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Executive Summary

 Pennsylvania is one of several states that 
have taken action over the past decade to impose 
new requirements on voters seeking to cast a ballot. 
Pennsylvania’s new law, enacted in March 2012, is one 
of the nation’s most demanding voter ID laws, resulting 
in large numbers of eligible voters having to secure new 
identification. 

The U.S. Supreme Court has established that state voter 
ID laws may be constitutional if they meet specific 
requirements. Chief among these are that voter ID is 
available free to voters who do not have acceptable 
identification and that securing an ID does not place an 
undue burden on voters. 

In this report, the Pennsylvania Budget and Policy Center 
(PBPC) has documented the experience that voters 
would have when seeking to obtain an ID through the 
Pennsylvania Department of Transportation (PennDOT), 
the agency responsible for issuing the free ID. PBPC 
recruited volunteers who made 47 visits to 43 PennDOT 
offices in 28 counties to observe how the law was 
being implemented. The 43 offices in our sample are 
representative of the geographical distribution of all 
PennDOT offices issuing non-driver photo ID and serve 
73% of Pennsylvania’s population.

Volunteers were asked to observe if signage was visible, 
if documents necessary to obtain a free ID were readily 
available, and if the staff they encountered were familiar 
with the request for an ID and able to direct them 
appropriately. Since access to a free ID is critical to the 
constitutionality of the law, we asked voters to indicate if 
PennDOT staff volunteered information that an ID could 
be obtained for free. 

We also looked at the location and hours of operation of 
PennDOT driver’s license centers, which are the primary 
point of contact for most voters.  

Our findings:

•	 In only 13% of observations was there signage 
in the reception area indicating a voter ID could 
be obtained. In almost half the visits, neither 
signs nor written information was observed. 

•	 While most PennDOT staff encountered by our 
volunteers were familiar with the request for 
voter ID, in nearly half the visits individuals were 
given incomplete or inaccurate information. 

•	 Few PennDOT staff volunteered that a voter ID could 
be acquired for free, and in three in 10 cases, volunteers 
were told incorrectly that they would have to pay.  

•	 The standard form for obtaining a non-
photo ID does not indicate that it is available 
for free to certain voters, and a second form 
required to get the ID was not readily available. 

•	 The number and hours of operation of PennDOT 
offices are quite limited. There are 71 driver’s 
license centers in all of Pennsylvania, and nine 
counties do not have any centers at all.  In 
an additional 20 counties, the driver’s license 
center is open three days a week or less.  

•	 One in five volunteers had to return a second time 
because the Driver License center or Photo License 
center was closed.  

Recent reports from the Department of State indicate 
that many more individuals may lack appropriate ID than 
initially expected and most will have to turn to PennDOT 
to secure an ID – whether it is a standard non-driver ID or 
a new Department of State voter ID that will be available 
in late August. In either case, it is incumbent on both 
agencies to ensure the process works smoothly. Based 
on the observations of our volunteers, currently it does 
not.  

Pennsylvania’s voter ID law is restrictive and 
complicated to implement for Pennsylvania’s large 
population in such a short period of time. The process 
to secure identification is not well established, having 
undergone numerous changes in the four months 
since the law was enacted.  It is at this time unclear 
whether the Commonwealth has the ability to ensure 
ID is available to all who need it by the November 
election. Given the consequence – disenfranchising 
Pennsylvania voters – the   Commonwealth should 
consider delaying the law until its procedures are 
more firmly established and its processes improve. 

To make voter identification more readily available, the 
Commonwealth should expand the number of sites 
where voting ID can be obtained, provide mobile ID 
units for voters who lack transportation, provide clear, 
uniform information across all sites, improve signage and 
implement training of staff responsible for issuing ID.
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Pennsylvania’s Voter ID Law

 The Pennsylvania General Assembly adopted 
one of the nation’s most restrictive voter ID laws in 
2012. Act 18 of 2012, enacted in March, requires all 
Pennsylvania voters to present photo identification in 
order to cast a valid ballot. This new requirement affects 
six million Pennsylvanians who are expected to vote in 
November 2012.

