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This past election year has been unprecedented in many aspects, but 
one that has remained the same is that Latinos continue to be the 
largest growing minority group in America. This poster presentation will 
focus on the Southwest Voter Registration and Education Project 
Collection (SVREP), it’s founder, Willie Velásquez, and the impact voting 
rights have had within the Latin@ population. The process of voter 
registration, gerrymandering, and the lack of diversity among elected 
officials will be the issues highlighted and how they continue to impact 
the Latino community today. 

The Southwest Voter Registration Education Project or “SVREP” for 
short was founded in 1974 by Willie Velasquez, a native from San 
Antonio, TX.  As a non-profit, non-partisan organization, SVREP’s focus 
was to increase voter participation among Latinos and other 
underrepresented groups. As executive director, Willie’s goals were not 
only to create Latino empowerment through increasing the Latino voice 
in America, but also to provide voter education and research to 
eliminate gerrymandering, and elect Latino officials who represented 
the group’s best interests. SVREP is responsible for conducting 
thousands of registration drives in hundreds of cities and for registering 
millions of Hispanic voters. 

The Southwest Voter Research Institute, also a non-partisan 
organization was created in 1984, to conduct research on Hispanic voter 
opinions and behavior, as well as analyze public policy to assist Latino 
and minority leadership in the Southwest. Although Willie’s life was cut 
short on June 15, 1988 after losing a battle to cancer, his legacy lives on. 
Both organizations exist today and continue the work Willie began over 
40 years ago. In recognition of his work and efforts, Willie was 
posthumously awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom by President 
Clinton in 1996, eight years after his death. 

The SVREP Collection is an example of how diversity within an archive can 
benefit the local community and encourage the perspectives of other 
underrepresented voices to be heard and recognized. It is important for 
archives to not only obtain collections that are representative of their collection 
policy, but to also acquire ones that celebrate and recognize local individuals 
who have been extraordinary role models in the community and have made a 
lasting impact on society. 

The SVREP Collection will be informative to students and scholars across many 
intersecting disciplines including political science, history, government, law, and 
Mexican-American studies. SVREP’s process and research remains relevant 
today as the organization continues to strive for political social change among 
Latin@s and other minorities. 

Voter Registration
SVREP began as an organization focusing 
solely on voter registration but soon 
expanded into conducting surveys and filing 
lawsuits. Willie realized that in order to 
increase registered Latino voters he needed 
to appeal to the issues that were important 
to them. 

The opinion surveys the organization 
conducted proved that Latinos were 
concerned with issues that directly affected 
the local community rather than larger 
elections for governors, senators and the 
presidency. 

Gerrymandering:
Gerrymandering is defined as, “drawing political 
boundaries to give your party a numeric advantage 
over an opposing party.” SVREP constantly battled 
this issue, as deliberate manipulation of maps, directly 
and purposefully affected whose voice was heard in 
each election. This is represented in the hundreds of 
maps SVREP kept for their records, documenting the 
frequent redistricting that occurred. 

The electoral bias that resulted from gerrymandering, 
contributed to the difficult effort in electing Latino 
officials that were representative of their community 
needs. Willie lobbied for fairer congressional districts, 
in which both urban and rural voters would be 
represented objectively. Unfortunately, the electoral 
bias continues today. However, the Supreme Court 
will weigh on the issue soon enough when they hear a 
landmark case, Gill v. Whitford on partisan 
gerrymandering later this year

Lack of Diversity: 
SVREP and Willie 
brought to light 
the need for and 
lack of diversity 
within elected 
officials, 
especially within 
local elections for 
school board 
members who 
did not reflect the 
Latino population 
they 
represented.

SVREP joined forces with other organizations 
such as Mexican American Legal Defense 
Education Fund (MALDEF) and Texas Rural Legal 
Aid (TRLA) to file lawsuits and make others aware 
of the unfair election practices. While some of 
these lawsuits were meant to enforce change 
regarding existing rules and regulations, other 
suits were meant to influence individuals and 
create awareness regarding the issues at hand 
and encourage change to vetting and selection 
criteria. 
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