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As the federally mandated Protection and Advocacy system for our state, Disability
Rights Wisconsin (DRW) is charged with protecting the voting rights of people with
disabilities and mandated to help “ensure the full participation in the electoral process
for individuals with disabilities, including registering to vote, casting a vote, and
accessing polling places.” (Help America Vote Act, 42 U.S.C. § 15461 (2002)). DRW
staffs a Voter Hotline and assists voters with disabilities and older adults, family
members, service providers, and others.

In coordination with the Wisconsin Disability Vote Coalition, we provide training and
educational resources to voters with disabilities, their families, and service providers.
The hotline and trainings provide us with a frontline understanding of the barriers
experienced by many voters with disabilities.

Voters with Disabilities

A significant number of Wisconsin voters have a disability. The CDC indicates that 26%
(1 in 4) of adults have some type of disability. According to the American Association of
People with Disabilities (AAPD), approximately 23% of the electorate in the November
2020 election were people with disabilities. Many older adults have disabilities acquired
through aging, although they may not formally identify as a person with a disability.

Historically voters with disabilities are underrepresented at the ballot box. Many

experience barriers to voting including the following:

e Polling place and voting documents are not always accessible.

e High percentage are non drivers and lack access to transportation, especially
accessible transportation.

e Lack of photo ID and difficulty obtaining it because they don't have transportation to
get to DMV, and DMV hours are very limited.

e Limited information about their voting rights including disability related
accommodations.

e Legally required accommodations such as curbside voting and ballot assistance are
not uniformly available; some voters experience discrimination and denial of
accommodations.

e Lack of access to the internet and/or devices that connect to the internet, and to
equipment to copy photo ID.

e May live in a group home or place with many other people where ability to
independently leave, get information, or get online is limited or restricted.
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Federal Law and Voting Rights

The US Department of Justice and other federal agencies issue guidance to protect the
fundamental right to voting for all Americans, including specifically addressing the rights
of voters with disabilities to have equitable access to the ballot. These rights are
protected by federal laws including the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), the Voting
Rights Act (VRA), the Help American Vote Act (HAVA), and other civil rights law. We
ask Wisconsin policymakers to ensure that that bills you consider align with the
protections afforded to people with disabilities by federal law.

AB 999 Absentee Ballots - Against
Absentee voting is heavily utilized by disabled voters because so many have barriers to

voting in person including lack of transportation, polling place accessibility issues,
and/or disability related or health concerns that limit their ability to vote in person.
Many also have limited access to technology and to the internet or disability related
barriers to using technology.

AB 999 would create the new restrictions listed below that would make it more difficult
for many disabled Wisconsinites to cast a ballot.

e Absentee voters would need to provide proof of identification for every election.
Under existing law, a voter who submitted a copy of their photo ID when applying
for an absentee ballot once, and has not moved nor changed their name, need not
submit a copy of their ID again when they apply.

Concern: The voters we assist often struggle to provide a copy of their photo ID
on My Vote or by Mail. We often hear from disabled and older voters that they do
not have access to technology to upload or copy photo ID and if they do, many
struggle to use it. Requiring this be mailed or uploaded to My Vote for every
election would be a significant burden.

e Reduce the number of elections a voter can apply to receive ballots for with a single
application to a single primary and general election pair. Under existing law, a voter
can apply to receive ballots for every election in a calendar year.

Concern: A high percentage of voters with disabilities vote absentee and request
absentee ballots for the year. Because of limited access to technology, and in many
cases limited mobility, it would be a significant burden for many disabled voters to
have to repeatedly reapply to vote absentee. Having to repeatedly complete and
resubmit absentee ballot applications will create a burden for voters who disabilities
such as blindness, MS, spinal cord injuries, cerebral palsy that make it difficult to
complete forms either by hand or on line.

e Require all in person absentee voters to complete an absentee ballot application,
even if they already have such a request on file.
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Concern: Requiring voters who already have an absentee ballot request on file to
complete the form again is unnecessary, inefficient, and will lead to longer waiting
times. In addition, many individuals with disabilities may require assistance to
complete the absentee ballot application, and will require election officials to provide
this accommodation.