Thirty-three states have enacted laws requiring voters 
to provide some proof of identification in order to vote, 
with 21 of those laws enacted between 2003 and 2011. 
Seventeen states require voters to show a photo ID prior 
to voting, while 16 states allow non-photo documents to 
establish identity..i 

Of the 17 states with photo ID requirements for voting, 
nine states (Georgia, Indiana, Kansas, Mississippi, 
Pennsylvania, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas and 
Wisconsin) have strict photo ID laws, which do not allow 
an alternative form of identity verification, such as a 
voter affidavit or identification by a poll worker. Only five 
of the nine laws are currently in effect: state courts found 
the Wisconsin law unconstitutional in March 2012; the 
laws in Texas and South Carolina are under review by the 
U.S. Department of Justice; and Mississippi’s law requires 
additional legislative action. 

Proponents of Pennsylvania’s voter ID law have argued 
that it is necessary to prevent voter fraud, but have 
presented little evidence that fraud is a significant 
problem. Research from other states shows that 
voter fraud is exceptionally rare,ii  and the County 
Commissioners Association of Pennsylvania has testified 
that there is no evidence in either case records or 
informal communications from county elections officials 
that voter fraud is an issue.iii

Voter ID laws have been challenged in both state and 
federal courts.  In 2008, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that 
voter ID laws could be constitutional if states met certain 
conditions:iv   

•	 A free photo ID for voting purposes must be available 
to anyone who requests it;

•	 The process to obtain an ID should not present an 
undue burden on voters; and

•	 States must undertake voter outreach and 
education efforts to ensure that voters are aware of 
the requirement.v

Pennsylvania’s voter ID law sets forth a list of acceptable 
forms of identification that includes a driver’s license, 
U.S. passport, non-driver photo ID, municipal or state 
employee ID, military ID or identification issued by a care 
home or college. All forms except the military ID must 
have an expiration date. Voters without an acceptable ID 
are expected to obtain a non-driver photo ID from the 
Pennsylvania Department of Transportation (PennDOT).  

The Pennsylvania Department of State (DOS) is the 
agency responsible for implementation of the voter 
ID law. Agency staff is overseeing the planned public 
education and outreach campaign and serving as the 
point of contact for county election officials. That DOS 
has the lead on voter ID was confirmed by both state and 
PennDOT officials.vi

The agency with day-to-day contact with voters is 
PennDOT. Because of its central role in supplying the 
required identification, the validity of Pennsylvania’s 
voter ID law will be largely determined by the manner 
in which PennDOT meets its obligation to provide IDs to 
Pennsylvania citizens who require them. 

Much of the debate about Pennsylvania’s voter ID 
law, prior to its passage, centered on the potential 
hardship it would create for voters seeking to secure 
an ID. Research conducted by the Brennan Center for 
Justice at New York University (NYU) found that 11% 
of Americans did not have government-issued photo 
identification, and the numbers for seniors, young 
people and low-income individuals were much higher.vii 

Proponents of Act 18, including Corbett Administration 
officials and state legislators, contended that the 
law would have a limited impact on Pennsylvania 
voters. Supporting documentation on the legislation, 
including fiscal notes prepared by the Houseviii and 
Senateix Appropriations Committees, contained an 
estimate prepared by PennDOT indicating that 99.07% 
of registered voters had PennDOT-issued identification, 
and the agency expected to issue 76,048 free non-driver 
photo IDs in 2012. This number has been repeated by 
Secretary of the Commonwealth Carol Aichele in public 
statements promoting the law. x

On July 3, PennDOT released data suggesting a much 
larger group of voters could be affected by the new voting 
requirement. A comparison of Pennsylvania’s Statewide 
Uniform Registry of Elector (SURE) voter database with
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PennDOT ID lists indicate that 758,939 registered voters, 
9.2% of all voters, lack a PennDOT-issued ID.xi Of those, 
591,373, or 77.9%, were active voters, defined as having 
voted at least once in the past five years. 

New information indicating that the July 3 data cast an 
overly wide net has made it very hard to know the full 
extent of the problem. A recent article in The Philadelphia 
Inquirer reported that the names of prominent office 
holders with driver’s licenses appear on the July 3 list. On 
the other hand, new data from the state distributed to 
county elections officials identifies an additional 906,000 
Pennsylvanians whose ID is not currently valid for voting 
purposes.

