
“Social justice should be the underlying goal of all humanity.” 
-Alan V. Lowenstein, Institute Founder 

 

  
 

Board of Trustees 
Paulette Brown, Esq. 
   Chair 
Robin A. Lenhardt, Esq. 
   Vice Chair 
Kenneth Y. Tanji 
   Treasurer 
B. John Pendleton, Jr., Esq. 
   Secretary 
Ryan P. Haygood, Esq. 
   President & CEO 
Douglas S. Eakeley, Esq.  
    (Immediate Past Chair) 
John J. Farmer, Jr., Esq.  
    (Past Chair) 
Paul J. Fishman, Esq.  
Michael D. Francis, Esq. 
Jerome C. Harris, Jr. 
Rev. Timothy Adkins-Jones 
Sandra King 
John H. Lowenstein, Ph.D. 
Diana DeJesus-Medina 
James McQueeny 
Patricia Nachtigal, Esq. 
Darrell K. Terry, Sr. 
Martin Vergara II 
Nina Mitchell Wells, Esq.  
Antoinette Ellis-Williams, Ph.D. 
Gary M. Wingens, Esq. 
 
Zulima V. Farber, Esq. (Emerita)  
Roger A. Lowenstein, Esq. (Emeritus) 
Theodore V. Wells, Jr., Esq. (Emeritus) 
 
Founders 

Alan V. and Amy Lowenstein* 
 
Founding Board President 
Nicholas deB. Katzenbach, Esq.* 

Founding Board Vice President 
Hon. Dickinson R. Debevoise* 

*deceased 
 

60 Park Place, Suite 511 
Newark, NJ 07102-5504 
ph. (973) 624-9400 
fax (973) 624-0704 
email: justice@njisj.org  
www.njisj.org 

 

do social justice. 

Testimony of Micauri Vargas 
New Jersey Institute for Social Justice 

In Support of S1888 
New Jersey State Senate State Government, Wagering, Tourism & Historic 

Preservation Committee 
Thursday, December 7, 2023 

 
Chairman Beach, Vice-Chair Gopal and members of the Senate State 
Government, Wagering, Tourism & Historic Preservation Committee: 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to submit this testimony. 
 
My name is Micauri Vargas, and I am an Associate Counsel in the 
Democracy & Justice Program at the New Jersey Institute for Social Justice 
(the “Institute”). The Institute uses cutting-edge racial and social justice 
legal advocacy to empower people of color by building reparative systems 
that create wealth, transform justice and harness democratic power – from 
the ground up – in New Jersey. 
 
The Institute submits this testimony in support of S1888 – the “New Voter 
Empowerment Act” – which will allow 17-year-olds to vote in primary 
elections if they will be 18 by the general election. The Institute has 
previously supported this policy, and we continue to support it now.  
 
In New Jersey, a significant number of people who can already register to 
vote when they are 17-years-old1 and have the right to vote in the general 
election in November currently do not have a voice in determining who will 
be on that general election ballot.2 As 17-year-olds get to choose candidates 
in the general,3 it is only fair to allow these 17-year-olds to participate in 
determining who those candidates will be.4 
 
Allowing 17-year-olds to participate in primaries strengthens democracy as 
they begin building a habit of voting younger. The younger a voter is when 
they cast a ballot for the first time, the more likely it is for them to continue 
to do so. 5 As with any habit, civic engagement takes time to develop.6  
 
Also, learning the voting process is likely easier in the spring, in high school, 
than in the fall, when people are adjusting to new jobs or colleges,7 and 
possibly living in a new city or state. Young voters face enough burdens and 
barriers to the ballot, like arbitrary voter registration deadlines or residency 
restrictions,8 so if there is an opportunity to increase young voter turnout in 
primary elections, which is historically low, New Jersey should take it. 
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There will not be much difference between the decisions these new voters would make at the 
primary and those they make in a few months when they decide which party to support at the 
general election.9 Those who plan on voting are ready to do so — this will not change just 
because they turn eighteen.10 

Since the 1980s, 18 states and Washington DC have passed laws allowing 17-year-olds to cast a 
ballot in the primary who are 18 by the general election.11 If New Jersey wants to be a leader in 
democracy, we should not lag behind. Seventeen-year-olds already have the right to preregister 
to vote. 12 Allowing them to participate in the primaries is the next logical step in strengthening 
political participation in New Jersey. 
 
We urge you to vote S1888 out of committee today. And then, let’s work together to tear down 
another barrier to voter participation by passing same-day voter registration. Same-day voter 
registration will increase turnout among young voters (ages 18 to 25) by up to 12%.13 
 
Together, we can make New Jersey’s democracy the strongest in the country. 
 
Thank you. 
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