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Why Civic Engagement?

✓ Charged with addressing the causes and 
conditions of poverty

✓ Maximum Feasible Participation: Empower 
customers and strengthen their voices on 
issues affecting their daily lives

✓ Policymakers need our expertise – the views 
of Community Action are important

✓ We can raise awareness, help find real 
solutions, and create change

✓ Advocacy is deeply rooted in Community 
Action and democratic tradition

✓ It advances our causes and builds public trust

✓ We can make a difference



Poor People’s Campaign:

Low-income voters are significantly underrepresented in 
elections, voting at rates 22 percentage points lower than 
higher-income voters, despite having similar motivations 
and concerns.

If low-income eligible voters turned out at higher rates, 
election results in as many as 15 states could be 
impacted, highlighting the untapped political potential of 
this group.

Key barriers include lack of engagement on relevant 
issues, structural constraints like illness or 
transportation, and accessibility challenges, which need 
to be addressed to increase participation.

Unleashing the Power of Poor and 
Low-Income Americans (2020)

https://www.poorpeoplescampaign.org/resource/power-of-poor-voters/
https://www.poorpeoplescampaign.org/resource/power-of-poor-voters/




Voting Rights:
A Brief History



Partnership Policy Spotlight: Voting Rights

Read NCAP’s
Voting Rights Policy Brief





Native Voting Rights

Elk v. Wilkins (1884): birthright 
citizenship did not apply to 
Native Americans and, as such, 
their right to vote was not 
protected under the 15th 
Amendment.

In 1924, Congress finally 
recognized the U.S. citizenship 
of Native Americans born on 
tribal lands when it passed the 
Indian Citizenship Act, but 
states still passed laws 
discriminating against Native 
American voters.



14th Amendment (1868) prohibits states and the 
federal government from “deny[ing] to any person 
… the equal protection of the laws.”

Constitutional Amendments

Later amendments recognized protections by prohibiting the 
government from denying a citizen’s ability to vote on the basis 
of:

• 15th – Race, color, or previous condition of servitude (1870)
• 19th – Sex (1920)
• 24th – Taxes owed (1964)
• 26th – Age (if over 18) (1971)



Federal government and states 
cannot abridge or deny the right 
to vote “on account of race, color, 
or former condition of servitude”

States began passing laws that 
were facially race neutral, but 
bestowed maximum discretion on 
state officials, systematically 
disenfranchising voters of color 
without violating the Court’s 
interpretation of the Constitution. 

15th Amendment (1870)



The Voting Rights Act of 1965

If a single statute represents the 
best of America, it is the Voting 
Rights Act. It marries two great 
ideals: democracy and racial 
equality. And it dedicates our 
country to carrying them out. 

If a single statute reminds us of 
the worst of America, it is the 
Voting Rights Act. Because it 
was—and remains—so necessary.

- Justice Elena Kagan



The Voting Rights Act: A Two-Pronged Approach

Denial Claims

Prohibits any voting 
qualification, prerequisite, 
standard, practice, or 
procedure that “results in 
a denial or abridgement 
of the right … to vote on 
account of race or color … 
or membership in a 
language minority.”

Preclearance by DOJ

Required jurisdictions with 
a history of race 
discrimination in voting to 
obtain clearance from the 
federal government 
before implementing any 
new voting laws (5-year 
sunset provision)



• SC, as a covered jurisdiction, wanted to keep its literacy test (among 
other things) and sued to overturn the law, arguing that it 
undermined its rights under Article I.

• The Court upheld the law (8-1) as a permissible use of Congress’s 
enforcement power under the 15th Amendment.

• Chief Justice Warren wrote that Congress had "full remedial 
powers" under the enforcement clause to prevent racial 
discrimination in voting and that the Act was a "legitimate 
response" to the "insidious and pervasive evil“ that denied Black 
people their right to vote.

• He noted that although it “may have been an uncommon exercise of 
congressional power … exceptional conditions can justify legislative 
measures not otherwise appropriate.”

South Carolina v. Katzenbach (1966)



• Almost 1 million Black voters 
registered in the first four years.

• Number of Black elected officials in 
Southern states doubled after the 
1966 elections.

• Jurisdictions immediately covered by 
the Coverage Formula in Section 4 
were the states of Alabama, Georgia, 
Louisiana, Mississippi, South Carolina, 
and Virginia, as well as 39 counties in 
North Carolina and certain counties in 
Arizona and Hawaii.