In the ACLU’s constitutional challenge to the state’s 
voter ID law, an expert testifying for the plaintiffs 
in Commonwealth Court estimated that 10.2% of 
Pennsylvanians lack appropriate ID.xii In July 30 testimony 
before the court, Department of State officials indicated 
they had no idea how many people lack valid ID.xiii

During the four months since the law’s passage, 
individuals and organizations have continued to raise 
concerns about the hardship imposed on individuals 
seeking to acquire non-photo ID or the underlying 
documentation necessary to acquire that IDand new 
issues have emerged. Individuals must take time from 
work or travel a distance to obtain ID, while the options 
for establishing identity and residency are limited. 
Current citizens born out of state, particularly those 
born in Puerto Ricoxiv or the South,xv reportedly face a 
particular challenge obtaining birth certificates. 

The Commonwealth of Pennsylvania has repeatedly 
changed procedures to address concerns about the 
burden on individuals seeking to obtain ID. In late 
May, the Department of State announced that it 
would allow electronic verification of birth records 
with the Department of Health for individuals born 
in Pennsylvania. On July 20, the Department of State 
announced that it would develop a new Department 
of State identification, issued by PennDOT, that would 
require somewhat less documentation.xvi The new IDs are 
expected to be available beginning in late August, giving 
very little time before the election to work through 
implementation challenges similar to those documented 
here under the original requirements.

Taking time off to get an ID. 

Steve Yakubisin has used two 
vacation days to take his 97-year-

old mother to PennDOT to obtain a 
photo ID. Mrs. Yakubisin is a member 

of the Pennsylvania Voters Hall of 
Fame, having voted in more than 50 

elections. Despite a streak to rival 
Cal Ripken, Mrs. Yakubisin will not 

be able to vote without a new voter 
identification. 

Steve took the first day off to bring 
his mother to a PennDOT office in 

Lackawanna County, only to discover 
that no IDs would be issued that day. 
He brought his mother back the next 
day, arriving at 8 a.m. to ensure a spot 
when the office opened at 8:30. When 
the door was unlocked, Steve reported 

that more than 100 people were in 
line.  

It took Tom Gemmill two trips to secure an ID 
for his 97-year-old father.  After learning that 
he was not at the right location at a PennDOT 

Photo License center, Tom and his father 
took a second trip to the PennDOT Driver 

License center near his home in Lancaster. The 
receptionist he first encountered told him that 
everyone had to pay for the photo ID.  When 
his father’s application was being processed, 
Tom specifically asked for a free ID which the 
clerk helped him to secure.  The process took 

an hour and 15 minutes and would have taken 
longer, but the photo technician, recognizing 
the elder Mr. Gemmill’s fragile state, allowed 

him to jump to the head of the line.  
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 The first challenge facing registered voters 
seeking to obtain an ID is getting to a PennDOT center. 
The agency operates 71 Driver License centers, where 
individuals must first go to make an application for an 
ID. Those centers are open limited hours and days, and 
individuals seeking an ID must wait in line with others 
seeking driver’s licenses, commercial licenses and other 
PennDOT products. 

Nine rural counties have no driver’s license centers at all, 
and in an additional 20 counties containing 1.5 million 
people, Driver License centers are open three or fewer 
days a week. Only seven of 67 counties have more than 
one driver’s license center. 

The PennDOT website indicates that its locations host 
both Driver’s License centers and Photo License centers. 
To obtain a photo ID, a voter must first visit the Driver’s 
License center which processes the photo ID application, 
then go to the Photo License center which issues the ID. 
The hours and days of operation for the two centers are 
not the same, so on a given visit, one may be open but 
the other may be closed.  

While this process may seem intuitive to PennDOT 
officials, it is not well understood. As a consequence, 
voters may have to make more than one trip to obtain 
an ID. 

Lack of access to motor license offices was one of the 
reasons leading a federal court to strike down Georgia’s 
original voter ID law.xvii Like Pennsylvania, Georgia’s 
license centers are spaced widely apart and are not 
found in every county. Georgia’s law created one mobile 
photo ID unit, but the court found that to be insufficient 
to ensure that voters without access to transportation 
would be able to secure ID. Georgia amended its law to 
require that every county registrar of voters provide at 
least one place where ID could be obtained.

