to another address within 
the registrar’s same jurisdiction, the registrar must update the voter’s registration to reflect the new 
address, and the voter may not be removed based on this change, except as otherwise provided in 
Section 8(d).  A “registrar’s jurisdiction” in this context means (1) an incorporated city, town, 
borough, or other form of municipality; or (2) a geographic area larger than a municipality or a 
geographic area of consolidated municipalities, if voter registration is maintained by such larger units 
of government.  

For more information, please consult the Department’s NVRA Questions and Answers at 
https://www.justice.gov/crt/national-voter-registration-act-1993-nvra.  

 

https://www.justice.gov/crt/national-voter-registration-act-1993-nvra
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