
 
 
 
 

PROMISES DELAYED…AGAIN 
For New Yorkers with disabilities, voting equality  
remains out of reach 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Voter who uses a wheelchair and has low vision tries to navigate the  
“accessible” pathway to the voting area at PS 53 in Manhattan. 
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CIDNY November 2008 Poll Site Accessibility Survey and Individual Voter Surveys 
 
After nine elections documenting New York City’s poor record of complying with accessibility standards, 
and a Department of Justice lawsuit directing New York to provide accessibility to voters with disabilities, 
voters went to the polls to cast their votes only to find that the promises of the 2002 Help America Vote 
Act (HAVA) were denied to them yet again.  
 
November 4, 2008 was the first General Election with accessible voting machines in each polling site. 
With the anticipation of this historic presidential election, record turnout and the prospect of accessible 
voting machines, people with disabilities were looking forward to participating in person at their 
neighborhood polling sites.  To assess the extent to which expectations for full voting equality were met, 
CIDNY collected surveys of individual voters, in addition to conducting the poll site accessibility surveys 
we have done during every election since 2003. 
 
THE POLL WORKERS WERE NOT READY 
 
Individual reports from voters confirmed the apprehension expressed in CIDNY’s report on the September 
9, 2008 primary: that New York spent millions of dollars on accessible voting machines, called Ballot 
Marking Devices (BMDs), but people with disabilities would not able to use them due to ill prepared poll 
workers.  At poll sites all over the City, poll workers revealed that they had not received enough training, 
actively discouraged voters from using the BMDs and breached the right to privacy by watching voters 
use the BMD. One BMD voter said, “There was such a lack of the accepted structure for voting.  They 
weren’t prepared to treat it the same as other forms of voting and respect this as an accommodation for 
people with disabilities.  It has to be taken much more seriously as a way to really give people who feel 
they might be excluded the right to vote.”   
 
 
CIDNY poll site accessibility surveys were conducted in New York City in November 2003, March 2004, 
September 2004, November 2004, November 2005, November 2006, November 2007, February 2008, 
September 2008 and November 2008. 
 
Below are the number of sites visited during each survey and the number of sites where access barriers 
were found: 
 
November 2003  31 Sites Visited, 14 Sites or 42% with Barriers 
March 2004  44 Sites Visited, 30 Sites or 68% with Barriers 
September 2004 35 Sites Visited, 15 Sites or 43% with Barriers 
November 2004  85 Sites Visited, 52 Sites or 61% with Barriers 
November 2005  77 Sites Visited, 57 Sites or 74% with Barriers 
November 2006  15 Sites Visited, 15 Sites or 100% with Barriers 
November 2007  50 Sites Visited, 42 Sites or 84% with Barriers 
February 2008  34 Sites Visited, 29 Sites or 85% with Barriers 
September 2008 24 Sites Visited, 21 Sites or 87% with Barriers 
November 2008 65 Sites Visited, 54 Sites or 83% with Barriers 
 
Since 2003, CIDNY has conducted 460 site surveys, finding 329 with barriers, or 72% 
overall.  We have visited 310 polling locations throughout New York City, surveying many locations 
several times over the years. 
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GETTING IN THE DOOR IS STILL A BARRIER 
 
CIDNY also conducted accessibility surveys of 65 polling sites throughout the city. We found barriers to 
access at 54 or 83 percent of the sites.  Many of these barriers are the same ones we have encountered 
during each of our nine previous election day surveys.  Equally disheartening is the fact that the 
overwhelming majority of these barriers, such as poor signage and blocked pathways, require few 
resources to correct.  We are still waiting for the day when people with disabilities can have confidence 
that when they go to their polling sites on Election Day, they will be able to find the accessible entrance 
and get to the voting machines. 
 

 
Accessible Entrance?   
This poll site at Newcomers High School 
in Queens shows an accessible sign on a 
stairway. Directions to the accessible 
entrance at this location were very 
confusing.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
DOCUMENTING THE VOTING EXPERIENCE 
 
“I have waited 40 years for the opportunity to vote privately and independently! I admit to being in tears 
as I put my ballot in my folder, so that nobody could see how I voted.”  
 