Pennsylvania should consider increasing the hours and 
number of offices issuing photo ID through the election, 
and should purchase mobile voter ID units, which travel 
to individuals in urban and rural areas. These steps will 
make the process easier for voters. 

Limited Number of PennDOT Centers Issuing 
Voter ID Cards
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Margy Frysinger visited the Driver License center 

in Selinsgrove, in Snyder county.  There was a 

long line, and she was told that she must wait 

on the line, even though she only wanted to ask 

questions. Margy was informed, incorrectly, that 

her father-in-law who resides in a nursing home, 

would have to appear in person to obtain his ID. 

Only when she called the nursing home did she 

learn that her father would be issued an ID by 

the facility. 

 A key requirement for voter ID laws to meet U.S. 
constitutional muster is that ID must be made available 
free of charge to voters who do not have acceptable ID 
without regard to the voter’s ability to pay. 

The Pennsylvania Department of State has the lead in 
the state’s implementation efforts and in partnership 
with PennDOT is responsible for ensuring that voters 
get a free ID without undue burden. In this process, 
PennDOT plays a key role in protecting Pennsylvanians’ 
constitutional right to vote and has an obligation to 
implement practices at its licensing centers to ensure 
that right is not abridged. 

Within the first few weeks of the law’s implementation, 
voters began to raise questions about the process. 
Reports ranged from concerns about difficulties among 
registered voters securing free ID, to concerns about 
the religious exemption, to concerns about access to 
documentation.xviii

To ascertain the experiences of voters seeking to obtain 
an ID, the Pennsylvania Budget and Policy Center (PBPC) 
recruited volunteers to observe first-hand practices at 
PennDOT offices. 

Volunteers were recruited through the Pennsylvania 
Voter ID Coalition, the Pennsylvania League of Women 
Voters, the Alliance of Retired Americans, SEIU-Healthcare
PA and nonprofit organizations that work with PBPC. We 
sought organizations with membership throughout the 
state to achieve wider geographic coverage. The surveys 
were conducted between June 19 and July 20, 2012. 
Volunteers made 47 visits to 43 PennDOT offices in 28 
counties, covering 73% of Pennsylvania’s population. 

To facilitate a consistant and orderly process at PennDOT 
centers, we believed several conditions should be met: 
(1) the site should contain clear signage indicating that 
voter ID could be obtained for free, (2) staff should be 
able to provide consistent, accurate information to 
voters, (3) all forms neccessary to secure an ID should be 
readily available.

Based on these considerations, we developed a 
survey instrument that looked at signage, availability 
of information, and staff practices and procedures. 
(Appendix 1 contains the survey instrument.) 

Specifically, observers were asked to ascertain the 
following:

1. Did the PennDOT office have signage indicating that 
ID for voting purposes could be obtained for free?  

2. Were PennDOT officials encountered by the   
volunteers familiar with the request 
for ID for voting purposes and did they 
provide accurate instruction to the voter? 

3. Did PennDOT officials volunteer information 
that identification could be available for free to 
individuals who met the requirements? 

4. Were the applicable forms readily available?

Methodology: Survey Instrument and 
PennDOT Site Sample
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 Observers were asked to note if signage in the 
reception area made clear voter ID could be obtained for 
free. In 87% of licensing centers visited, almost nine in 
10, there was no voter ID signage in the main reception 
area at all.  In 30% of visits, there was signage somewhere 
on the premises indicating ID for voting purposes was 
available.

PennDOT sites did somewhat better providing printed 
information about the voter ID law – 23%, almost one-
quarter - had information placed in an information 
rack somewhere on site. 

Altogether, just over half of the sites visited, 53%, had 
a sign somewhere or information in a rack available for 
voters who looked for it. In 47% of sites, no information 
was observed.

There was no consistency in signage or information 
made available to voters.  Volunteers reported that a 
sign might consist of a single 8.5 x 11 inch flyer printed
from the PennDOT or Department of State web sites 
affixed to a window or wall. Information available 
in piles or racks at the sites also varied widely, from a 
20-page guide to the voter ID law, to a printout of the 
law, to the voter ID flyer printed from the Pennsylvania 
Department of State web site. 

Observer Ann T. reported:  “Although there were signs 
posted everywhere—no food or drink, no cell phones, 
no cash accepted, there was no sign about Voter ID.”  

