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S.298

Introduced by Senators Ram Hinsdale, White, Baruth, Bongartz, Brock,
Chittenden, Clarkson, Cummings, Gulick, Hardy, Hashim,
Lyons, Major, Perchlik, Plunkett, Vyhovsky, Watson and
Westman
Referred to Committee on Government Operations
Date: January 23, 2026
Subject: Elections; voting rights; conduct of elections; language assistance;
election interference; periodic reapportionment; counting of offenders
Statement of purpose of bill as introduced: This bill will explicitly prohibit
discrimination based on race or color or membership in a language minority
group. It will prohibit local racial gerrymandering. This bill proposes to
create language assistance in voting and elections and voting assistance
methods for individuals above 65 years of age and individuals with disabilities.
It prohibits municipal electoral changes within 60 days preceding a general
election and creates a pre-clearance system where municipalities must first
seek authorization from the Attorney General’s office for changes to electoral
districts or systems. This bill prohibits at-large districts where these would
impair the ability of members of a protected class to elect candidates of its
choice or its ability to influence the outcome of an election. It creates the

Voter Education and Outreach Fund. This bill criminalizes the intimidation of
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voters, the communication of false information to registered voters, and
interference with voting. It also proposes to count certain offenders by their
residential address prior to incarceration for the purpose of periodic

reapportionment of districts for the General Assembly.

- eommt— I

An act relating to voter protections

It is hereby enacted by the General Assembly of the State of Vermont:

sk sk N Jogan op oting Dioh A sk sk

Sec. My 17 V.S.A. chapter 59 is added to read:

APTER 59. VERMONT VOTING RIGHTS ACT

Swbchapter 1. Definitions: Rights of Voters

§ 2801. DEFINITIONS

As used in this chapter:

(1) “Certification of No Objecti®’ means a certification issued by the

Attorney General stating that there is no obje®ion to the enactment or

administration of a covered practice by a municipali®gbecause the covered

practice neither has the purpose or effect of denying or abriMging the right to

vote based on race or color or membership in a language minoritygroup nor

will result in the retrogression in the position of members of a racial or SWgnic
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(A) any change to the method of election of members of a governing

body oMan elected school board by adding seats elected at large or by

converting'§ne or more seats elected from a single-member district to one or

more at-large s@ats or seats from a multimember district;

B) any cMange, or series of changes within a 12-month period, to the

boundaries of the munf§jpality that reduces by more than five percentage

points the proportion of thdnunicipality’s voting age population that is

composed of members of a sine racial or language minority group, as
determined by the most recent U.S%Census Bureau’s American Communit

Survey data;

C) any change to the boundaries®f election districts or wards in the

municipality, including changes made pursuant%o a decennial redistricting

measure,

D) any change that restricts the ability of anWperson to provide

interpreter services to voters in any language other than En®lish or that limits

or impairs the creation or distribution of voting or election mat&ials in any

language other than English; or

(E) any change that reduces the number of or consolidates or

relocates polling places in the municipality, except where permitted by law
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poMgical subdivision that holds public elections.

(W “Protected class” means a group of citizens protected from

discriminaf¥n based on race or color or membership in a language minorit
roup.

(5) “RaciallWpolarized voting” refers to the extent to which the

candidate preferences & members of a protected class and other voters in the

jurisdiction have differed ifrecent elections for the office at issue and other

offices in which the voters hav&been presented with a choice between

candidates who are members of thdprotected class and candidates who are not

members of the protected class.

(6) “Voting age population” means tHe resident population of persons

who are 18 years of age or older, as determined¥py the most recent U.S.

Census Bureau’s American Community Survey dafavailable at the time any

change to a covered practice is published.

§ 2802. VOTE DENIAL OR DILUTION

a) No voting qualification or prerequisite to voting or stan&grd, practice

or procedure shall be imposed or applied by the State or any munic¥ality in a

manner that results in a denial or abridgement of the right of any citizeMof the

United States to vote based on race or color or membership in a language

OILy group.
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bask of the totality of circumstances, it is shown that the political processes

leadind%o nomination or election in the State or a municipality are not equally

open to parMcipation by members of a protected class in that its members have

less opportunitWthan other members of the electorate to participate in the

political processes & to elect representatives of their choice. The extent to

which members of a prétected class have been elected to office in the State or

municipality is one circum%ance that may be considered.

c) Nothing in this section Sgall be construed to establish a right to have

members of a protected class electdd in numbers equal to their proportion in

the population.

§ 2803. IMPAIRMENT OF VOTING RIGYITS OF REGISTERED VOTERS.

Nothing in this chapter shall be construed to¥gdeny, impair, or otherwise

adversely affect the right to vote of any registered Wpter.

Subchapter 2. Assistance in Voting and*lections

§ 2811. LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE IN VOTING AND BLECTIONS

(a) Determination of languages and municipalities.

1) The Secretary of State shall designate one or more langudges. other

than English, for which assistance in voting and elections shall be proviged in

a municipality if the Secretary finds that a significant and substantial need
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nec¥ exists if, based on the best available data, including information from the

U.S. C&sus Bureau’s American Community Survey, more than five percent or

more than MY00 of the residents qualified to vote in a municipality speak a

particular share@language other than English and are limited English

proficient individua

(3) Asused in thi%section, “limited English proficient individual”

means an individual who do® not speak English as the individual’s prima

language and who speaks, reads.%r understands the English language less than

“very well,” in accordance with U.S 8 ensus Bureau data or data of

comparable quality collected by a goverrmental entity.