CIDNY collected 54 surveys from voters who documented their experiences.  We also received numerous 
phone calls and emails from individuals who related their Election Day stories.  Of all the people who 
reported using the BMD, the author of the above quote, while noting some glitches, gave the only 
emphatically positive response. The satisfaction conveyed in this quote represents what we expect to be 
the standard experience for voters with disabilities during an election. The following issues raised in 
survey responses must be addressed before truly accessible voting can become a reality. To view a 
complete summary of the Individual Voter Survey, including full narrative responses, go to 
www.cidny.org or click this link: CIDNY November 2008 Individual Voter Survey Summary
 
 
ACTIVE DISCOURAGEMENT BY POLL WORKERS 
 
“She tried to convince me my vote would not be counted today if I used the BMD. I was convinced that 
neither she nor any of the staff had received any training in using the BMD, therefore, she was working 
hard to get me and any other disabled voters who might follow me, to use the general voting machines.”  
Voter 
 
“I don’t like the machine.  I’m not encouraging any of my staff to encourage people to use it.”  Poll Site 
Supervisor 
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“I was given many dirty looks for asking to use the new machines.”  Voter 
 
Several survey respondents wrote that poll workers should offer the BMD to people.  Instead the opposite 
occurred. We heard repeatedly from individual surveys, emails and phone calls that poll workers tried to 
convince voters to steer clear of the BMD. Not having received adequate training, poll workers appeared 
to lack the confidence needed to introduce voters to the new accessible machine. A poll worker explained 
to a survey respondent that the training on the BMD was only twenty minutes long without an 
opportunity to touch the machine. However, there were examples of poll workers who rallied to help 
voters use the machine despite their discomfort, only to discover the extent to which their limited training 
hampered them.  One person wrote that after he voted on the BMD the poll worker “didn’t know what to 
do with the ballot.”   
 
“I had to question 8 poll workers [about the BMD] before one could direct me appropriately.”  Voter 
 
Some voters were told that they could not use the BMD because no one at the polling site was trained.  
At times, the lack of knowledge extended to misinformation.  One survey respondent quoted a poll 
worker who said, “BMD votes would not be counted on Election Day.” Others reported hearing poll 
workers telling people that the BMD machines were for “handicapped only.” 
 
“The BMD was placed in the narrowest spot in the back of the auditorium. I had difficulty maneuvering to 
get myself directly in front of the screen so that I could operate the machine.”  Voter 
 
Discouragement also came in the form of BMD placement. Among survey respondents who used the 
BMD, 41 percent said the machine was not easy to see when they came into the voting area.  One 
person commented that he did not use the BMD because “it was located in a far corner.” Ironically, a 
machine designed to be accessible for people with disabilities was often placed in ways that made access 
difficult for the very people it was meant to serve.  A voter who attempted to use the BMD at a second 
polling site because the one at his designated polling place was not working wrote: “Neither of the BMD 
machines that I attempted to use was even located in a position that a person in a wheelchair could 
approach and cast a ballot.  Both of the machines were situated so that using them was automatically 
going to be a production.  In fact, the Joralemon Street BMD had supplies piled on top of it.”   
 
 
“I HAD NO PRIVACY” 
 
The concept of the secret ballot is fundamental to the democratic process. BMDs have the potential to 
make voting by secret ballot a possibility for those who, using the lever machines would otherwise have 
to rely on help from another person.  Due to poor implementation, however, many voters with disabilities 
were unable to enjoy the right to private voting during the November 4th election.   
 
“A political party inspector at the polling place apparently was very interested in how the BMD worked, so 
much to the point that he walked over and started watching me cast my ballot.”  Voter 
 
“I had no privacy . . . a woman stood in back of me demonstrating how to use the BMD, another stood 
on the side of the BMD watching me vote.”  Voter 
 
“The poll worker ended up looking at my ballot to see whether anything had been printed… so my vote 
wasn’t private any more, which defeated the whole purpose of the BMD!”  Voter 
 
“She [poll worker] watched every entry I marked on my ‘private’ ballot.” Voter 
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“THOSE” PEOPLE  
 
A clear theme that emerged from individual reports was an alarming lack of disability awareness among 
poll workers and an indisputable need for training.  Since 2003, CIDNY has repeatedly brought this issue 
to the attention of the NYC Board of Elections.  In addition to pointed incidents of disrespect, voter 
surveys revealed occasions when poll workers illegally asked someone if they had a disability.  The 
following disturbing accounts represent a few of the complaints CIDNY received about poll workers who 
were uncomfortable interacting with people with disabilities.  
 