Effects of the VRA



1970: expanded test/device ban to all states, updated coverage 
formula to 1968 election (CA, ID, NY, OR)

1975: national test/device ban permanent, language minority 
protections, penalties for voting more than once

1982: confirmed disparate impact sufficient for a violation, 
superseding Mobile v. Bolden (1980)

1992: bilingual voting assistance

2006: 25-year extension (2032)

National Voter Registration Act (1993): voter registration for 
driver’s license and public assistance applicants, registration-by-mail

Help America Vote Act (2002): accessible polling places/voting 
systems, first-time voter ID requirement, Election Assistance 
Commission, right to provisional and replacement ballots

VRA Amendments & Other Federal Laws



Shelby County v. Holder (2013)

• In a 5-4 opinion, the Court struck down preclearance.

• Chief Justice Roberts conceded that “any racial discrimination in 
voting is too much,” that no one doubts that voter 
discrimination still exists, and that the VRA “has proved 
immensely successful at redressing racial discrimination and 
integrating the voting process,” BUT found that “the conditions 
that originally justified these measures no longer characterize 
voting in the covered jurisdictions.”

• In her dissent, Justice Ginsburg argued that the VRA was 
precisely the reason conditions had improved, famously noting 
that, “[t]hrowing out preclearance when it has worked and is 
continuing to work to stop discriminatory changes is like 
throwing away your umbrella in a rainstorm because you are 
not getting wet.”



Shelby County: 10 Years Later

• Since Shelby, at least 31 states have enacted 
114 restrictive voting laws.

• In 2020, the racial turnout gap was more than 
12 percentage points. For Black voters, it was 
almost 15 percentage points. Had voters of 
color voted at the same rate as white voters, 9 
million more ballots would have been cast. In 
2022, the racial turnout gap was 18 percentage 
points, meaning 14 million more ballots would 
have been cast.

• In preclearance areas, the gap grew on average 
almost twice as fast as in similar parts of the 
country. 





Brnovich v. DNC (2021)

• Two Arizona voting laws disproportionately affected Hispanic, Native 
American, and Black voters.

• The Court ruled that neither law violated the VRA. Writing for the majority, 
Justice Alito “identified certain guideposts” for determining if a voting law 
violates Section 2. On disparities, he wrote that “some disparity in impact” 
does not necessarily correlate to discrimination.

• In her dissent, Justice Kagan dismissed these “guideposts” as “a list of 
mostly made-up factors” that do not appear anywhere in the law. Arguing 
for a broader reading, and quoting directly from Section 2, she wrote that 
both Arizona laws “violate Section 2 … because they ‘result in’ members of 
some races having ‘less opportunity than other members of the electorate 
to participate in the political process.’”



John R. Lewis Voting Rights Advancement Act

• Would restore key provisions of the Voting 
Rights Act of 1965 that were weakened by 
Supreme Court decisions, particularly Shelby 
County v. Holder (2013).

• Would require jurisdictions with a certain 
number of voting rights violations in the last 
25 years to submit to preclearance for 10 
years.

• The bill passed the House of Representatives 
on August 24, 2021 (219-212).

Federal Bills We’re Tracking

OTHER BILLS

• Freedom to Vote Act: expands voter 
registration and access, establishes Election 
Day as a federal holiday, enhances election 
security, campaign finance reforms.

• Voting Rights Restoration: restores voting 
rights to returning citizens after completing 
their sentences.

• Safeguarding American Voter Eligibility 
(SAVE) Act: requires individuals to provide 
documentary proof of U.S. citizenship to 
register to vote in federal elections.



WHAT IS POLITICAL 
CAMPAIGN ACTIVITY?



Lobbying
Issues/Legislation

24

Political Campaign Activity
vs. Lobbying

Political Campaign Activity
Candidates



• Organizations - CAAs and other 501(c)(3)s) often face strict 
requirements as to their political campaign activities

• Employees, on their own time and outside of work, may participate 
freely in most political campaign activities

25

Political Campaign Activity
Organizations vs. Individual Employees

CAA



POLITICAL CAMPAIGN 
ACTIVITY RULES AND 

RESTRICTIONS



• Organization prohibited by tax code from engaging in 
political campaign activity in support of or in opposition to 
candidates for public office (26 U.S.C. § 501(c)(3))

• Penalties for violations (26 U.S.C. § 4955)