(4) On or before January 15, the Secre of State shall annually

publish on the website of the Office of the Secret®y of State a list of each

municipality in which assistance in voting and electioMg in a language other

than English shall be provided and each such language in %hich such

assistance shall be provided in each such municipality. The S&retary’s

determinations under this section shall be effective upon such pubMgation. The

Secretary shall distribute to each affected municipality the information

contained in such list.
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subMivision (a)(4) of this section, shall provide assistance in voting and

electioMs in any language designated pursuant to subdivision (a)(1) of this

section to Wgters in that municipality who are limited English proficient
individuals.
2) The Secr§ary shall provide competent assistance in each designated

language. The Secretaly shall provide election-related materials both in

English and in each design®ed language, including registration or voting

notices, forms, instructions, assktance, ballots, and other information relating

to the electoral process. except thatin the case of a language that is oral or

unwritten, the Secretary may provide oy oral instructions, assistance, or

other information relating to the electoral péocess in that language. All

materials provided in a designated language sh#l be of an equal quality to the

corresponding English materials. All provided trarfglations shall convey the

intent and essential meaning of the original text or confgunication and shall

not rely solely on any automatic translation service. When®8er available,

language assistance shall also include interpretation services.

(c) Review process.

(1) The Secretary of State shall adopt regulations, in accordanceWyith

the provisions of 3 V.S.A. chapter 25. to establish a review process under

W C OCUICTdly SITAIT GCTCTTTIIC, UPOIL TCCCIPL UL d TO{UC D CU_UIIUC
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muMicipality for a language to be designated for the provision of assistance in

voting &nd elections whenever a need has not been found under subsection (a)

of this sectdyn.

(2) The Mecretary’s review process shall include:

A) an opRortunity for any resident qualified to vote, organization

whose membership inclgdes or is likely to include residents qualified to vote

or organization whose misS¥n would be frustrated by the Secretary’s failure to

provide such language assistan® to submit a request for the Secretary to

consider so designating a language® a municipality;

(B) an opportunity for publicomment; and

(C) _that, upon receipt and review Rt any request, the Secretary may,

in accordance with the process for making sucfdetermination, so designate

any language in a municipality.

d) Right of action. Any resident qualified to vote Who is aggrieved by a

violation of this section and any organization whose memb&ship includes
residents qualified to vote who are aggrieved by such a violatio®, shall be

entitled to initiate a cause of action in the Superior Court in the colty in

which the alleged violation has occurred, except that no determination & the
Secretary under this section to designate a municipality or a language for tig

DIOVISIVUIL Ul d dAlIUC d U ULC d V1UI4AUUII U CUULIVUILL.
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%) Any voter 65 years of age or older or any voter who is physically

disable®&may request and then shall be handed a printed ballot by an election

officer outSide the polling place but within 150 feet of the entrance to the

polling place. e voter shall mark the printed ballot in the officer’s presence

but in a secret man®er and. obscuring the voter’s vote, return the ballot to the

officer. The officer shl immediately return to the polling place and shall

deposit the ballot in accord$nce with section 2570 of this title.

b)(1) Any qualified voter Who requires assistance to vote by reason of

physical disability or inability to rc%d or write may, if the voter so requests, be

assisted in voting. The voter may desiMgate an officer of election or any other

person to assist the voter.

(2) The election officer or other person s§ designated shall not enter the

booth with the voter unless:

A) the voter signs a request stating that the Vl§ter requires assistance

by reason of physical disability or inability to read or writc%and

B) the election officer or other person signs a statem®at that the

officer or other person will act in accordance with the requirementMof this

section.

3) The request and statement shall be on a single form furnished by%he
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sighature, provided no mark shall be required of a voter who is blind. An

electioMofficer shall advise the voter and any person assisting the voter of the

requiremerg of this section and record the name of the voter and the name and

address of the Mgrson assisting the voter.

4) The electpn officer or other person so designated shall assist the

qualified voter in the p¥gparation of the voter’s ballot in accordance with the

voter’s instructions and witout soliciting the voter’s vote or in any manner

attempting to influence the vot&’s vote and shall not in any manner divulge or

indicate, by signs or otherwise, howkthe voter voted on any office or question.

The officer shall immediately deposit the ballot in accordance with section

2570 of this title.

(c) If the voter requires assistance in a lang®gge other than English and has

not designated a person to assist the voter, an clecti§n officer may assist as an

interpreter but shall first inquire of the present electionWfficials whether there

1s an election official of a party or candidate of the voter’s Mgeference available

who can interpret for the voter. One representative interpreter ®r each party

or candidate, insofar as available, shall be permitted to observe thefficer of

election communicate with the voter. In any municipality designated a%a

covered municipality pursuant to section 2811 of this title, the local board &
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assWtance pursuant to this subsection. The voter may designate one of the

voluntRr party or candidate interpreters to provide assistance. A person so

designatedqy the voter shall meet all the requirements of this section for a

person providifg assistance.

(d) A person wi willfully violates subsection (b) or (¢) of this section

shall be imprisoned noMgnore than six months or fined not more than

$2.000.00, or both.