“People working at the polling place were stammering around me, trying to physically move me around 
without asking, which is not only intimidating, it is illegal.”  Voter who is blind 
 
 “Throughout my entire experience voting on November 4, Board of Elections staff members continued to 
speak to my personal care worker, rather than directing comments and questions to me…At the very 
least, poll workers and BOE staff should be able to treat me with dignity and respect.”  Voter who is also 
a lawyer 
 
“Some of the issues are with the machine itself but, more frustrating is the lack of sensitivity, respect or 
civility offered me and to my personal care assistant by the staff of the poll site . . . The first site 
coordinator refused to listen to me.  It is my style to encourage people to ask me to repeat myself if they 
are having trouble with my speech.  But this woman just refused to listen to me, even when I directly 
requested she do so . . . she wouldn’t even look at me when I spoke.”  Voter 
 
 
“NO ONE TOLD ME…” 
 
A survey respondent who voted in his “senior/disabled building” wrote that he did not know that there 
was a BMD at his polling site.  His statement reflects how little effort was made by the NYC Board of 
Elections to inform voters about the new voting machine.  Sixty-seven percent of those who completed 
the survey said they did not receive any materials about the BMD from the New York City Board of 
Elections before the election. Among those who did receive materials, 25 percent said they found the 
material confusing and another 25 percent said it was not useful because it was not in an accessible 
format. 
 
Continuing reports from voters with disabilities provide overwhelming evidence that the New York City 
Board of Elections has yet to provide adequate information about voting regulations, the new machines 
and other election related information. Suggestions regarding education outlets that have been 
continually brought to the Board of Elections from voters as well as from CIDNY and other community 
groups include: 
 

• Education to voters by TV, radio, handouts, churches, temples, big sign boards in the halls of the 
voting areas; 

• Clear and complete descriptions of voting procedures, changes in registration procedures and 
information on BMDs in accessible formats on the Board’s website; 

• Use of no or low-cost outreach including articles in local representatives’ newsletters; 
• Flyers and other information distributed at community events; 
• Year around demonstrations of the BMD; 
• Voter registration forms that have places to check off preferred methods of communication and 

include the full range of formats that people with disabilities use. 
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STILL STRUGGLING TO GET IN THE DOOR 
 
The problems that have led CIDNY to monitor polling sites over the last five years were echoed by results 
from the individual voter surveys.  Twenty voters out of 54 found barriers to access at their designated 
polling site.   
 
Of those who found barriers: 

• 40% said there were confusing or missing signs outside the polling site; 
• 35% said there were items blocking access in the voting area; 
• 20% had trouble finding the accessible entrance; 
• 20% said that the interior path to voting was confusing. 

 
Clearly, simple and inexpensive fixes could correct these barriers and prevent mobility, visually and 
cognitively impaired individuals from exhausting themselves trying to enter polling sites and access voting 
areas. These barriers reflect a general disregard for federally mandated accessibility standards and voting 
equality for people with disabilities. 
 
 

 
A voter who is a wheel chair 
user trying to navigate boxes, 
staff and inadequate signage 
to find his way from the 
accessible entrance to the 
voting area at PS 215 in 
Queens.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
In addition to feedback from individuals about their experiences voting at their polling sites, CIDNY 
continued its polling site surveys, documenting accessibility at 65 polling sites throughout the City on 
November 4th. While we did note some improvements, such as door monitors stationed at most 
accessible entrances, we also found barriers at 83 percent of the 65 sites. Of the sites surveyed, 45 
percent had entryway barriers, 45 percent had exterior signage barriers, 38 percent had ramp barriers 
and 41 percent had interior access barriers.  To view a list of the polling sites surveyed and details about 
the barriers that were identified, go to www.cidny.org or click this link: November 2008 Chart of Polling 
Sites 
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DÉJÀ VU 
 
We compared photos from our November 2008 surveys with photos from previous surveys, and chose 
examples where low or no-cost remedies would eliminate the barriers: 
 
