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About Protection and Advocacy for People with Disabilities, Inc.
Since 1977 Protection and Advocacy for People with Disabilities, Inc. has been an independent,
statewide, non-profit corporation that protects and advances the legal rights of people with
disabilities. P&A’s vision in South Carolina is that individuals with disabilities will be fully
integrated into the community with control over their own lives; be free from abuse, neglect
and exploitation and have equal access to services.
Contact P&A:
1-866-275-7273 (statewide toll free)
803-782-0639 (local and out of state)
Info@pandasc.org
www.pandasc.org
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Executive Summary
Voting isn’t a right. It’s the right – the one that all others depend upon, yet voters with
disabilities often face barriers in the voting process. Voting is an important and basic civil right
which people with disabilities have often been denied. From inaccessible polling places and
voting machines to inadequately trained poll workers, Americans with disabilities face a number
of obstacles in participating in our the democratic process. This report surveys the accessibility
of polling locations in Lexington County during the June 2014 primaries.
The 2002 Help America Vote Act (HAVA) mandated improvements to the electoral process.
HAVA established minimum standards for election technology and administration, as well as
required that voters with disabilities be able to vote privately and independently. HAVA joins
existing laws such the Voting Rights Act of 1965, National Voter Registration Act and the
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) to prohibit voter discrimination and denial of voting access
for people with disabilities.
HAVA also created a Protection and Advocacy for Voting Access (PAVA) program. In South
Carolina PAVA is part of Protection and Advocacy for People with Disabilities, Inc. (P&A). The
goal of PAVA is to ensure that people with disabilities can fully participate in the voting process,
from registering to vote, accessing the polling place, to casting ballots.
P&A believes that to in order to guarantee that all voters, including people with disabilities, have
the right to vote:





All polling places should be accessible to all voters in compliance with the ADA and
HAVA.
Curbside voting must be implemented and practiced consistently at all locations.
Voting machines must be accessible to all voters in compliance with HAVA.
Poll workers need additional disability awareness and etiquette training in order to
ensure accessibility.

Only when these changes take place can people with disabilities exercise the right to vote
privately and independently.
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Introduction
This report reviews the accessibility of polling locations
throughout Lexington County SC during the June 2014
primaries. In order to ensure people with disabilities are able
to participate in the electoral process, state and local election
officials must ensure that polling precincts be fully accessible,
that voting technology be of universal design so that all
voters can use it, and that Poll Managers have adequate
training. This survey focused on areas of a polling place that
are important to all voters, especially voters with disabilities.
These include the parking lot, the entrance to the polling
place, the voting area, access to an accessible ballot, and the
availability of assistance, if needed.

Parking

Curbside
Voting

Survey Methodology
In 2012 P&A developed a Polling Place Accessibility Survey to
evaluate whether a polling place has basic accessible features
needed by voters with disabilities. P&A’s survey is based on
the United States Department of Justice 2004 ADA Checklist
for Polling Places1. The Checklist defines what a barrier is;
how to evaluate the physical accessibility of polling places;
how to determine which locations may become accessible
with modifications; and which locations cannot be modified
to become accessible. The ADA Checklist has become the
nationwide standard for evaluating barriers to voters with
disabilities. P&A has reviewed its checklist after each survey
to determine whether it is designed to capture essential
information.
The SC DisAbility Voting Coalition, a non-partisan coalition
dedicated to increasing the numbers of people with
disabilities who vote through improved access to the voting
process and voter education, reviewed the original survey
and provided recommendations for changes. Three dozen
organizations and agencies representing people with
disabilities serve on the coalition, in addition to the SC
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Election Commission and Richland County Elections and Voter Registration. PAVA chairs the SC
DisAbility Voting Coalition. This is the fourth survey conducted by P&A using this tool:
2014 Lexington County Survey
South Carolina statewide primaries were held on Tuesday June 10, 2014. P&A staff and
volunteers conducted polling place accessibility surveys at 69 of the 96 (71%) precincts
throughout Lexington County, including precincts in Batesburg, Cayce, Chapin, Gaston, Gilbert,
Irmo, Leesville, Lexington, Pelion, and West Columbia.

2013 Richland County Survey
November 5, 2013 Richland County general elections. P&A staff and volunteers completed
Polling Place Accessibility Surveys at 73 (94%) of the 78 precincts in the City of Columbia,
Blythewood, Irmo, and Forest Acres2.
2013 Charleston County Survey
August 13, 2013 Charleston County primaries to nominate candidates for the October 1, 2013
Special Election for the State Senate District 42. P&A staff and volunteers completed Polling
Place Accessibility Surveys at 24 (65%) of the 37 precincts in District 423.
2012 Statewide Survey
November 6, 2012 general election. P&A staff and volunteers from across the state completed
296 Polling Place Accessibility Surveys. The information received represented polling places in
23 (50%) of the 46 counties in South Carolina4.
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http://pandasc.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/12/POLLING-PLACE-RICHLAND-COUNTY-2013.pdf
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http://pandasc.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/12/Charleston-Polling-Place-Accessibility-Report.pdf
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http://pandasc.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/12/SURVEY-ACCESS-REPORT-2012.pdf
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Accessibility of Polling Places
If a voter arrives at the polls and cannot access the building, voting area, or voting machine, the
voter does not have the same chance to participate as other voters and may not have the
chance to vote. Unfortunately, physical barriers exist for voters with disabilities at multiple
levels including parking, walkways, entrances, voting areas, ballots and voting machines. Even if
they are lucky enough to pass the first barrier, there is no guarantee the voter will not
encounter another.
Parking
According to the ADA Checklist, accessible parking must be provided for voters with disabilities.
During the Lexington County surveys P&A found that 32% of locations surveyed did not have
marked accessible parking and 41% did not have van accessible parking spaces with an access
aisle. This access aisle is important for a voter using an assistive device to be able to fully open
their door and stand with the aid of a walker, to transfer to a wheelchair, or to lower a
wheelchair lift. In addition, we found that 17% of locations did not have a solid surface parking
area and/or walkway, so that even if voters were able to find a suitable parking space they may
not be able to travel from the parking space to the entrance.
POSSIBLE SOLUTION: The ADA Checklist suggests that if accessible parking is not already
available at the polling location that accessible parking can be made by using signs, cones, and
adding a temporary curb ramp. Polling locations without solid surface parking areas or walkways
should be moved to new locations.
Lexington County
Survey Snapshot
32% of locations
surveyed did not have
a marked accessible
parking space
17% of locations
surveyed did not have
a solid surface parking
lot so that individuals
using assistive devices
could travel from the
car to the building.