Operating Hours and Lines Limit Voter Access 

If the experience of the volunteers is any indication, 
getting to the proper location at the proper time can be 
a challenge. Just over one in five volunteers found the 
PennDOT Driver License center was closed on the day 

they visited and had to return.  Seventeen percent noted 
they had to wait, even to obtain information, anywhere 
from 20 minutes to 2 hours.

Richard K:  “The entire ID section was closed. I saw 
three people seeking IDs turned away.”

Information Given by PennDOT Officials 
Varied Widely

PennDOT licensing centers operate differently across 
the state.  A majority of the sites visited had a reception 
area or information desk where voters could ask to be 
directed to the appropriate location. In some cases, 
volunteers simply took a number and waited to 
be called, and in others, a security guard or clerk 
asked if they could offer assistance. 

We asked volunteers to assess whether the individual 
they initially encountered understood their request for 
a photo ID for voting and directed them appropriately. 
We reviewed their specific comments to ascertain 
if they were given correct or incorrect information 
during the first encounter.

In the vast majority of cases, 74% of the time, the person 
whom the volunteer initially encountered, whether at 
an information desk, a security officer or other staff, was
familiar with their request. In 26% of cases, the staff was 
unfamiliar with the request.  The accuracy of information 
provided to the volunteers varied from site to site: 
in 46% of cases, almost half, the staff misunderstood

the request or misdirected the person, giving them 
information that proved to be incorrect or the wrong 
form. When the staff person was unfamiliar with the 
requirements of the law and directed the volunteer 
to someone else, the response was coded as accurate.  

PennDOT Centers Offer Limited Information on Voter ID Law

Reception Areas Frequently
Do Not Have Signs

Nearly Half Don’t Have Voter ID
Information Available

Signs
13%

No Signs
87%

Survey Findings: PennDOT Provides No Clear Roadmap to 
Obtaining Voter ID

Long Lines and Multiple Visits for Some

Few Observers Reported
a Long Wait

One in Five Made
Multiple Trips
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Steve J.: “The clerk told me if you have ever had a prior 
license or ID you cannot get an ID for free. Period. Free 
IDs are only for people who have never had a driver’s 
license or ID in Pennsylvania before.”
 
Marcina M.: “The office was very frustrated with 
attempts to answer questions. They didn’t know the 
‘terms’ of [the] new law and had to call Harrisburg for 
answers. One office worker said, ‘I knew this would 
happen.’ They were nice but unsure of procedures.”

Little Information About Free ID

Because many seeking ID would be unfamiliar with the 
law, we asked volunteers to ascertain whether PennDOT 
officials volunteered information that the ID could be 
obtained for free, at either the initial encounter or the 
driver’s license processing window.

Volunteers reported that in eight out of 10 cases, 81%, 
staff did not inform them either during the initial
encounter or in the processing area that ID could be 
available for free.

In three out of 10 cases, voters were told incorrectly that 
they were required to pay for the ID. 

Much of the confusion may be related to the process. 
To obtain a free ID, voters must complete two forms, 

(1) form DL-54A, which is the standard application for 
any individual seeking a non-driver photo ID, and (2) 
an affirmation indicating he or she is registered to vote 
and has no other valid form of ID.

The DL-54A gives applicants three reasons for 
requesting a photo ID, and lists the fee associated with 
each option. Option 1 is for an individual who has never 
held an ID or driver’s license, which clearly lists a fee of 
$13.50.  Option 2 indicates that an ID can be obtained for 
free for individuals who surrender their driver’s license 
for health reasons.  All other options listed on the form 
indicate the applicant must pay a fee of $13.50.  The 
form has not be modified to list voter ID as one of the 
reasons an applicant can obtain an Identification card.

The paper documentation available to voters at sites 
reaffirms that the ID costs $13.50. In some sites, a flyer 
developed by the Department of State was available 
stating that the ID is free; in others, volunteers 
received PennDOT documentation clearly 
stating the cost was $13.50, with no 
exceptions. (Appendix 2 has some examples.)