Subchapter 3.%Changes to Election Practices

§ 2821. CHANGES NOT TO BE RFFECTUATED WITHIN 60 DAYS

PRECEDING A GENERAL BLECTION; NOTICE

REQUIREMENTS

No change in any local election district, war or polling place shall take

effect within 60 days preceding any general electio

§ 2822. COVERED PRACTICES; ACTIONS REQUIRED PRIOR TO

ENACTMENT OR ADMINISTRATION

a)(1) Prior to enacting or seeking to administer any voting %ualification or

prerequisite to voting, or any standard. practice, or procedure with ¥espect to

voting, that is a covered practice, the governing body shall cause to be

published on the official website for the municipality the proposed covered

PIaCLICT dild gCIiCTdl HOUCC O1 OPPOTTUIIItY 10T PUDIIC COMIIICHT OII UIC Proposca
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pre% releases and such other media as will best serve the purpose and subject

involve®, Such notice shall be made at least 45 days in advance of the last

date prescritied in the notice for public comment.

(2) Publid&comment shall be accepted for a period of not fewer than 30

days. During this p&iod, the governing body shall afford interested persons an

opportunity to submit dfg, views, and arguments in writing by mail, fax, or

email, or through an online Pygblic comment forum on the official website for

the municipality if one has been Wgtablished. The governing body shall

conduct at least one public hearing d&ing this period to receive public

comment on the proposed covered practi®g.

3) The governing body may make chdfges to the proposed covered

practice in response to public comment received. W doing so. the revised

covered practice shall be published and public commcgt shall be accepted in

accordance with this subsection, except the public commeW period shall be not

fewer than 15 days.

b)(1) Following the public comment period or periods prescri¥ed in

subsection (a) of this section, the governing body shall publish the fina

covered practice, which shall include a plain English description of the
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covered practice will take effect in 30 days.

(W During the 30-day waiting period described in subdivision (1) of this

subsectionMny individual who will be subject to or affected by the covered

practice may cMgllenge in the Superior Court of the municipality where the

covered practice is% be implemented the covered practice as:

A) having th§purpose or effect of denying or abridging the right to

vote on the basis of race orgolor or membership in a language minority group;

or

(B) resulting in the retrog¥ession in the position of members of a

racial or ethnic group with respect to tiir effective exercise of the electoral

franchise.

(3) In an action described in subdivision%2) of this subsection, the court

may, in its discretion, allow a private plaintiff a rea%onable attorney’s fee as

part of the costs, if such plaintiff is the prevailing party?®
¢) The governing body of a municipality seeking to ad¥ginister or

implement a covered practice, in lieu of following the provisioMg of

subsections (a) and (b) of this section, may submit the proposed coMered

practice to the Office of the Attorney General for issuance of a Certific&ion of

No Obijection. The practice shall not be given effect until the Attorney
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ob&tion within 60 days after the governing body’s submission or if, upon

good cMuse shown and to facilitate an expedited approval within 60 days after

the governifg body’s submission, the Attorney General has affirmativel

indicated that n®such objection will be made. An affirmative indication by

the Attorney Generdithat no objection will be made or the absence of an

objection to the coveredgractice by the Attorney General shall not bar a

subsequent action to enjoin forcement of such qualification, prerequisite

standard, practice, or procedure.

§ 2823. NOTICE REQUIREMEN

(a) In addition to the requirements seforth in section 2822 of this title,

notice shall be published prior to enactment 1%a newspaper having general

circulation in the election district or ward once a Week for two successive

weeks. The published notice shall state where descripd§ions and maps of

proposed boundary and polling place changes may be inspgcted.

b) Notice of any adopted change in any election district, Wgrd, or polling
place shall be mailed to all registered voters whose election districlgward, or
polling place is changed at least 15 days prior to the next general, specl, or

primary election in which the voters will be voting in the changed election

. wdld, Ol DOTIITE PIdCT
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anMsend copies of enacted changes, including a geographic information

system%$GIS) map showing the new boundaries of the districts or wards, to the

Secretary o&State. Any municipality that does not have GIS capabilities may

request the Sec¥etary of State to create on its behalf a GIS map showing the

boundaries of the districts or wards, and the Secretary of State shall create

such a map.

Subchaker 4. At-Large Method of Election

§ 2831. AT-LARGE METHOROF ELECTION; LIMITATIONS;

VIOLATIONS:; REMEDIN

(a) An at-large method of election, Wcluding one that combines at-large

elections with district- or ward-based electfns, shall not be imposed or applied

by the governing body of any municipality in a§nanner that impairs the abilit

of members of a protected class to elect candidates®f its choice or its ability to

influence the outcome of an election, as a result of the &lution or the

abridgement of the rights of voters who are members of a otected class.

(b) A violation of subsection (a) of this section is establishe¥ if it is shown

that racially polarized voting occurs in the local election and that, 1

combination with the method of election, the voting strength of membéc%s of a

protected class is diluted. A finding of racially polarized voting or a violathy

U LLUDSC U dl U C U d Ul UC PIC UUCU UY C d d
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in municipality. Proof of an intent on the part of voters or elected officials to

discrinpate against members of a protected class shall not be required to

prove a viosgtion of subsection (a) of this section.

