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A Voting List Fight Tests Speed, Accuracy, and

Trust

The Justice Department says its California voter list is reliable; critics say errors could
threaten eligible voters.

The Justice Department asked a federal judge
on Sunday to consider punishing an immigrant
rights group and its lawyers after they filed an
analysis challenging a government list of suspected
noncitizen voters in California. According to Asso-
ciated Press reporting published by PBS NewsHour,
the department also defended the list, which it
says includes more than 20,000 people who may
be noncitizens registered to vote. Noncitizens are
people who are not U.S. citizens, and they are not
eligible to vote in federal elections.

The dispute matters because it sits at the center of
two values that are both important in a democracy.
One is election integrity: the government’s respon-
sibility to make sure only eligible people vote. The
other is voter protection: the responsibility to avoid
wrongly removing or discouraging eligible voters,
especially close to an election. The hard question
is not whether elections should be lawful. The hard
question is what level of certainty the government
should have before taking action that could affect
someone’s ballot.

The latest fight began after U.S. District Court Chief
Judge James Boasberg allowed the Coalition for
Humane Immigrant Rights, known as CHIRLA, to see
federal data on the people on the Justice Depart-

Anonymous hands compare election paperwork beside a sealed ballot envelope in a courtroom setting.

ment’s list. A district court is a federal trial court,
where cases usually begin. Boasberg ordered the
group not to disclose any names and to use the da-
ta only for arguments about legal standing. Legal
standing means the right to bring a lLawsuit be-
cause the people suing can show they are directly
affected by what they are challenging.

On Saturday, lawyers for the immigrant rights
group filed papers saying their analysis found that
more than 40% of the people on the government’s
list did not appear in California’s voter file, which is
the state’s official record of registered voters. The
analysis also said it identified 22 people who were
likely naturalized U.S. citizens, meaning they be-
came citizens after being born elsewhere. The filing
said thousands more U.S. citizens appeared to be
on the list as well. Those claims, if accurate, would
raise questions about using the list for urgent elec-
tion actions.

The Justice Department responded that the analy-
sis went beyond what the judge had allowed. It ar-
gued that comparing the government’s list with the
full California voter file was not relevant to whether
CHIRLA had standing to sue. The department sug-
gested that Boasberg consider whether the group
and its lawyers should face contempt proceedings.
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Contempt of court is a finding that someone dis-
obeyed or interfered with a court order, and it can
lead to penalties. The department also suggested
the judge refer the matter for possible criminal
contempt investigation.

The immigrant rights group’s side says it followed
the court’s order. A spokesman for UCLA’s Voting
Rights Project, which filed the case and performed
the data analysis, said the plaintiffs’ lawyers and
experts complied with the judge’s instructions.
That creates a second tension in the story: courts
often need confidentiality to handle sensitive infor-
mation, but lawsuits about public voting systems
also depend on evidence being tested and debat-
ed. If critics cannot describe alleged errors, the
public may not understand the risk. If they disclose
too much, they may violate limits meant to protect
privacy and the court process.

The list is part of a broader set of legal fights. In a
separate case, the Justice Department appealed a
ruling by U.S. District Court Judge Trina L. Thomp-
son in San Francisco. Her ruling blocked the de-
partment from demanding that election offices re-
move possible noncitizens from voter rolls, sepa-
rate their ballots, or threaten legal action. Voter
rolls are official lists of registered voters. The Jus-

Written from reporting by PBS NewsHour.

tice Department noted that Thompson ruled before
the federal government had filed its first argu-
ments, and she scheduled a hearing on the appeal.

California election officials argue the list contains
many errors and that there is not enough time be-
fore the election to do the careful work required by
law to remove voters from the rolls. The Justice
Department says the list was carefully built from
California voter registration data and checked
against federal citizenship records. It has also is-
sued subpoenas, which are legal demands for
records or testimony, to election offices in Califor-
nia and warned officials they could face criminal
charges if they knowingly allow noncitizens to vote.

The core disagreement is about risk. The Justice
Department is emphasizing the risk that ineligible
voters could remain on the rolls and cast ballots.
California officials and voting rights advocates are
emphasizing the risk that eligible citizens could be
wrongly targeted by a flawed list, especially when
there is little time to investigate each name. Both
risks can damage trust. A democracy needs rules
that are enforced, but it also needs enforcement
methods accurate enough that lawful voters are
not treated as suspicious without good reason.
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THINK IT THROUGH

1. When an election is close, should officials act quickly on an imperfect voter list or wait for stronger
proof, even if that means some ineligible registrations might remain?

2. How should courts balance confidentiality rules with the public’s need to understand whether
government election data is accurate?

3. What would a fair process look like for checking a disputed voter list without either ignoring
possible problems or intimidating eligible voters?
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1 2
3 4
5 6 7
8
9
10
ACROSS DOWN
1 Court case to resolve a legal dispute 2 Court demand to appear or provide
5 Legally permitted to vote or receive a records
benefit 3  Government in which voters choose their
9 Person without legal membership in a leaders
particular country 4  Sworn statements offered as proof in
10 Legal right to sue because one is directly court
affected 6 Honesty and fairness free from improper
influence
7 Facts or materials that support or
challenge a claim
8 Court finding for disobeying or
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Where this came from

This article was written for 3andB from the reporting below. It is not a reprint — the
wording is ours and the facts are theirs.

PBS NewsHour

“Justice Department urges sanctions for database analysis critical of its noncitizen voting claims”

Published Sunday, November 1, 2026
Read by us on Monday, November 2, 2026

https://www.pbs.org/newshour/politics/justice-department-urges-sanctions-for-database-analysis-critical-of-its-noncitizen-vot
ing-claims

WHAT IS IN THIS PACKET

The article and its discussion questions, a word search, and a crossword.

COPYING AND REUSE

Free to print, copy and hand out for classroom use. Please keep this page with the packet,
so the next teacher can see where the story came from.

More where this came from

If this short lesson worked for your class, our full workbooks go further with the same
care:

= Complete units with student and teacher editions
= Worked solutions for every exercise
= Standards-aligned, classroom-tested, print-ready

See the full lessons at 3andB.com

© 2026 3andB Inc.
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