Voter registration deadlines are just over a week away in many states. Polls open in just over a month. In an election that could well be decided by new voters, voter registration efforts are in overdrive. But signing people up might be the easy part: After that, there’s voting. As Mimi Kennedy of Progressive Democrats of America told GRIT tv last month: “An election as tight as this one could be decided by two things: is every qualified voter able to cast his or her vote, and is that vote counted as cast?” 
  

Given the controversy surrounding the last two elections, election protection and voting rights should be central to any conversation about the '08 vote. But as debate season kicks off, those key questions are being ignored by politicians and pundits alike and many voters are still wondering, “Will my vote count?” 
In contrast to most advanced democracies, the right to vote isn’t conveyed automatically with citizenship or coming of age in the United States. Voters have to prove themselves and there are no end to the challenges, from felon disenfranchisement laws to monolingual ballots and a myriad of ever-changing rules which differ from election to election and district to district. 
In Florida in 2000 and Ohio in 2004, tens of thousands of voters were removed from the rolls, without their knowledge, in official purges of voter lists. On Election Day in 2004, boxes of registrations remained unprocessed in Cleveland and Toledo. In many of Ohio’s cities, a shortage of voting machines left voters standing for hours in the rain to vote, even as, in nearby wealthy suburbs, voters were able to cast their votes in a matter of minutes. 
  

Determined to avoid a repeat of those experiences, voting rights advocates are fanning out and no state is getting more attention than Ohio. Ohio has a "golden week" - September 30 to October 6 - in which people can register and vote all in the same day. “That means no 8 hour lines,” says Tate Hausman, of Vote Today Ohio, a collaborative campaign to maximize early voting. (http://votetodayohio.blogspot.com) Vote Today is working with America Votes, the League of Young Voters and others. 
  

“Come to Ohio, Stay as Long as you can. Bring everyone you know,” a League activist, Billy Wimsatt wrote recently to his friends. 

It's astonishing that both parties are paying so little attention to this crisis in democracy--but heartening that on-the-ground activism like Hausman’s is leading the charge. The nation may not have seen this much grassroots attention to voting rights since the civil rights movement.  Even if officials don’t get it, voters do: paying attention to detail counts.   

  

These challenges are only the tip of the iceberg--and why I'm proud to host "Live From Main Street Columbus: Will Your Vote Count?," a one-of-a-kind, week-long media collaboration that kicks off on Monday, September 29. Live From Main Street Columbus will ask the tough questions, get answers from experts and give the nation a chance to learn what steps they can take to make sure their votes count. 
Earlier this year, national voting rights groups charged officials in Kansas, Michigan and Louisiana of illegally purging voter lists. A campaign driven by independent media reports forced the Department of Veterans Affairs to reverse its policy on allowing voter registration drives at hundreds of VA hospitals serving injured and homeless vets. On September 8th, on the eve of Senate hearings, the agency said it would, after all, allow certain registration drives. “It may be too late, coming so near the close of voter registration for this November,” fears reporter Steven Rosenfeld, who covered the story for Alternet.org. But it’s a step. 
  

Independent media played a key role in Michigan, where a scrappy website, The Michigan Messenger quoted a GOP official James Carabelli as saying “We will have a list of foreclosed homes and will make sure people aren’t voting from those addresses.” The Michigan GOP demanded a retraction of the story, “Lose your House, Lose your Vote.” Carabelli claimed the quote was “fabricated.” But the Messenger, and the Center for Independent Media, which runs the website, stood firm. On September 16th, the Obama campaign filed a federal lawsuit in Michigan seeking to stop foreclosure-based challenges to Michigan voters. 
  

Fed up with waiting for officials or Parties to do the work, this year, as never before, citizens’ groups, and voting rights groups are taking early action to protect the vote. Independent media, using new tools and new collaborations, are getting the stories out. Will it decide an election? It just might. 

This article is part of "Live From Main Street Columbus: Will Your Vote Count?" is a virtual town hall exploring how the issues of voting rights and election security affect every day Americans. For more a full schedule of events, visit www.livefrommainstreet.org. 

Live From Main Street is a project of The Media Consortium, a network of 50 leading independent media outlets. For more information, visit www.themediaconsortium.org. 
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