(¢) Any vof who is a member of a protected class and who resides in a

municipality wherddg violation of this section is alleged shall be entitled to

initiate a cause of actiokin the Superior Court in the county in which the

alleged violation has occurdgd. In such action, the court may. in its discretion,

allow a private plaintiff a reasoRable attorney’s fee as part of the costs, if such

plaintiff is the prevailing party.

(d) Upon a finding of a violation of%his section, the court shall implement

appropriate remedies that are tailored to reMedy the violation.

Subchapter 5. Voter Educationnd Outreach Fund

§ 2841. VOTER EDUCATION AND OUTREACKFUND

There is hereby created in the State Treasury a spect®l nonreverting fund to

be known as the Voter Education and Qutreach Fund, referfgd to in this section

as the Fund. All penalties and charges directed to this Fund by%ubchapter 7 of

this chapter and all other funds from any public or private source d¥¢ected to

the Fund shall be paid into the State Treasury and credited to the Fund.

Interest earned on monies in the Fund shall remain in the Fund and be cred¥ed

O Il. 1y HTOHICS TCIHalITg C 1 ULIU UCIITE IO CICULL, dt LT CId
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Fud. Monies in the Fund shall be used solely for the purposes of educating

voters Md persons qualified to be voters on the rights ensured to them

pursuant to %ederal and State constitutional and statutory law and remedies.

The State Treas®ger shall make expenditures and disbursements from the Fund

upon written requestsigned by the Secretary of State or the Secretary’s

designee.

SubcMapter 6. Election Interference

§ 2851. INTIMIDATION OF ERECTION OFFICERS

Any person who, by bribery. intindation, threats, coercion, or other means

in violation of the election laws, willfullihinders or prevents. or attempts to

hinder or prevent, an election officer at any p@lling place from holding an

election shall be imprisoned not more than two vérs or fined not more than

$2.000.00, or both.

§ 2852. INTIMIDATION OF VOTERS; CIVIL CAUSE QF ACTION

(a) _Any person who intimidates, threatens, or coerces, or aempts to

intimidate, threaten, or coerce, any other person in giving the pers®’s vote or

ballot or who intimidates, threatens, or coerces, or attempts to intimidd¥g.

threaten, or coerce, a voter to deter or prevent the voter from voting shall B

J U1ICU U U1C d WU YUd U CU U UL C d D UUVU.VUV, U UV
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seclon. such actions shall also create a private cause of action. A voter who is

intimid4§ed, threatened., or coerced by another person in violation of

subsection W) of this section shall be entitled to institute an action for

preventive relid€ including an application for a permanent or temporary

injunction, restrainMgg order, or other order, against such person. The action

shall be initiated in the®guperior Court in the county in which the alleged

violation has occurred. In %y such action, the court may, in its discretion,

allow a private plaintiff a reasoRable attorney’s fee as part of the costs, if such

plaintiff is the prevailing party.

(c) _This section applies to any elect®n and to any method used by a

political party for selection of its nomineesWnd for selection of delegates to its

conventions and meetings.

§ 2853. COMMUNICATION OF FALSE INFORMATION TO

REGISTERED VOTER

a) It shall be unlawful for any person to communicate % a registered

voter, by any means, false information, knowing the same to b&false. intended

to impede the voter in the exercise of the voter’s right to vote. TheWprovisions

of this section shall apply to information only about the date, time, and%glace

of the election, or the voter’s ward, polling place, or voter registration stat

U UW U IC¥ C U VUILC
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shd¥l be imprisoned not more than six months or fined not more than

$1.000%0, or both. A violation may be prosecuted in the Superior Court in

either the Cqunty in which the alleged communication was made or in the

county in whiclthe communication was received, if different.

(¢) In addition M the criminal penalty provided in subsection (b) of this

section, a violation of ¢ provisions of this section shall also create a private

cause of action. A register8 voter to whom such false information is

communicated shall be entitled%o institute an action for preventive relief,

including an application for a pernf§nent or temporary injunction, restraining

order, or other order, against the persotf¢ommunicating such false information.

The action shall be initiated in the SuperioMCourt in either the county in which

the alleged communication was made or in the §ounty in which the

communication was received, if different. In any s¥ch action, the court may,

in its discretion, allow a private plaintiff a reasonable a%orney’s fee as part of

the costs, if such plaintiff is the prevailing party.

§ 2854. INTERFERENCE WITH VOTING

(a) Any person acting under the color of law who, contrary to akofficial

policy or procedure, fails to permit, or refuses to permit, a qualified vo®r to

vote, or who willfully fails or refuses to tabulate, count, or report the vote 3 a
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Ed®&ation and Outreach Fund established pursuant to 2841.

(b)('W Any person who furnishes a ballot to a voter who that person knows

cannot und®stand the language in which the ballot is printed and misinforms

the voter as to Me content of the ballot with an intent to deceive the voter and

induce the voter to%ote contrary to the voter’s desire shall be imprisoned not

more than six months M&fined not more than $1.000.00, or both.

(2) Any person who%hanges a ballot of a voter to prevent the voter

from voting as the voter desireSgshall be imprisoned not more than six months

or fined not more than $1.000.00, & both.

(3) This subsection applies to an%election and to any method used by a

political party for selection of its nomineesWnd for selection of delegates to its

conventions and meetings.