 
Some voters still have to make their way through garbage piles to get to the accessible entrance.  A no-
cost removal of the garbage would make this accessible pathway less hazardous and insulting for people 
who use wheelchairs, walkers or have vision impairments.  
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
November 2007 at Baruch College on East 22nd St November 2008 at PS 150 in Queens 
 
 
 
Temporary wooden ramps fail to meet the standards of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA).  This 
problem could be remedied with a bevel at the doorway. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

February 2008 at 29-21 21st Avenue, Astoria  November 2008 at 2200 Madison Avenue, Manhattan 
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This cracked segment at the top of the ramp at Madison Community Center in Far Rockaway also has a 
steep drop.  It presents a tripping/falling hazard for those using wheelchairs or walkers, and people with 
visual impairments. Election Day 2007 (left) and Election Day 2008 (right), same spot.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Cement blocks used to keep doors open create tripping hazards and cut into the doorway’s clearance.  
For under $100, a spring door closer with a “stay-open” mechanism could solve these problems.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 
 

Nov 2007 at Far Rockaway High School        November 2008 at MS 333 in Far Rockaway 
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This hazard for people with visual impairments at PS 199 in Queens could easily be corrected with cones 
under the windows.  At $6.00 per cone (or $30 for this site), voters who are blind or have low-vision 
could be assured that they would not risk a head injury while trying to access their voting site.  

 

       

       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

        
 

November 2008 
 
 

September 2008 
 

 

 

 

Since 2003, of the 329 sites with barriers, 201 sites had two or more barriers, and 83 sites 
had three or more barriers.   
 
Of the 329 sites where CIDNY found barriers: 
 
56% (185) had entryway barriers 

57% (186) had signage barriers 

38% (125) had ramp barriers 

42% (138) had interior access barriers 
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People with Disabilities Still Off The Radar 
 
Exactly one week after the election, at the November 11, 2008 NYC Board of Elections Commissioners 
Meeting, the members were in a self-congratulatory mood over what was felt to be a “remarkably 
successful election.” The difficulties voters with disabilities experienced were ‘off the radar’.  The message 
sent was that the little investment required to make a huge difference to members of the disability 
community is not worth undertaking. 
 
If the tally of ballots from BMDs is low, it will not be because people with disabilities did not try to use the 
new accessible machines.  On the contrary, voters attempted to use the BMDs and were unable to 
because the Board of Elections was unprepared.  The assertion that the BMDs are a waste because 
people with disabilities are uninterested is unfounded.  As this report demonstrates, people with 
disabilities are not content to surrender their right to vote privately and independently. 
 
The Board of Elections contends that it has not had the money to train poll workers on the BMDs.  The 
Board has consistently cited the Mayor’s refusal to provide more funds as an excuse for falling short on 
poll worker training.  We believe that the Mayor and the Board of Elections should stop bickering and find 
a way to provide New Yorkers with trained poll workers on Election Day.  Neither the Board nor the 
Mayor can abdicate their responsibilities to ensure truly equal access to all voters.   
 
The Board has had more than five years to train poll workers on disability awareness and accessibility 
and prepare them for the accessible features on the new voting machines.  They have had offers of help 
from CIDNY, other disability-related organizations and good government groups, who are willing to assist 
in poll worker training, communications strategies for educating voters, and recruiting new poll workers 
to increase the ranks of those who can operate the new machines. Yet the Board of Elections continues 
to delay implementing no or low-cost remedies to address accessibility, voter education and 
communication in accessible formats, and creative alternatives for recruiting new poll workers. We 
sincerely hope that the next time the Commissioners feel congratulations are in order, it will be because 
equal voting has become a reality for New Yorkers with disabilities. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CIDNY Poll Site Accessibility surveys were made possible by the dedication and hard work of CIDNY 
volunteers, staff and students from area colleges. Special thanks to the students and professor of 
Barnard College’s Race, Ethnicity and Immigration in Urban America class. 
 
We are grateful to the all the voters who took the time to share their stories and complete our Individual 
Voter Survey.  
 
For more information about polling site access in New York City and CIDNY’s recommendations for 
removing barriers to voting, please visit our website at www.cidny.org. 
 
 

Center for Independence of the Disabled, NY        Poll Site Accessibility Survey November 2008 10 
  

http://www.cidny.org/

	February 2008  34 Sites Visited, 29 Sites or 85% with Barriers