• Revocation of tax-exempt status

• Two-tier tax by IRS

27

501(c)(3) Rules



28

Revenue Ruling 2007-41
Political Activity

Analysis of 
501(c)(3) ban 

in 21 
scenarios

Voter 
education Voter 

registration

Business 
activity

Individual 
activity by 

org. leadersCandidate 
appearances

Websites

Issue 
advocacy

Get-out-
the-vote 

drive



29

Uniform Guidance Rules
Political Activity

Uniform Guidance, 2 CFR § 200.450(c)

Under OMB Uniform Guidance (Cost Principles) 
federal funds may NOT be used to:

Influence the 
outcome of 

elections, 
referenda or 

initiatives

Give to 
political 

campaigns

Donate to 
PACs

Contribute 
to political 

parties



• CSBG funds cannot:

• Fund partisan or nonpartisan political activity

• Pay for voter transportation or other election assistance

• Support any voter registration activity

• See OCS IM #81

• Be used in a manner that results in the CSBG-funded program 
being identified with such activities

30

CSBG Act
Sec. 678F(b)(2)



• Head Start funds cannot be used to:

• Fund partisan or nonpartisan political activity

• Pay for voter transportation or other election assistance

• Conduct voter registration activity

• EXCEPT Head Start facilities may be used by any 
nonpartisan organization to register voters in federal 
elections during hours of operation

31

Head Start Act
42 U.S.C. § 9851



• Does it further the purposes of the award?

• Funding voter registration booth with CACFP funds

• Partnering with a nonpartisan organization with WIC funds

• Is it reasonable and allocable?

October 9, 2024 | 32

Other Funding Sources



33

Hatch Act
Applies to Employees of:

*Both CSBG and Head Start impose Hatch 
Act restrictions on certain employees (42 
USC § 9918(b)(1) and 42 USC § 9851(a))

Public Entities 
(Federal + State) 

NOT Nonprofit Entities
(Typically . . )

Limits certain political 
activities of federal + some 

state/local government 
employees who work in 

connection with federally 
funded programs

Generally does not apply to 
employees of nonprofit 

organizations, even if they 
are federally funded*



34

Hatch Act Restrictions
Nonprofit CAAs

Can’t run as 
candidate for public 

office in partisan 
election

Can’t use official 
authority to 

influence election 
results

Can’t coerce a 
Hatched Employee 
to make a political 

contribution

Employee #1

Employee #2

Salary is 100%​ paid out of CSBG 
and/or Head start funds 

(directly/indirectly)

Works in connection 
with CSBG and/or 

Head Start activities
+Principally 

employed by CAA
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Hatch Act Restrictions
Public CAAs

Can’t use official 
authority to 

influence election 
results

Can’t coerce a 
Hatched Employee 
to make a political 

contribution

Employee #1

Works in connection with activities financed 
by ANY federal grants or loans

Can’t run as 
candidate for public 

office in partisan 
election

Employee #2

100% of salary is paid out of ANY 
federal grants or loans



If employee is covered by Hatch Act​:

• Restrictions apply regardless of whether activity is 
conducted inside or outside the workplace or work time ​

• Even when employee is on unpaid leave of absence or paid 
terminal leave​

36

Hatch Act Restrictions
Scope



• Register and vote as they choose

• Assist in voter registration drives

• Express opinions about candidates and issues

• Contribute money to political organizations

• Attend political fundraising functions

• Attend and be active at political rallies and meetings

• Join and be active members of a political party or club

• Be a candidate for office in a non-partisan election
37

Hatched Employees MAY
In their personal, not official capacity



• All policies should be applied 
consistently:

• Political activity policy

• Conflict of interest policy

• Remote work policy

• Social media policy

• Employee 
handbook/PTO/off-duty 
conduct

38

Politically Active Employees
Policies to Consider



POLITICAL CAMPAIGN 
ACTIVITY SCENARIOS



CAA is staffing a voter registration booth at the state 
fair using unrestricted funding. The booth has a poster 
with the CAA’s name and the date of an upcoming 
statewide election, and a sign that reads “Register to 
Vote Here.”

• Is this prohibited activity?

• What if the activity is not at a state fair, but at the 
CAA’s main facility? 

40

Political Activity Scenario # 1



A CAA Executive Director believes the CAA should take steps to educate 
clients on the poverty and racial equity issues that affect them. Can the CAA:

• Send an “Election Primer” to staff, clients, and community supporters on its 
email list, highlighting the stances of candidates in the upcoming election 
on poverty and racial equity issues?

• Staff a voter registration booth at a state fair and display a sign above a 
stack of “Election Primers” that reads: “Community Action Fights Poverty 
and Supports Racial Equity and You Should Too!”