Subchapter 7. Enforcerent

§ 2861. CIVIL ACTIONS BY ATTORNEY GENERAN

(a) Whenever the Attorney General has reasonable caus§to believe that a

violation of this chapter has occurred and that the rights of any%oter or group

of voters have been affected by such violation, the Attorney Generd may

initiate a civil action in the Superior Court in the county in which the aNeged

violation has occurred for appropriate relief.
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injMgction, restraining order, or other order against the person responsible for a

violatio, of this title, as is necessary to ensure the full enjoyment of the rights

granted by Mis title.

(2) Asses\a civil penalty against the respondent in an amount not more

than $5.000.00 for d%irst violation and in an amount not more than $25.000.00

for any subsequent viold%on. Such civil penalties are payable to the Voter

Education and Outreach Furi¥ established pursuant to section 2841 of this title.

3) Award a prevailing pla%gtiff reasonable attorney’s fees and costs.

(¢) The court or jury may award Sch other relief to the aggrieved person

as the court deems appropriate, including®gompensatory damages and punitive

damages.

* * * Counting Offenders in Reapportionment JLegislative Districts * * *
Sec. 2. 17 V.S.A. § 1913 is added to read:

§ 1913. COUNTING OF OFFENDERS

a) Department of Corrections determination and sharing doffender

residential information.

(1) The Department of Corrections shall:

(A) for each offender in the Department’s custody, determine the
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prid to incarceration that shall determine the offenders’ residential addresses

prior toWacarceration on the date for which the decennial census reports

population.

(2) On or ¥efore May 1 of the year following each decennial census

under the authority oMCongress and in which the U.S. Census Bureau counts

any offender as a residentgf the town in which the offender’s respective

correctional facility is located®he Department of Corrections shall deliver to

the Legislative Apportionment Bo®d. in a form as prescribed by the Board,

the following information as determinc® on the date for which the decennial

census reports population:

(A) a unique identifier for each offend§ subject to the

jurisdiction of the Department of Corrections;

(B) the street address of the correctional facilitWsin which each

offender was incarcerated;

(C) for each offender, an indication of whether the offerMer:

(1) has attained 18 years of age: and

(i1) is serving a sentence of life imprisonment without the
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or M indication that the offender’s residential address prior to incarceration

was:

1) outside Vermont; or

(ii)Sunknown: and

(E) any a8ditional information requested by the Board otherwise

permitted by law.

(b) Legislative Apportigment Board use of offender address information.

(1) For each offender in®kuded in a report received under subsection (a)

of this section, the Board shall detémine the geographic units for which

population counts are reported in the d&ennial census, which units contain the

address of the correctional facility in whiclan offender was incarcerated, and

which contain an offender’s residential addressWgrior to incarceration.

(2) If an offender’s residential address prior % incarceration is known

and is located within the State, the Board shall ensure that when creating

proposals for dividing the State into initial districts for the 8ection of the

House of Representatives and the Senate, as described in sectiohs 1905, 1906,

and 1907 of this title, the relevant population counts reported in thddecennial

census are adjusted so that an offender is considered to have been residigg at

the offender’s residential address prior to incarceration and not at the addrefs
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or Mpt in this State, the Board shall ensure that an offender is not represented in

any apficable population count reported in the decennial census for the

geographicnits that include the correctional facility in which an offender was

incarcerated.

(4) NotwithSanding subdivisions (1)—(3) of this subsection, if an

offender is serving a sétence of life imprisonment without the possibility of

release. the Board shall ensWyre that an offender is represented in the applicable

population count reported in th&decennial census for the geographic units that

include the correctional facility in Which an offender was incarcerated.

(5) The Board shall prepare and Wublish such information, both adjusted

and unadjusted, pursuant to this subsectiongs part of its tentative proposal, as

described in sections 1905 and 1907 of this titl& and any subsequent

proposals, including the Board’s final proposal, as &scribed in section 1906 of

this title.

(¢) Confidentiality of offender information. Notwithstdding any other

statute to the contrary, the information required to be provided Wnder this

section shall not include the name of any offender or in any other gy allow

for the identification of the individual. This information is exempt frof public

inspection and copying under the Public Records Act and shall be kept
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sub®vision (b)(5) of this section.

(d) DWfinition. As used in section, “offender” has the same meaning as in

28 V.S.A. § 3W).
* * * Conforming Amendments * * *
Sec. 3. REPEALS

(a) 17 V.S.A. § 1933 (noMgerformance of duty by public officer) is

repealed.

(b) 17 V.S.A. § 2569 (assistance to%oter) is repealed.

Sec. 4. 17 V.S.A. § 2570 is amended to rcad

§ 2570. DEPOSITING BALLOTS

(c) Except as provided in section 2569 2812 of this titlchpno election
official or other person shall look at the contents of any ballot.
* * * Effective Date * * *

Sec. 5. EFFECTIVE DATE

This act may be cite “Vermont Voting Rights Act of 2026.”
Sec. 2. 17 V.S.A. chapter 59 is added to
CHAPTER 59. VERMONT VOTING RI
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ds used in this chapter:

1) “Municipality” means a town, city, village, school district, or other
politicOk subdivision that holds public elections.

(2) N “Protected class’” means a group of citizens protected from
discriminat®n based on race or color or membership in a language minority
roup.

