
How Current Threats to Voting Hurt Rural Kentuckians

Recent years have seen lawmakers turn their attention to voting and election-related

legislation like never before – often with the stated aim of building greater trust,

transparency, and accountability in our elections. Yet across the country, 49 bills were

enacted in 23 states in 2021 that create barriers to voting for millions of voters as of the

publication of this report – including one (S.B. 1) right here in Kentucky. With another five

bills introduced in the state legislature as of June 2022, it's more important than ever for

lawmakers to consider who is feeling the impact of such changes.

One group that's often left out of the conversation, despite being one of our country's most

historically underserved communities, is rural voters. More than 750,000 voting-age

Kentuckians live in rural counties, accounting for 23% of the total citizen voting-age

population in the commonwealth. This fact sheet from Secure Democracy USA provides key

data and analysis on the voting patterns of rural voters in Kentucky, as well as important

policy recommendations to ensure access, transparency and accountability in Kentucky

elections for years to come.

Key findings on voters in rural Kentucky counties include:
1

● 72% of voters in rural Kentucky counties voted before Election Day in 2020.
2

Rural voters in Kentucky made considerable use of both in-person absentee (52%)

and by-mail absentee voting (20%) in the last general election. With 47% of rural

voters nationally voting early, rural voters in Kentucky even outpace nationwide

trends toward voting before Election Day.

● When voting in-person, rural voters generally have to travel farther to cast their

ballot. On Election Day, voters in rural Kentucky counties see an average of one

polling place for every 65 square miles, compared to voters in suburban counties

who see an average one polling place every 27 square miles. During the early voting

2
Data on voting methods and polling places is from the 2020 Election Administration and Voting Survey information submitted

by secretaries of state to the U.S. Election Assistance Commission.

1
Rural counties include those that are designated “Non-Metropolitan and Non-core” counties, characterized by sparse

populations and small towns, according to the National Center for Health Statistics Urban Rural designation scheme. The 59

counties in Kentucky designated as rural include Adair, Breathitt, Breckinridge, Caldwell, Carlisle, Carroll, Carter, Casey, Clay,

Clinton, Crittenden, Cumberland, Elliott, Estill, Fleming, Floyd, Garrard, Grayson, Green, Harlan, Harrison, Hart, Hickman,

Jackson, Johnson, Knott, Lawrence, Lee, Leslie, Letcher, Lewis, Logan, Lyon, Magoffin, Marion, Marshall, Martin, McCreary,

Mercer, Monroe, Morgan, Muhlenberg, Nicholas, Ohio, Owen, Owsley, Perry, Pike, Powell, Robertson, Rowan, Russell, Simpson,

Todd, Union, Washington, Wayne, Webster, and Wolfe.
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period, rural voters see an average of one polling place for every 212 square miles,

compared to the average of 131 square miles in suburban counties.

● Many rural voters depend on same day voter registration. In states with same-day

registration, nearly 3% of voters in rural counties registered on the same day they

voted, nearly twice the rate of voters in non-rural counties (1.6%).

● Rural voters face particular barriers when casting a ballot due to current

Kentucky law. Current policies offer no requirements around the availability and

distribution of in-person polling locations, and except for the in-person early voting

period, voters are limited to a narrow set of legal excuses to be able to vote by

absentee ballot. These policies, combined with limited hours and days available for

early voting, place a particular burden on rural voters. For those who live far from an

elections office or polling place, or who face limited postal service coverage, those

policies limit their ability to cast a ballot.

Policy recommendations to improve the voting experience for rural voters include:

● Expand access to early in-person voting. Today, Kentucky offers just three days of

early voting, presenting a particular challenge to rural voters who may need to travel

long distances to their closest early voting location. By both expanding the early

voting period and ensuring convenient access to adequate early voting locations in

rural areas, Kentucky can better provide for rural voters.

● Improve access to mail voting. Rural voters would benefit greatly by at-will

absentee voting for all voters, access to secure 24-hour drop boxes, expanded

request and return deadlines for mail ballots, required comprehensive ballot

tracking, and an expanded “cure” process to allow more voters to fix mistakes on

their ballots.

● Modernize voter registration. Same day voter registration, as well as opportunities

to register to vote when interacting with a wide variety of governmental agencies,

offer enormous benefit to rural voters who may live far from a clerk's office or post

office.

This fact sheet is a part of a complete national report from Secure Democracy USA. Click

here to read the full report.
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