• Invite candidates who address these issues to speak at CAA’s monthly 
community meetings?

41

Political Activity Scenario # 2



Voting Rights:
State Law Landscape



Most Common Voting Restrictions

Voter Registration Barriers: Lack of online or 
same-day registration and targeting of 
community-led voter registration efforts.

Photo ID Requirements: Strict photo 
identification laws that disproportionately 
impact voters of color.

Mail-in Voting Restrictions: Limits on absentee 
voting, reduced drop-box access, and laws 
criminalizing assistance with mail-in ballots.

Early Voting Access: Limited or no early voting 
options.

Felony Disenfranchisement: Complex rules that 
disproportionately disenfranchise communities 
of color.



Voting Rights for Native Populations

Barriers to Voting: Native Americans face significant 
challenges to voting, including lack of access to polling 
places, restrictive voter ID laws, and limited access to mail 
services, which disproportionately affect reservations.

Legal and Advocacy Efforts: The report highlights ongoing 
legal battles and advocacy efforts aimed at addressing 
these barriers and improving voting access for Native 
communities.

Policy Recommendations: The report calls for targeted 
policy changes, such as enhanced voting rights protections 
and improved election infrastructure on reservations.



NARF Report: Obstacles at Every Turn (2020)

Developed by Native American Rights Fund (NARF) through 
extensive fieldwork, interviews, and public meetings 
across Indian Country.

Identifies challenges that disproportionately affect Native 
Americans, such as geographic isolation, voter ID 
requirements, lack of polling places, and limited access to 
mail voting.

These barriers result in lower voter turnout and 
underrepresentation of Native voices in elections.

Recommendations: The report advocates for legislative 
changes, increased funding, and partnerships with Tribes 
to improve voting access.

https://vote.narf.org/obstacles-at-every-turn/


Voting and Rural Populations

The Forgotten Voters: How Current Threats to Voting 
Hurt Rural Americans (Secure Democracy USA): 
addresses rural voting barriers like long travel distances, 
limited online registration, and restrictive mail-in 
requirements, and recommends policy changes to 
improve access.

Health and Voting in Rural America (Frontiers): The 
study examines how poor health in rural areas 
exacerbates voting barriers due to limited healthcare 
and voting access, despite higher social capital. It calls 
for targeted research and policy changes to address 
these challenges.

https://www.securedemocracyusa.org/new-report-rural-voters
https://www.securedemocracyusa.org/new-report-rural-voters
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science/articles/10.3389/fpos.2021.590324/full


Restrictive Laws Surge: Between 2021 and 2024, at 
least 30 states passed 78 restrictive voting laws, with 
63 set to be in effect for the 2024 presidential 
election.

Election Interference Concerns: 15 states enacted 33 
laws increasing opportunities for partisan interference 
in election results and processes, impacting 14 states 
this fall.

Expansive Laws Continue: 41 states and D.C. enacted 
168 laws expanding voting access since 2021, with 
156 effective for this election cycle.

Voting Rights: State-by-State



Voting Rights Lab: Voting Rights by State

https://tracker.votingrightslab.org/states






Movement Advancement Project (MAP)
Availability of no-excuse absentee voting



NCSL
State Elections Legislation Database

https://www.ncsl.org/elections-and-campaigns/state-elections-legislation-database


Purcell Block Tango

• Purcell v. Gonzalez (2006): Supreme Court reversed a 
lower court decision that changed Arizona's voter ID 
law just before the midterm elections, emphasizing that 
such changes could create voter confusion and 
operational challenges.

• Inconsistent application has created confusion – courts 
have different ideas about what is “too late” and how 
much the law change would disrupt the election.

• Courts try to balance concerns about voter confusion, 
logistical burdens, and the broader public interest​.

The Purcell principle = courts should not make last-minute 
changes to election rules or procedures.