¢ 2802. VOTE NENIAL OR DILUTION

(a) No voting Malification or prerequisite to voting or standard, practice,
or procedure shall b&mposed or applied by the State or any municipality in a
manner that results in &denial or abridgement of the right of any citizen of the
United States to vote bo%ed on race or color or membership in a language
minority group.

(b) A violation of subse¥on (a) of this section is established if, on the
basis of the totality of circums¥gnces, it is shown that the political processes
leading to nomination or electiong the State or a municipality are not equally
open to participation by members o protected class in that its members have
less opportunity than other memberMyof the electorate to participate in the
political processes or to elect represeMatives of their choice. The extent to
which members of a protected class havo¥een elected to office in the State or
municipality is one circumstance that may Mg considered.

(c) Nothing in this section shall be consiMed to establish a right to have
members of a protected class elected in numbeX equal to their proportion in
the population.

¢ 2803. IMPAIRMENT OF VOTING RIGHTS OF RRGISTERED VOTERS

Nothing in this chapter shall be construed to denW impair, or otherwise
adversely affect the right to vote of any registered voter.

¢ 2804. CIVIL ACTIONS BY ATTORNEY GENERAL

(a) Whenever the Attorney General has reasonable cause M believe that a
violation of this subchapter has occurred and that the rights oRany voter or
group of voters have been affected by such violation, the Attorney ®gneral may
initiate a civil action in the Civil Division of the Superior Court in e county
in which the alleged violation has occurred for appropriate relief.

(b) In such civil action, the court may:

(1) award such preventive relief, including a permanent or tempori)
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oMgnted by this title;

(2) assess a civil penalty against the respondent of not more than
35,0080 for a first violation and of not more than $25,000.00 for any
subsequ¥t violation; and

(3) Wsue an order requiring reimbursement to the State of Vermont for
the reasona®e value of its services and its expenses in_investigating and
prosecuting th®&action.

Sec. 3. 17 V.S.A.Nhapter 35 is amended to read:
CHAPTER 35. QFFENSES AGAINST THE PURITY OF ELECTIONS
SuBghapter 1. Penalties Upon Officers

& sk ok

¢ 1934. INTERFERENCE WTH VOTING

(a) An election officer or Mperson acting under color of the law shall not
intentionally:

(1) refuse to permit or fail to Rermit a qualified voter to vote;

(2) refuse or fail to tabulate, &unt, or report the vote of a qualified
voter;

(3) change a ballot of a voter to pRgvent the voter from voting as the
voter desires.

(b)(1) A person who violates subdivision (1) or (2) of this section shall
be subject to a civil penalty of not more than $1,080.00 for each affected voter.

(2) A person who violates subdivision (a)(3) W (4) of this section shall
be imprisoned not more than six months or fined not Wore than $1,000.00, or
both, for each affected voter.

(c) This section applies to any election and to anv¥nethod used by a
political party for selection of its nominees and for selection®f delegates to its
conventions and meetings.

& sk ok

Subchapter 3. Miscellaneous

& sk ok

¢ 2022. INTIMIDATION OF ELECTION OFFICERS

(a) A person shall not intentionally, by bribery. intimidation, thred
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h&{ding an election.

(M. A person who violates this section shall be imprisoned not more than
two veWs or fined not more than $2,000.00, or both.

¢ 2023. NTIMIDATION OF VOTERS; CIVIL CAUSE OF ACTION

(a) A Mgson shall not intentionally intimidate, threaten, or coerce, or
intentionally Mgempt to intimidate, threaten, or coerce.

(1) any otMgr person in giving the person’s vote or ballot; or

(2) _a voter to¥eter or prevent the voter from voting.

(b) A person who Wolates this section shall be imprisoned not more than
two vears or fined not m&e than $2,000.00, or both.

(c) In addition to the &minal penalty provided in subsection (b) of this
section, such actions shall alNg create a private cause of action. A voter who
is_intimidated, threatened, orgoerced by another person in violation of
subsection (a) of this section ¥gall be entitled to institute an action for
injunctive relief. including an apWlication for a permanent or temporary
injunction, restraining order. or otheWorder. against such person. The action
shall be initiated in the Civil DivisionRf the Superior Court in the county in
which the alleged violation has occurredA court may, in its discretion, allow
a_private plaintiff a reasonable attorney% fee as part of the costs, if the
plaintiff'is the prevailing party.

(d) This section applies to any election Md to any method used by a
political party for selection of its nominees and folselection of delegates to its
conventions and meetings.

¢ 2024. COMMUNICATION OF FALSE INFORMATI®N TO
ELIGIBLE VOTERS

(a) A person shall not intentionally communicate to a ro¥gstered voter false
information, knowing the information to be false, for the purRgse of impeding
the voter in exercising the voter’s right to vote. The provisionNf this section
shall apply to information only about the date, time, or place ofhe election;
how to register to vote; or a voter’s registration status.