The Pennsylvania Budget and Policy Center obtained 
through a freedom of information request a copy of policy 
guidance issued by PennDOT to its staff with respect to 
issuing free ID. Beginning in a communication on March 
28, PennDOT officials distributed a matrix listing situations 
staff might encounter when a customer requests an ID 
for voting.  It lists three instances when an ID may be 
issued for free: (1) when there is no product meeting 
the ID requirements to vote; (2) when an ID is expired 
for more than 12 months; and (3) when a driver’s license 
has expired for more than 12 months. Our volunteers’ 
experience suggests PennDOT employees were not 
well informed of the policies and did not follow the 
guidance.

Forms Not Readily Available

A critical part of the process to obtain ID is access to 
the affirmation form for voting. Our volunteers found 
in 53% of the cases, more than half the time, the form 
was not visible for the observer to take or offered by 
the processing clerk.  Volunteers were also asked 
to observe whether the form requesting electronic 
verification of a birth was available in print form 
anywhere on site. Of those who specifically looked for 
that form, only 22% observed that it was available.

Comment from observer: PennDOT official refused 
to give me forms for my friend, saying they had to 
come themselves.

Inconsistent Information Provided to Observers
One in Four Requests

are Misunderstood
Inaccurate Information Provided

to Almost Half of Observers

Few Informed that ID Could be Obtained at No Cost

Most Observers Were Not Informed
That Voter ID May be Free

Customers Incorrectly 
Asked to Pay
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Conclusions and Recommendations
 While some of our volunteers obtained clear and 
accurate information at the PennDOT licensing centers; 
many did not. Volunteers found long waits, no signs, and 
information that was not prominently displayed, and 
they found some staff who were not fully versed in the 
requirements of the law. 

The limited hours of operation at PennDOT centers 
could be a significant barrier to individuals who wish to 
acquire a voter ID. Observers saw people turned away 
on days when IDs were not being processed and long 
lines when they were.  The combination of limited office 
locations, limited hours and long lines makes acquiring 
an ID in order to vote a time consuming process for many 
customers. 

The primary form required to process a non-driver 
photo ID, the DL-54A, has not been altered to indicate 
to PennDOT staff or customers that an ID could be 
available for free to registered voters. Unless customers 
are familiar with the law and act affirmatively to secure 
the affirmation form, they are likely to pay for an ID that 
could be obtained for free, or for those without funds, 
not obtain an ID at all.

Pennsylvania’s voter ID law is restrictive and complicated 
to implement for the state’s large population in such a 
short period of time. The evidence from our survey of 
43 license centers indicates that PennDOT procedures 
have not been consistently nor adequately modified to 
accommodate the voter ID law, and the failure to do so 
creates barriers for voters who will need ID to vote. The 
process to secure identification is not well established, 
having undergone numerous changes in the four months 
since the law was enacted. 

Introducing a new type of voter ID so close to the election 
is likely to compound the problems documented in 
this report. It is a tall order to ask a large organization 
to flawlessly administer a new, unfamiliar product in a 
short period of time. This raises serious questions about 
whether the Commonwealth has the ability to ensure ID 
is available to all voters who need it by Election Day.

Recommendations

If the implementation of this law falls short, the 
consequences are significant – the disenfranchising of 
a larger number of Pennsylvania voters. In light of that, 
the Commonwealth should consider delaying the law 
until its procedures are more firmly established and its 
processes improve. 

We also recommend that PennDOT:

•	 Change the DL-54A to clearly state that individuals 
applying for ID for voting purposes can obtain it for free.  

•	 Expand hours of operation so appropriate ID 
can be obtained five days a week at all locations. 

•	 Provide clear signage and informational 
material indicating that ID can be obtained 
and is available for free, and ensure all 
information is available in multiple languages. 

•	 Ensure that all appropriate forms are 
readily available and uniformly issued to 
those seeking an ID for voting purposes. 

•	 Publish weekly statistics on the number of 
photo IDs issued to individuals 17 and over at 
all locations and the number of free IDs issued. 

•	 Institute rigorous training for PennDOT workers to 
ensure familiarity with procedures and understand 
their role in protecting Pennsylvanians right to vote.

Malcolm Drummond is a retiree who volunteers his time 
at a Philadelphia hospital.  In June, he took 16 people 

from his church and the surrounding community to a city 
PennDOT office to get their ID. The group was asked to 

bring proper documention.   

At the security desk, the group was told they would have 
to pay in order to obtain an ID. Only 4 of the 16 had the 

funds necessary to obtain the ID, so the other 12 left 
without it.
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