e Prohibit clerk from sending absentee ballot applications to anyone who has not
requested them
Concerns: Sending absentee ballot applications to registered voters provides
equitable access to absentee voting for all voters, including those who do not have
access to the internet or a device to complete the form online or to download and
print it. This restriction is especially troubling because the bill requires voters to
repeatedly complete and submit their absentee ballot request. Many voters with
disabilities will struggle with these new restrictions. It is truly a public service for
our municipal clerks or the Wisconsin Election Commission to mail the absentee
ballot applications to voters, as so many voters with disabilities and older adults are
isolated and not able to easily obtain or print an application.

Absentee Ballot Return

Many voters with disabilities rely on a person of their choice to return their absentee
ballot. Because of disability they may be unable to place their completed ballot in a
mailbox, in a secure drop box, or return it to their clerk. Existing law does not restrict
who may deliver a ballot for a voter. This bill would restrict who a voter may choose to
return their ballot and create a felony to punish a person who return a voter’s ballot in
violation of these restrictions.

Concerns
While less restrictive than a 2021 proposal, there are several provisions which are very
concerning.
o No one can return more than two ballots not their own for anyone not
immediate family per election
o The person cannot be compensated to return the ballot.

Our concerns include the following:

e Many people with disabilities and older adults live in a congregate setting. This
includes Adult Family Homes (AFH), community based residential facilities (CBRF),
supported housing, or apartment buildings. Because of lack of transportation,
mobility restrictions, as well as unreliable mail delivery, many residents rely on paid
staff to return their ballot. Paid staff are often asked to assist multiple residents.
Volunteers may be asked to assist residents with voting including ballot return.

e In addition to those living in congregate settings, these restrictions would impact
many disabled and elderly individuals who live independently in their own home or
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apartment. Many are isolated and do not have access to family or other community
members to assist them. They rely on paid staff to assist them with activities of
daily living, including voting, and in many cases to assist with absentee ballot return.
Wisconsin has over 80,000

o If paid staff are no longer able to assist with absentee ballot return, it will
disenfranchise many people with disabilities and older adults. Federal law allows
any voter who requires assistance to vote by reason of blindness, disability, or
inability to read or write may be given assistance by a person of the voter’s choice,
other than the voter's employer or agent of that employer or officer or agent of the
voter’s union.

Wisconsin’s leadership in community based long term care

With the support of this Legislature, Wisconsin has been a leader in expanding
community based long term care; over 80,000 people with disabilities and older adults
are enrolled in community based long term care programs such as Family Care and
IRIS. Participants qualify for these programs by meeting a nursing home level of care,
meaning their support needs are significant and similar to nursing home residents.

As compared to other states, Wisconsin has a significant number of individuals with
long term health conditions such as Cerebral Palsy, Multiple Sclerosis, Muscular
Dystrophy, ALS, and quadriplegia, as well as frail elders, who live in the community
rather than in a nursing home. These individuals cherish their right to vote. This bill
would create new barriers that could restrict that right. We must ensure that people
with disabilities have equitable access to voting as required by the ADA.

For the reasons noted, we ask you to oppose AB 999.

DRW ask for the chance to work with policy makers to ensure that every eligible disabled
voter has the opportunity to register to vote and cast a ballot, no matter where they live or
how they vote. We are committed to ensuring that that Wisconsin elections are accessible,
inclusive, and protect the rights of Wisconsinites with disabilities and older adults.

e For additional information or questions, please contact Barbara Beckert at
barbara.beckert@drwi.org or 414-292-2724.

Disability Rights Wisconsin is the federally mandated Protection and Advocacy system
for the State of Wisconsin, charged with protecting the rights of individuals with
disabilities and keeping them free from abuse and neglect.

DRW is charged with protecting the voting rights of people with disabilities and
mandated to help ensure the full participation in the electoral process for individuals
with disabilities. DRW staffs a Voter Hotline and assists voters with disabilities and older
adults, family members, service providers, and others.
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