(b) Any person who violates the provisions of subsection (a) of thiNsection
shall be imprisoned not more than six months or fined not mor@than
831,000.00, or both. A violation may be prosecuted in the Superior CouR in
either the county in which the alleged communication was made or in Mg
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seqgon, a violation of the provisions of this section shall also create a private
caus@ of action. A registered voter to whom such false information is
commiM§cated shall be entitled to institute an action for injunctive relief,
including®gn application for a permanent or temporary injunction, restraining
order, _or Wgher order, against the person communicating such false
information. We action shall be initiated in the Superior Court in either the
county in whiclMghe alleged communication was made or in the county in
which the commuMgation was received, if different. The court may, in its
discretion, allow a pMyate plaintiff a reasonable attorney’s fee as part of the
costs, if the plaintiff is IMg prevailing party.

& sk ok

* % * Safety Mggtections for Candidates * * *
Sec. 4. 17 V.S.A. § 2901 is amend¥g to read.:
§ 2901. DEFINITIONS
As used in this chapter:

& sk ok

(7)  “Expenditure” means a paymerM disbursement, distribution,
advance, deposit, loan, or gift of money or anythiMg of value, paid or promised
to be paid, for the purpose of influencing an electiotgdvocating a position on
a public question, or supporting or opposing one or mo candidates.

(A) Expenditures may include those expenses iMgt are necessary to
allow a candidate to campaign, such as expenses for the cMg of a dependent
family member that are incurred as a direct result of campaighactivity or for
the provision of security for the candidate.

& sk ok

* ** Fffective Date * * *
Sec. 5. EFFECTIVE DATE

* % * Voter Protections Act * * *
Sec. 1. SHORT TITLE
This act may be cited as the “Voter Protections Act of 2026.”
Sec. 2. 17 V.S.A. chapter 35 is amended to read:
CHAPTER 35. OFFENSES AGAINST THE PURITY OF ELECTIONS
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Subchapter 2. Penalties Upon Voters

& sk ok

§ 1972. SHOWING BALLOTANTERFERENCEWITHVOTER

t) A voter who, except in cases of assistance as provided in this title,
allows his—er—her the voter’s ballot to be seen by another person with an
apparent intention of letting it be known how he-er—she the voter is about to
vote or makes a false statement to the presiding officer at an election as to his
or—her the voter’s inability to mark his—er—her the voter’s ballot or places a

dzstznguzshzng mark on ]‘l—l—S—OiLI‘l-e-F the voter s ballot Oi’—d—pﬁ%ﬁ—w-]‘lﬁ—l-lﬁﬁfﬁ‘es

¢ 1975. INTERFERENCE WITH VOTERS AND ELECTION OFFICIALS

(a) No person shall intentionally or recklessly intimidate, threaten, or
coerce, or attempt to intimidate, threaten, or coerce:

(1) any other person for the purpose of:

(A) obstructing the right of the other person to vote or to vote as the
other person may choose; or

(B) causing the other person to vote for. or not to vote for. any
candidate for public office or public question at any election; or

(2) a public servant, an election official, or a public employee for the
purpose of obstructing the administration of an election.

(b) A person who violates subsection (a) of this section shall be imprisoned
not more than two yvears or fined not more than $2,000.00, or both.

¢ 1976. IMPAIRMENT OF VOTING RIGHTS OF REGISTERED VOTERS

Nothing in this chapter shall be construed to deny, impair, or otherwise
adversely affect the right to vote of any registered voter.

& sk ok

Subchapter 4. Use of Synthetic Media in Elections

& sk ok



BILL AS INTRODUCED AND PASSED BY SENATE AND HOUSE S.298
2026 Page 31 of 35

Subchapter 5. Enforcement and Investigation
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Subchapter 6. Voter Protections
§ 2045. VOTE DENIAL OR DILUTION

(a) No voting qualification or prerequisite to voting or standard, practice,
or procedure shall be imposed or applied by the State or any municipality in a
manner that results in a denial or abridgement of the right of any citizen of the
United States to vote based on race or color, membership in a language
minority group, or having a disability as defined in 9 V.S.A. § 4501.

(b) A violation of subsection (a) of this section is established if, on the
basis of the totality of circumstances, it is shown that the political processes
leading to nomination or election in the State or a municipality are not equally
open to participation by members of a protected class in that its members have
less opportunity than other members of the electorate to participate in the
political processes or to elect representatives of their choice. The extent to
which members of a protected class have been elected to office in the State or
municipality is one circumstance that may be considered.

(c) Nothing in this section shall be construed to establish a right to have
members of a protected class elected in numbers equal to their proportion in
the population.

(d) As used in this section:

(1) “Municipality” means a town, city, village, school district, or other
political subdivision that holds public elections.

(2)  “Protected class” means a group of citizens protected from
discrimination based on race or color. membership in a language minority
group, or having a disability as defined in 9 V.S.A. § 4501.

¢ 2046. CIVIL ACTIONS BY ATTORNEY GENERAL

(a) Whenever the Attorney General has reasonable cause to believe that a
violation of this subchapter has occurred and that the rights of any voter or
group of voters have been affected by such violation, the Attorney General may
initiate a civil action in the Civil Division of the Superior Court in the county
in which the alleged violation has occurred for appropriate relief.

(b) In such civil action, the court may:

(1) award such preventive relief, including a permanent or temporary
injunction, restraining order, or other order against the person responsible for
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a violation of this title, as is necessary to ensure the full enjoyment of the rights
granted by this title;

(2) _assess a civil penalty against the respondent of not more than
35,.000.00 for a first violation and of not more than $25,000.00 for any
subsequent violation; and

(3) issue an order requiring reimbursement to the State of Vermont for
the reasonable value of its services and its expenses in_investigating and
prosecuting the action.

