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May 1, 2020 

 

 

The Honorable Nellie M. Gorbea 

RI Secretary of State 

82 Smith Street 

Providence, RI 02903 

Via Email to: rrock@sos.ri.gov; jmartiesian@sos.ri.gov 

 

Chairwoman Diane C. Mederos 

RI Board of Elections 

2000 Plainfield Pike 

Cranston, RI 02921 

Via Email to: Robert.Rapoza@elections.ri.gov; Miguel.J.Nunez@elections.ri.gov 

 

 

RE: Equal Access to Mail Ballot Voting for Voters with Disabilities 

 

Dear Secretary Gorbea and Chairwoman Mederos: 

  

I write on behalf of Disability Rights Rhode Island (DRRI), the federally mandated designated 

Protection and Advocacy (P&A) agency for Rhode Island.1  As an agency that advocates for equal 

access to the electoral process for voters with disabilities, we have been concerned about the impact that 

the COVID crisis would have on election accessibility. Given that Rhode Island’s Presidential 

Preference Primary will be held as a predominately mail ballot election and with the anticipation that 

many voters may still feel compelled to vote by mail in the fall, we believe that the State must take 

immediate action to increase the accessibility features of the mail ballot system in Rhode Island.  

 

Title II of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) requires states to ensure that voters with 

disabilities are offered an opportunity to vote that is equal to the opportunity offered to voters without 

disabilities including both in-person voting and mail ballot voting. Rhode Island’s paper only mail ballot 

process is inherently inaccessible for people with vision or print disabilities and requires the voter to rely 

on the assistance of another person in order to vote. Rhode Island offers two seldom utilized alternatives 

to the typical mail ballot, however, these options fall short of providing meaningful access to the 

                                                      
1 P&A agencies are created pursuant to federal laws designed to protect and advocate for the rights of individuals 

with disabilities. DRRI engages in election based advocacy pursuant to the Help America Vote Act 52 U.S.C.A. § 

21061. 
 

 
 
 

mailto:rrock@sos.ri.gov
mailto:jmartiesian@sos.ri.gov
mailto:Robert.Rapoza@elections.ri.gov
mailto:Miguel.J.Nunez@elections.ri.gov


 

 

absentee voting program. While Rhode Island offers a braille ballot, not all people with vision or print 

disabilities use braille.  Rhode Island also offers a tactile ballot. This option involves a specially made 

ballot and recorded instructions that must be created for the specific voter who requests to vote in this 

manner. Blind voters have reported to us that they find the tactile ballot process burdensome and 

confusing. As these options have been used by only a handful of voters each election, it is not clear 

whether the State would be able to handle a large spike in requests for these accommodations. 

According to the National Federation of the Blind based on Census data, there are over 15,000 adults 

with visual disabilities in Rhode Island. See https://www.nfb.org/resources/blindness-statistics. More 

importantly, neither the braille nor the tactile ballots allow the voter to privately and independently mark 

and verify the marked ballot. Nat’l Fed’n of the Blind v. Lamone, 813 F.3d 494, 507 (4th Cir. 

2016)(Maryland’s paper-only absentee voting program violated the ADA and failed to provide 

meaningful access to voters with disabilities). 

 

A growing number of states meet their legal obligation to provide an accessible mail ballot voting 

program by offering remote ballot-marking tools to allow voters with disabilities to mark an electronic 

version of the mail ballot on a computer using the assistive technology that the particular voter is 

accustomed to using. With these systems, the votes are not cast electronically. The voter must still print 

and mail their ballots.  This manner of marking the ballot occurs in much the same way that overseas 

military voters participate in voting and we understand that RI has the technology and capacity to make 

remote ballot-marking available to voters who are not able to access the typical mail ballot due 

disability. 

 

Additionally, we ask the State to explore expanding the methods by which a voter may submit a request 

for a mail ballot. In Rhode Island, an original request must be submitted by mail or in person whereas 

other states such as Michigan allow for the mail ballot request to be submitted my mail, fax, email or in 

person delivery. This change would improve the ease of the system for all voters including voters with 

disabilities. 

 

As the COVID crisis demands adaptations to election administration, we hope the State will 

expeditiously implement improved access to the mail ballot system for voters with disabilities. We at 

DRRI appreciate the work of both your offices and all state agencies during the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Please do not hesitate to contact me if you have questions regarding this matter.  

 

 

Sincerely, 

 

/s/ Kate Bowden 

 

Kate Bowden 

Attorney Disability Rights Rhode Island 

________________________________drri.org________________________________ 
 

             33 Broad Street, Suite 601                                    : 401-831-3150                                : 401-274-5568 

             Providence, Rhode Island 02903                          : 401-831-5335                               : 800-733-5332 
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