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Good afternoon.    
 
I want to first thank Mark Updegrove for agreeing to co-sponsor this event and for so eloquently 
assessing the significance of the Voting Rights Act and President Johnson’s role in getting it 
passed. I cannot think of a more appropriate keynote speaker for this event than Regina 
Lawrence whose mission is to encourage citizens to participate in their democracy.  
 
Thank you to our voter registration staff who are responsible for maintaining a constantly 
changing voter roll of more than 600,000 voters, accurately interpreting voting boundaries for 
more than 200 political jurisdictions, responding to thousands of requests for data,  
implementing changes in voter registration laws and… encouraging more citizens to register 
and vote.  
 
Thanks also to all of the Tax Office staff who spend many hours working to make this event 
special and memorable. And thank you to you - our Volunteer Deputy Registrars who worked 
tirelessly to encourage citizens to take advantage of the most important right of living in a free  
society –  the right to vote.      
 
It is fair to say that the seeds for today’s Celebration of Democracy were planted 50 years ago 
when President Johnson signed the Voting Rights Act that outlawed racial barriers to voting.  
This is the anniversary year of that historic event. And with one stroke of a pen, in August 1965 
millions of American citizens who had been shut out of their democracy, for the first time had the 
opportunity to elect people who would represent their interests.   
 
These new voters elected mayors, legislators and members of congress who changed our 
nation in profound ways.  Segregation was being dismantled. Opportunities to obtain a quality 
education and good paying jobs were greatly expanded. This period of our history represents 
one of the most dramatic examples that civic engagement and voting does matter.  
 
Regina Lawrence told us that over the past several decades, fewer Americans have chosen to 
engage in civic matters.  According to the International Institute for Democracy the U.S. ranks 
about 100th in voter turnout and in 2014 Texas ranked 49th out of 50 states.   
 



Some believe lower voter turnout is a result of legislative efforts to suppress the vote. It is clear 
to me that laws like voter ID have prevented eligible citizens from having their votes count and 
should be overturned, Anyone who tells you that no one has been disenfranchised as a result of 
the Voter ID law doesn’t know what they are talking about. And anyone who tells you that too 
few people were disenfranchised to matter doesn’t understand the U. S. Constitution. 
 
But that cannot be an excuse for millions of citizens who voluntarily give up their right to vote. 
President Obama said “the truth is that for all these laws that are being put in place, the biggest 
problem we have is people giving up their own power- voluntarily not participating.”  
 
Our mission is to work to reverse this disturbing trend. And I am proud to say that Travis County 
is leading the way. During this last two- year election cycle, 4,000 of you helped add a record 
65,000 citizens to the voter rolls. But all that work only really matters if more people voted. Well 
they did. While the national and state turnouts were at historic lows, Travis County was the only 
major Texas county where voter turnout increased. 
 
By the time we vote in the 2016 presidential election it is my goal that 90 percent of Travis 
County citizens will be registered to vote and that voter turnout will hit an all-time high.  I will be 
asking school officials to help register students as they turn 18.  Apartment managers and title 
company representatives will be encouraged to offer voter registration cards to all who rent 
apartments and buy homes. We are committed to recruiting and training even more volunteer 
deputy registrars who will reach even more people.  And I am hopeful that the Texas Legislature 
will authorize Texans to join 24 other states that have implemented online voter registration 
which is more secure, cost effective and more convenient.  
 
I have no doubt we will all do a great job but the point of Regina’s remarks was that people have 
to be in some way motivated to vote. In addition to offering to register people to vote, we have  
to convince them that voting really matters. President Johnson said "This right to vote is the 
basic right without which all others are meaningless. It gives people - people as individuals, 
control over their own destinies." 
 
I believe voting matters because of close elections like the recent council election that was 
decided by just 57 votes, and the state Representative election decided by 4 votes. But this isn’t 
just about close elections. It matters that voter turnout is high enough to accurately reflect the 
will of the people.  A majority of just 15 percent of registered voters elected our new city council.  
How representative is that?   
 
Voting should matter because politicians pay more attention to communities where more people 
vote. Voting matters because while some well-funded special interests may be able to exercise 
far more “free speech” than others, the great equalizer is that every citizen has one vote.  
 
Voting matters, because while the U.S. promotes free and fair elections around the world, 
American citizens should be leading by example at home. And I believe voting matters because 
those who sacrificed so much to secure our right to vote, viewed participation in civic affairs not 
just as a right, but as a responsibility of citizenship.  
 
The American story about the struggle to secure, expand and maintain rights for all our citizens 
is exceptional in the history of mankind. But our rights are a lot like our muscles. In order for 
these rights to remain strong and vibrant they must be used.  
 



Fifty years from now when some of the younger people in this audience will gather in this room 
to celebrate the 100th anniversary of the Voting Rights Act, I hope discrimination in any form will 
be known only as an ugly relic of the past. I hope our citizens will be practicing at home what 
they preach abroad. Voters should be selecting their elected officials instead of elected officials 
selecting their voters. And that their actions should accurately reflect the collective will of a fully 
engaged citizenry.  
 
Our job is to encourage citizens to flex their collective voting muscles so that in the year 2065, 
Dr. King’s Dream of equality and justice for all and President Johnson’s commitment to voting 
rights continue to be a strong and vibrant cornerstone of our American democracy. 
 
Let us begin. 
 
Thank you. 

            


	Bruce Elfant
	Tax Assessor - Collector
	Voter Registrar
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