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WHAT IS THE ROLE OF A BOARD OF ELECTIONS AS TO ACCESSIBILITY?






Requiring Accessible Polling Places: Polling Sites are required to be accessible. Voters with
disabilities may require removal of barriers at polling places or registration sites in order to
make the voting program accessible to them.
Obtaining Accommodations as to the Voting Procedure: Voters may need accommodations for
a mental or physical disability when actually registering to vote or casting a ballot on a voting
system.
Ensuring Designation of Voter Registration Agencies and Provision of Voter Registration
Assistance: States designate as voter registration agencies the state-funded offices that provide
disability services, such as community mental health centers and vocational rehabilitation
agencies. Those agencies provide appropriate registration opportunities and assistance to
clients as required by the NVRA.

THE VOTING ACCESSIBILITY FOR THE ELDERLY AND HANDICAPPED ACT OF 1984 (VAEHA):
The VAEHA, 42 USC § 1973ee et seq, effective January 1, 1986, applies to federal elections (elections
where candidates for federal offices are on the ballot). VAEHA requires each political subdivision
responsible for conducting elections to assure that all polling sites for federal elections are accessible to
voters with disabilities and voters 65 and older.

THE AMERICANS WITH DISABILITIES ACT OF 1991 (ADA):
Title II of the ADA, 42 USC § 12132, provides that public entities may not exclude or deny qualified
individuals with disabilities the benefits of their programs, services or activities. Four regulations are
particularly relevant in the context of voting:





Reasonable modification,
Criteria that screen out people with disabilities,
Program Access, and
Site Selection.

NATIONAL VOTER REGISTRATION ACT OF 1993 (NVRA)
Among other things the NVRA, or “motor-voter law,” requires states to designate as voter registration
agencies
1. All offices that are primarily engaged in providing disability services and which receive state
funds, and
2. All offices that provide public assistance.
These are known as “mandatory” voter registration agencies. Such agencies must make available to
their clients voter registration forms and assistance in completing them. Also, they must accept
completed applications and transmit them to state elections officials.
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HELP AMERICA VOTE ACT OF 2002 (HAVA)
HAVA deals with making voting systems accessible, making polling places accessible, training poll
workers as to accessibility issues, and providing voting information to disabled voters. HAVA distributes
to the states Title I funds under 42 USC § 15301 (Section 101 of HAVA) to be used, among other things,
for “…(G) Improving the accessibility and quantity of polling places, including providing physical access
for individuals with disabilities, providing non-visual access for individuals with visual impairments,…”
42 USC § 15481(a)(3) (Section 301 of HAVA) requires voting systems to be equipped for voters with
disabilities, which allows such voters to have the same opportunity for access and participation nondisabled voters have. Also, this statute mandates that every precinct must have at least one (1)
accessible voting machine available for use by voters with special needs by January 1, 2006:




Direct Record Electronic (DRE) – Touchscreen; Audio cue capacity for Visually Impaired voters,
Optical Scan – Supplemented by Ballot Marking Device (AutoMark)
Paper Ballots – Not accessible

ACCESS TO VOTING PLACES BY PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES
If a voter cannot access a polling place because of physical barriers, there is no way that the “voting
system” located in that location is accessible and provides for the same opportunity for access and
participation to person as for other voters as required by 42 USC § 15481(a)(3) (Section 301 of HAVA).
Therefore, precincts must provide access on a permanent or temporary basis on election day or onestop absentee voting. Curbside voting, voting assistance and absentee voting, all required by North
Carolina law, offer options that persons with disabilities may use to vote, but they are not considered
substitutes for federal accessibility mandates.
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HELP AMERICA VOTE ACT (HAVA) HEALTH AND HUMAN SERVICES GRANTS
42 USC § 15421 (Section 261 of HAVA) provides funding for grants administered by the US Department
of Health and Human Sercices (H&HS) to:
1. Make polling places, including the path of travel, entrances, exits, and voting areas of each
polling facility, accessible to individuals with disabilities, including the blind and visually
impaired, in a manner that provides the same opportunity for access and participation
(including privacy and independence) as for other voters; and
2. Provide individuals with disabilities and the other individuals described in paragraph one (1)
with information about the accessibility of polling places, including outreach programs to inform
the individuals about the availability of accessible polling places and training elections officials,
poll workers, and elections volunteers on how best to promote the access and participation of
individuals with disabilities in elections for Federal office.
42 USC § 15461 (Section 291 of HAVA) also requires that H&HS give grants to protection and advocacy
systems [as defined in Section 102 of the Developmental Disabilities Assistance and Bill of Rights Act of
2000 (42 USC § 15002)] of each State “to ensure full participation in the electoral process for individuals
with disabilities, including registering to vote, casting a vote and accessing polling places.” Smaller
grants will be made available to eligible entities to provide training and technical assistance with respect
to the activities carried out under this section.
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WHAT THE NORTH CAROLINA STATE BOARD OF ELECTIONS (NC SBOE) HAS DONE
In 1997, Mr. Gary Bartlett, the Executive Director of the NC SBOE, sat on the board of the Elections
Center. At that time, the Center assisted with training materials and presentations for local boards of
elections. From 1998-2002, Mr. Bartlett was the chair of the National Task Force on Accessible
Elections. In his capacity as co-chair, Mr. Bartlett helped oversee the creation of an updated guide
entitled Voting: A Constitutional Right for All Citizens, which was originally published by the National
Organization on Disability.
During that time, under Mr. Bartlett’s guidance, the North Carolina State Board of Elections created and
produced two videos. The videos can be viewed from the NC SBOE website using the provided links.