Election Year Advocacy for 
Community Action



NEW! NCAP Elections & Voting Landing Page

Communityactionpartnership.com/voting



NEW! NCAP Elections & Voting Landing Page

One-Stop Shop for:

✓ Community Action resources (NCAP, 
CAPLAW)

✓ Sample graphics and social media

✓ Federal voting rights info

✓ Nonprofit nonpartisan resources

✓ State Laws

✓ Research & Reports

✓ Voting Rights & the Supreme Court



NCAP In-Person Voting Rights Fact Sheet

Before You Vote Checklist 

✓ Check your registration

✓ Check your polling place

✓ Bring required documents

✓ Preview your ballot

https://www.vote.org/am-i-registered-to-vote/
https://www.vote.org/polling-place-locator/
https://www.vote.org/voter-id-laws/
https://www.ballotready.org/


✓ Cast your ballot in private and without interference

✓ Cast a ballot if you’re in line when the polls close

✓ Receive assistance if you have a disability or difficulty 
reading, speaking, or writing in English

✓ An accessible polling place and ADA-compliant voting 
devices

✓ Request a paper ballot 

✓ Get a replacement ballot if you made a mistake or wish to 
change your vote

✓ Cast a regular ballot, instead of a provisional ballot (in most 
cases) – if you are told you can only cast a provisional 
ballot, ask what the reason is and where you can check to 
see if your provisional ballot was counted.

At the polls, you have a right to:



Nonpartisan Nonprofits Voting Resources 

• Nonprofit VOTE – Resource Library

• NAACP Legal Defense Fund – Voting Rights 2024

• ACLU – Know Your Voting Rights in Different Example Scenarios

• Vote.org – “Everything You Need to Vote”

• National Disability Rights Network – “Voters With Disabilities 
Activated”

• Vote411 – League of Women Voters Education Fund

• Voto Latino – Election Center

• Native American Rights Fund – Native Voices, Native Votes

• National Domestic Violence Hotline – How Domestic Violence 
Survivors Can Vote Safely

• National LBTQ Task Force – Queer the Vote

• National Low Income Housing Coalition – Our Homes, Our Votes

https://www.nonprofitvote.org/resource-library/
https://voting.naacpldf.org/
https://www.aclu.org/know-your-rights/voting-rights
https://www.vote.org/
https://www.ndrn.org/voting/
https://www.ndrn.org/voting/
https://www.vote411.org/
https://votolatino.org/getready/
https://vote.narf.org/
https://www.thehotline.org/resources/how-domestic-violence-survivors-can-vote-safely/
https://www.thehotline.org/resources/how-domestic-violence-survivors-can-vote-safely/
https://www.thetaskforce.org/programs/queering-democracy/queer-the-vote/
https://nlihc.org/explore-issues/projects-campaigns/our-homes-our-votes


CAPLAW Lobbying & Advocacy Resources

Webinar: Understanding Advocacy & Lobbying Rules

Election Year Refreshers for Nonprofit CAAs (2022)

https://caplaw.org/resources/members/make-your-voice-heard-understanding-advocacy-and-lobbying-rules
https://caplaw.org/wp-content/uploads/resource-lib/CAPLAW_2022_election_year_refresher_for_nonprofit_CAAs.pdf




• CAPLAW articles: model policies on political activity

• Bolder Advocacy: The Rules of the Game: A Guide to 
Election-Related Activities for 501(c)(3) Organizations

• Non-Profit Vote: resources for non-profits on how to help 
the people they serve participate and vote

• Vote411: a project of the League of Women Voters 
Education Fund; non-partisan general and state specific 
information 

• Vote.org: check your registration, register, request ballot 
by mail, get election reminders and more

• National Conference of State Legislatures

• Brennan Center for Justice

• League of Women Voters

Civic Engagement Resources

http://www.caplaw.org/
https://bolderadvocacy.org/resource/the-rules-of-the-game-a-guide-to-election-related-activities-for-501c3-organizations/
http://nonprofitvote.org/
http://vote411.org/
Vote.org
https://www.ncsl.org/
https://www.brennancenter.org/
https://www.lwv.org/


Help Shape NCAP Public Policy Priorities!
Review Process for 2025-2026

Listening Sessions

• October 10, 2024 @ 1PM ET / 12PM CT 

• November 18, 2024 @ 1PM ET / 12PM CT

Anonymous Survey

• September 27 – November 22

Network Webinar – Process Update 
& Feedback Opportunity

• December 10, 2024 @ 1PM ET / 12PM CT
CLICK HERE for

Event & Survey Links





Ryan Gelman
Director, Public Policy & Advocacy
NCAP
rgelman@communityactionpartnership.com

Get in Touch!

Savanna Arral
Staff Attorney
CAPLAW
savanna.arral@caplaw.org

Jonathan Cohen
Program Lead & Staff Attorney
CAPLAW
jonathan.cohen@caplaw.org

Emily Center-Bregasi
Staff Attorney
CAPLAW
emily.center-bregasi@caplaw.org

about:blank


Questions & Discussion
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