* % * Voter Checklists * * *
Sec. 3. 17 V.S.A. § 2154 is amended to read.:
§2154. STATEWIDE VOTER CHECKLIST

& sk ok

(c)(1) Any person wishing to obtain a copy of all of the statewide voter
checklist must, a municipality’s portion of the statewide voter checklist, or any
other municipal voter checklist shall swear or affirm, under penalty of perjury
pursuant to 13 V.S.A. chapter 65, that the person will not:

(A) use the checklist for commercial purposes, or

(B) knowingly disclose the checklist to any foreign government or to
a federal agency or commission or to a person acting on behalf of a foreign
government or of such a federal entity in circumvention of the prohibited
purposes for using the checklist set forth in subdivision (b)(2) of this section.

(2) Fhe In the case of the statewide voter checklist, the affirmation shall
be filed with the Secretary of State. In the case of a municipality’s portion of
the statewide voter checklist or any other municipal voter checklist, the
affirmation shall be filed with the municipal clerk.

& sk ok

* ** Disclosures for Candidates for State, Legislative, and
County Office * * *

; ATES FOR STATE AND, LEGISLATIVE, AND
COUNTY OF )/ SCLOSURE FORM

(f)(1) The State Ethics Commission shall provid®migimational resources
to candidates and answer candidates’ questions regarding the TOwmigements of
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2415 "Otlis title. The Commission shall make available on its web page the
disclosure [OPMmagpreprepared responses to frequently asked questions, and any
informational reso™ags and materials that it deems necessary to adequately
inform candidates of howW™megomply with the provisions of this section. Upon
contact by a candidate, the “Saggmission shall provide answers to the
candidate’s questions by email or by™kone, whichever the candidate may

prefer.

(2) The Office of the Secretary of State shall provmghvperlinks from its
web page connecting to the disclosure form and other materid™sggd resources
required of the State Ethics Commission pursuant to subdivision of this

Sec. 4. CANDIDATES FOR STATE, LEGISLATIVE, AND
COUNTY OFFICE; DISCLOSURE FORM

Through May 30, 2027

(1) The State Ethics Commission shall provide informational resources
to candidates and answer candidates’ questions regarding the requirements of
17 V.S A. § 2414, how to accurately complete and submit the candidate
disclosure form, and the penalties for failing to properly file the disclosure
form pursuant to 17 V.S.A. § 2415. The Commission shall make available on
its web page the disclosure form, preprepared responses to frequently asked
questions, and any informational resources and materials that it deems
necessary to _adequately inform candidates of how to comply with the
provisions of 17 V.S.A. §§ 2414 and 2415.

(2) The Office of the Secretary of State shall provide hyperlinks from its
web page connecting to the disclosure form and other materials and resources
required of the State Ethics Commission pursuant to subdivision (1) of this
section.

Sec. 4a. MANAGEMENT OF CANDIDATE DISCLOSURE FORMS;
REPORT

On_or before January 30, 2027, the State Ethics Commission and the
Secretary of State’s Office shall report to the House Committee on Government
Operations and Military Affairs and the Senate Committee on Government
Operations their combined and shared recommendations on how to best

manage candidate disclosure forms required under 17 V.S.A. §§ 2414 and
24135.

Sec. 4b. 17 V.S.A. § 2901 is amended to read:
$2901. DEFINITIONS
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As used in this chapter:

& sk ok

(13) “Political committee” or “political action committee” means any
formal or informal committee of one or more individuals or a corporation,
labor organization, public interest group, or other entity, not including a
political party, that accepts contributions e¥ and makes expenditures in any
amounts in any two-year general election cycle for the purpose of supporting
or opposing one or more candidates, influencing an election, or advocating a
position on a public question in any election, and includes a legislative
leadership political committee.

& sk ok

Sec. 5. SUSPENSION OF DISCLOSURE PENALTIES FOR
CANDIDATES FOR STATE, LEGISLATIVE, AND COUNTY
OFFICE

Notwithstanding 17 V.S.A. § 2415, through May 30, 2027, the State Ethics
Commission shall not enforce against any delinquent filers, nor shall the
Office of the Secretary of State notify the State Ethics Commission of the
names of delinquent filers, nor shall the candidates for State office, county
office, State Senator. and State Representative be otherwise penalized for
delinquently filing a disclosure.

* % * Safety Protections for Candidates * * *
Sec. 6. 17 V.S.A. § 2901 is amended to read.:
$2901. DEFINITIONS
As used in this chapter:

& sk ok

(7)  “Expenditure” means a payment, disbursement, distribution,
advance, deposit, loan, or gift of money or anything of value, paid or promised
to be paid, for the purpose of influencing an election, advocating a position on
a public question, or supporting or opposing one or more candidates.

(A) Expenditures may include those expenses that are necessary to
allow a candidate to campaign, such as expenses for the care of a dependent
family member that are incurred as a direct result of campaign activity or for
the provision of monitoring systems, protective detail, and cybersecurity
related to a candidate’s security.
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* * * Fffective Date * * *
Sec. 7. EFFECTIVE DATE

This act shall take effect on passage.




