Pennsylvania Developmental Disabilities Council

Voting Position Paper
PHILOSOPHY 

According to U.S. Census data, there are approximately 2 million Pennsylvanians with disabilities of voting age. This potential voting block is expanded even further when friends and family members are added. Elected officials need to pay attention given our powerful potential as a voting constituency which cares about disability-related issues.  

However, these numbers are tempered by data which indicate that people with disabilities are 15% less likely to be registered and 20% less likely to vote than our non-disabled peers. Perhaps as a result of the cumulative effect of these numbers, there has been very little focus by the media or by public opinion pollsters on voters with disabilities. In order to gain greater political power, people with disabilities must be perceived as a group which votes and follows the issues. 

We celebrate the fact that Pennsylvania accords full voting rights to those voters who have intellectual or cognitive disabilities. Yet, at the same time, far too many Pennsylvanians with disabilities are shut out of the process. Despite the fact that since 1979 all states have been required by federal law to have accessible polling places, a June 2008 Report by the Pennsylvania Department of State showed that approximately 21% of Pennsylvania’s polling places are inaccessible – and that statistic may be inaccurately low.  

There are three major undertakings that will enable people with disabilities to gain this power and become a strong and clear presence in the political arena.  First, there are a number of factors that need to be addressed directly by the disability community. Secondly, the community at large needs to take some specific action steps. Third, entities such as disability service agencies and government agencies that have the duty to assist people to register to vote must be educated about and held responsible for fulfilling their obligations. 

PRINCIPLES FOR SUCCESS
Access to the polls and machines 

In order for people with diverse disabilities to freely participate in the voting process they must have physical access to the polls as well as access to accessible voting machines.  

In light of the fact that 1 in 5 polling places are inaccessible to people with disabilities, it is time for Pennsylvania to provide curbside voting or some other accessible method of Election Day voting. Council believes we should have both accessible polling places and curbside voting.  

Polling places must accommodate the needs of people with physical, cognitive and sensory disabilities. In addition to making sure that people with physical disabilities can get in the door and privately and independently use the machine, we must ensure that any paper or voter verified ballot will work for people who are blind or have low vision. Voting information must be available to voters who use a language other than English. Communication must be accessible to those who are hard of hearing and deaf, including those who communicate in American Sign Language. Having instructions available in writing would be helpful.  

Education about Voting

People with disabilities need easy access to understandable information on the voting process. This information needs to be made available in different ways to ensure that people with all types of disabilities can obtain it and use it.  

It is also critical to include voting information as part of the curriculum for students. School districts are required to offer voter registration and voter education by virtue of a number of federal laws and a Federal Court Consent Decree.  We must ensure that school districts are fulfilling this duty.    

Poll workers must be educated about the needs and rights of voters with disabilities and how to accommodate people with the full range of disabilities. It is also essential that poll workers be educated about how to stop intimidation of voters with disabilities. This intimidation often takes the form of people with disabilities having their “competency” to vote challenged or being denied the right to have the person of their choice provide them assistance in the voting booth.

Candidates must be informed about the issues that are affecting people with diverse disabilities. Information made available to candidates should stress the efforts to mobilize the disability community and the benefits to candidates of being more responsive to the issues affecting people with diverse disabilities.

Candidates need to make their campaign literature available and accessible to people with all types of disabilities and to be encouraged to respectfully address disability issues. 

Disability organizations should make efforts to educate the general public through media awareness campaigns.   Non-partisan candidate forums and surveys are another way to educate the public as well as the disability community on issues of interest to people with disabilities and their families.
Supportive Services

Agencies which serve people with disabilities have clearly defined obligations to provide voter registration opportunities and support to register people to vote.  However, agencies have very little direction for providing assistance to actually get to the polls, to request alternative or absentee ballots, and to actually vote.  Pennsylvania must provide agencies with clear instructions on what they can do to support people with disabilities to have their vote cast and counted on Election Day. In addition, accessible transportation to and from the polls must be addressed.  

Assistance with voting is often necessary for people with certain types of disabilities and poll workers must be trained and prepared to assist when requested or to allow others to assist. There are different types of adaptive polling machines that provide access for people with diverse disabilities to vote and poll workers must be adequately trained on the use of these machines to eliminate confusion and discrimination at the polling sites.

Absentee and Alternative Ballots

Absentee and Alternative Ballots are suitable options and great for people with disabilities who cannot get to polling places. However, these options must not be used as an excuse by officials for failing to provide physical access to the polls. 
Voters’ Identification

There is an effort to expand Pennsylvania’s laws to require people to have photo identification to cast a vote. Voter ID laws discriminate against those groups which are less likely to have photo identification such as a valid driver’s license, including people with disabilities, older adults, people who have low income, as well as those Pennsylvanians who simply do not drive. These laws create significant obstacles for people to be able to vote – and there is little if any evidence of widespread voter fraud that would justify such an expansion of ID requirements. Currently other forms of identification are acceptable and are required for first time voting at a new polling site. Council objects to any additional ID requirements beyond those already mandated by federal law.

Responsibility of Disability Agencies 

There are a number of disability related agencies which must fulfill their legal responsibility under the National Voter Registration Act (NVRA) to help get people registered to vote. This applies to any program that uses state funds to provide services to people with disabilities. Governmental agencies include Offices of Vocational Rehabilitation, the Department of Transportation, County Assistance Offices, and ODP Administrative Entities.  In the private sector, disability service agencies are also covered. These agencies must increase their voter registration efforts and do a better job of documenting their progress.  
CONCLUSION

In regard to voting potential, the disability community has been referred to as a sleeping giant. With the work of groups like the Disability Voting Coalition of PA and the fulfillment of the promise of the National Voter Registration Act and the Help America Vote Act, the sleeping giant can and must awaken. Given the combined efforts of people with disabilities themselves as well as their service providers and those involved in the electoral process, Pennsylvanians with disabilities will assume their place as a politically powerful, influential group. We are many and growing more.
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