Accessible Precincts Mean Accessible Elections
ftp://www.app.sboe.state.nc.us/video/Accessible_Precincts_10min.wmv
ftp://www.app.sboe.state.nc.us/video/Accessible%20Precincts%2040min.wmv
Ensuring Equal Access for All Voters.
ftp://www.app.sboe.state.nc.us/video/Ensuring%20Equal%20Access_med_quality.wmv

These videos have been used nationally since 2000. Starting in the late 1990’s, the NC SBOE has
consistently emphasized accessibility trainings to its local boards of elections and offered trainings to
non-profit and advocacy groups as well. Starting in 2004, with the advent of HAVA funding, and
continuing:






Provided a $1.3 million grant fund to counties for accessibility issues from HAVA Title I monies.
An additional $300,000 in H&HS HAVA funds were also used for this purpose.
The County Boards of Elections under the direction of the State Board surveyed and
photographed every North Carolina polling place as to accessibility needs.
The surveys were used to make grants to County Boards to improve polling place accessibility.
The photos were later posted on the State Board’s website for use by voters.
Each polling location used by a county is subject to an accessibility preparations checklist.
(Figure 1)
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FIGURE 1: NORTH CAROLINA ACCESSIBILITY PREPARATIONS CHECKLIST
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Since 2004 and continuing today, the NC SBOE has awarded over $1,800,000 in direct grants to 97
counties to improve accessibility to polling locations and accessibility within polling places. The sources
of these funds were both the H&HS HAVA funds and Title I HAVA funds. Currently, the NC SBOE only
uses the H&HS HAVA funds to fund county grant requests. Grants are made for accessibility aids also.
(Figure 2)
FIGURE 2: ACCESSIBILITY GRANT PROGRAM OF THE NORTH CAROLINA STATE BOARD OF ELECTIONS
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Placed on the NC SBOE website (www.sboe.state.nc.us) under the link “Voting in NC” are the required
digital pictures of every polling place in North Carolina regarding pathways to the location, accessibility
from outside, and accessibility within each polling site. Voters can click on these photos when they
locate their precincts to better plan their voting trip around accessibility issues. That link is
http://www.app.sboe.state.nc.us/webapps/pollingplace_search/. (Figure 3)

FIGURE 3: POLLING PLACE PHOTOGRAPHS ON THE NC SBOE WEBSITE
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If you do not know your
specific polling location, the
link “Find Your Polling Place
Here” will give you that
information.
Here, you will choose your
county of residence and
follow the directions to
choose your precinct and
polling location.
In the example used in the
following pictures, Wake
County was chosen.
The pictures you will see
when you do this exercise
will be photographs of your
polling location in your
county.

This screen will show a photo of
your County Board of Elections
office, the street address, phone
and email contact information,
and the hours of operation.
If you have questions about your
polling location, staff at the
County Board of Elections office
will be happy to assist you.
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Each of the above images gives a view of the path a person would travel to vote at this particular
precinct. By clicking on the images, you can study each aspect close-up prior to the day you go to cast
your ballot.

In 2007 and 2008, the NC SBOE conducted five (5) workshops in various locations across the state to
present issues as to accessibility, have Q&A sessions, and to demonstrate the accessibility features of
voting systems. Disability associations, advocacy groups and media were invited. This was funded by
H&HS grants. However, the turnout for these workshops was disappointing even though great effort
was made to contact interested parties and publicize the events.
Voting accessibility training is included in the required county poll worker trainings. Additionally,
accessibility training is conducted in at least one of the quarterly statewide training sessions for county
election directors and staff. These trainings have been supplemented by three (3) voting accessibility
training videos produced by the NC SBOE in 2001. Those videos now are used in many parts of the
country.
A full page on voter accessibility has been included in the past two (2) NC Voter Guides, which are sent
to around four (4) million NC households. The cost of the extra page was paid for by H&HS HAVA funds.
(Figure 4)
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FIGURE 4: VOTING ACCESSIBILITY INFORMATION IN THE NC VOTER GUIDE:
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Also, there is a Voter Accessibility information page on the NC SBOE website,
http://www.sboe.state.nc.us/content.aspx?id=57. (Figure 5) The NC SBOE has established a close and
cooperative relationship with Disability NC, the P&A for the disabled in our state. They are allowed to
inspect polling locations and make suggestions for improving accessibility.

FIGURE 5: ACCESSIBILITY INFORMATION FOUND ON THE NC SBOE WEBSITE:
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EFFECTIVENESS OF THE NC SBOE EFFORTS ON VOTER ACCESSIBILITY IN NC








Most Effective: Direct Grants to counties, allowing them to make immediate improvements to
accessibility of polling locations
Very Effective: Cooperation with the disability P&A for our state, Disability Rights North
Carolina
Effective: Required poll worker training
Effective: Accessibility pictures of polling locations and voting accessibility information page on
our website
Effective: Direct grants to counties for accessibility aids
Effective: Accessibility information in the NC Voter Guide
Least Effective: Workshops
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