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February 16, 2006
Kevin Kennedy, Director

Wisconsin State Elections Board
17 W. Main Street, Suite 310
Madison, WI 53703

Board Members

Wisconsin State Elections Board

17 W. Main Street, Suite 310

Madison, WI 53703
Subject: Vote-PAD

Dear Mr. Kennedy and Members of the State Elections Board:

The Survival Coalition of Wisconsin Disability Organizations is made up of over 50 disability organizations across Wisconsin. The Coalition promotes conditions in which all people with disabilities in Wisconsin will receive the supports they need; can choose to live their lives as they wish; and will have the opportunity to be full participants in community life.
We are writing you in reference to a recent action taken by the State Elections Board at the January 18, 2006 meeting.  Specifically, we want to express our extreme concern with the Board’s decision to approve the Vote Pad assistive voting product for purchase in Wisconsin for municipalities who currently hand-count paper ballots. Specifically, we are concerned that the Board weighed the factor of product cost above the rights of eligible voters with disabilities to participate fully and equally in our democracy and enjoy the same level of privacy in the voting process that other voters experience.  
We recognize that this product may make voting on a paper ballot more accessible for some people with disabilities and frail elderly, but we believe it will fail to make voting accessible for many other people with a wide range of disabilities. This runs counter to the intent of the Help America Vote Act of 2002 (HAVA), which asserts that people with a wide range of disabilities must vote privately and independently. We have the following concerns with this product:
· The process for using the product is so cumbersome that we fear that people who need assistance to vote will chose to compromise their privacy rather than use this product. The mechanics of manipulating the audio component and the ballot at the same time will be difficult for many people with disabilities and elderly people. Since the ballot and the audio component are not synchronized, a voter who wishes to replay a section or skip through a section will be hard pressed to know when to stop the tape and is likely to be very confused about where they are in the voting process. 

· The options available for a voter to write-in a candidate are poor at best. People with limited dexterity and sight impairments are at high risk of not being able to write-in a candidate on their own, and will be left with the option of not voting for the candidate of their choice, or having someone assist them. The vendors recognize this weakness in their product, and suggest that a person bring a sticker with the candidates name and office to the polls on Election Day. This creates a huge barrier by placing the burden on elderly and disabled voters, and therefore is not an acceptable solution. Again, the product is supposed to assist a wide range of people with disabilities to vote privately and independently. 
· The device designed to verify that a person voted for a particular candidate will be difficult, if not impossible for people with a range of dexterity and fine motor impairments to use. A voter must use a “verification wand,” which vibrates when a voter puts it on a spot that has been marked. To use the wand, a voter must be able to hold the pen-like device, push a button on the side of it, and maneuver it into a small hole in the plastic sheath that covers the ballot. 
· Unlike other voting products, the vote verification process merely verifies whether a spot on the ballot has been marked. It does not verify which candidate’s name the voter’s mark is associated with. 
· HAVA requires that a voting system must notify a voter when they have cast too many votes for a particular office (over-vote), and allow them to correct their ballot. The Vote-PAD does not alert a voter that they have over or under voted. And as described above, the verification wand is not an acceptable means to verify a ballot. 
· The Vote-PAD relies more heavily on the assistance of poll workers to vote than other products.  Poll workers have to set the voter up with the product.  Once the voter has made their selections, the poll worker has to assist the voter in placing the ballot in the ballot box. This compromises the voter’s privacy.
· The possibility of making unintended marks on the ballot is great.  Since state law limits voters to three ballot tries, it is possible many voters with disabilities and frail elderly will use up their allowed ballots and be disenfranchised.

· This product functions like a glorified punch card ballot, which are illegal in the state.

We know that no one assistive voting device product is able to address the needs of every combination of disabilities. The Vote-PAD, however, is far inferior to other voting systems approved by the State Elections Board for use in Wisconsin, which will allow almost every eligible voter with a disability in the state of Wisconsin to vote on their own.  
Wisconsin is an outlier. We are not aware of another state to approve this product for use in their state. In fact, the disability communities in other states have come out strongly against the product. Minnesota is a prime example. Ramsey County in Minnesota was interested in purchasing the Vote-PAD. The disability community expressed their concern that the product was not accessible. Afterwards, the county decided against purchasing the product. 
We certainly recognize and appreciate the budget constraints faced by many municipalities in the state when it comes to implementing HAVA. We are also aware, however, that qualified voters with disabilities and frail elderly, like all voters, have the right to equal access to the polls. If the Vote-PAD is utilized in Wisconsin there will be an unequal standard for voting across the state for people with disabilities.  People who live in more urban settings will be afforded the opportunity to vote privately and independently on state of the art equipment, whereas people living in more rural settings may not have that same opportunity.
By passing HAVA, the federal government asserted the importance of a person’s right to participate in fair, accessible, and verifiable elections. Current Wisconsin law, and proposed election law reform also asserts these values. Wisconsin voters with disabilities deserve no less than other citizens of this state. The Vote-PAD is far inferior to the other products the State Elections Board has approved for use in this state. We strongly urge the Board to reconsider their decision and ask that they withdraw their approval of the Vote Pad.

Sincerely,

Michael Blumenfeld                           Lynn Breedlove                              Jennifer Ondrejka

Co-Chair                                             Co-Chair                                         Co-Chair

Cc: Governor Jim Doyle
Senator Herb Kohl

Senator Russ Feingold

Senator Reynolds, Chairperson of the Committee on Labor and Election Process Reform

Representative Freese, Chairperson of the Committee on Campaigns and Elections
Representative Gundrum, Vice-Chairperson of the Committee on Campaigns and Elections

Senator Schultz, Senate Majority Leader

Senator Robson, Senate Minority Leader

Representative Huebsch, Assembly Majority Leader

Representative Kreuser, Assembly Minority Leader

Tammy Liddicoat, Coordinator, ADA Wisconsin Partnership

Tom Frazier, Executive Director, Coalition for Wisconsin Aging Groups (CWAG)
D’Anna Bowman, Executive Director, AARP-WI
Andrea Kaminski, Executive Director, League of Women Voters of Wisconsin (LWV)

Mike McCabe, Executive Director, Wisconsin Democracy Campaign

Jay Heck, Executive Director, Common Cause –Wisconsin

Bob Hudek, Executive Director, Wisconsin Citizen Action
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