Walkways and Ramps
In addition to the problem of finding inadequate ADA approved parking, we found that 19% of
the locations surveyed in Lexington County did not have a ramp where one was needed. This is
particuarly important for a voter using a wheelchair in order to enter the facility. When ramps
were in use at a location we found that 25% of them were too steep, not stable or did not

5

Polling Place Accessibility

6

provide handrails on both sides in accordance with the ADA Checklist, often making the ramp
unusable and possibly unsafe to use by a person using an assitive device.
POSSIBLE SOLUTION: The ADA checklist suggests looking for an alternate accessible route or
enterance that does not need a ramp and clearly marking the new pathway, or using a
temporary ramp.

Percent of Locations

Parking Lot Accessibility
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There are no accessible
parking spaces

There are no parking Parking lot is not solid
space that are van
surface
accessible for lifts with
an access aisle
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Curbside Voting
South Carolina Law5 states that voters who are have disabilities or are unable to stand in line
due to age are eligible to vote curbside. The South Carolina State Election Commission states in
its Poll Managers Handbook6 that, “Curbside voting signs must be displayed in the designated
curbside parking area. Managers should constantly monitor the curbside parking area in
intervals of no more than 15 minutes.” South Carolina’s curbside voting program presents itself
as a good alternative for a voter with a disability to vote. However, during P&A’s Lexington
County Surveys, 20% of locations were found to be lacking a sign, 41% of locations were not
checked at the minimum increment of every 15 minutes, and many locations not checked at all.
At one location the surveyor noted that the curbside voting area was on the back side of the
building; however, there was no sign indicating this to a voter driving towards the main
entrance, making it completely useless. Although we have seen improvements in the number of
precincts with signs up, since P&A’s 2012 statewide survey we have found little to no
improvement in these areas being monitored at least every 15 minutes.

Curbside Voting
Percent of Locations

50%
40%
Statewide Survey

30%

Charleston County Survey

20%

Richland County Survey
10%

Lexington County Survey

0%
No "Curbside Voting Area"
Sign

Not checked at minimum of
every 15 minutes

POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS: Either the General Assembly should amend the Election Code to establish
specific requirements for curbside voting or the Election Commission should promulgate
regulations to address the issue.
P&A RECOMMENDATIONS: Many individuals who use curbside voting are accompanied by a
family member or caregiver. Poll workers may require these individuals to leave the vehicle and
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http://www.scvotes.org/files/PMHandbook/SEC%20MNL%201100201404%20Poll%20Managers%20Handbook.pdf
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stand in line to vote, even though the person with a disability may be very uncomfortable in
heat or cold or have medical issues that require supervision, such as oxygen use. P&A suggests
that a caregiver, if present, be given permssion to vote curbside along with the person with a
disability.

Poll Workers answers to question
“How often is curbside voting checked by a poll worker?”
“Someone has to let us know.”
“Not frequently.”
“We check it every 1 ½ hours.”
“We wait for people to come in.”
“Never, we wait for someone to come in.”
“Don’t, only curbside that comes to us is by bus and the driver will let us know.”
“Don’t check it, they have to blow their horn.”
“Every hour.”
“Never.”

Voting Machines and Accessible Technology
One focus area for HAVA has been to develop, improve, and implement voting technology that
is designed to improve the ability of voters with disabilities to vote independently and privately.
South Carolina’s current inventory of voting machines includes a separate accessible machine
that has additional features. These include an audio version of the ballot with the use of
headsets and Braille embossed buttons to make selections, in addition to the standard touch
screen panel. Although this machine does offer additional features for voters with disabilities
compared to the new Universal Design voting technology of today the machines are outdated.
New voting technologies currently available for use allow voters to cast a ballot by voice
activation. Universal Design means that only one type of machine would be used by all voters
and Poll Managers will not have to learn two machines or worry that the one accessible machine
they have might break down because any others could be used in its place.
All locations surveyed had an accessible machine present, but multiple poll workers told us they
were not given headsets for the accessible voting machine. Once prompted by surveyors, poll
workers were able to find them in the tool box provided by the election commission. At some
locations, we found that only one poll worker was aware of the headset and how to use it. In
addition to not knowing where the headsets were located, many poll workers indicated that
they did not know how to set them up and had never used them in the past. Another issue
discovered was that many locations had the accessible voting machines at the standard height,
using the attached legs, leaving it inaccessible to a voter using a wheelchair.
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POSSIBLE SOLUTION: Accessible voting machines should be placed on a table that is at a proper
height for a voter with a disability using a wheelchair. Poll workers need to be trained and
rehearsed in using the headset, and how to give directions to a voter with a disability who may
need to use the headsets or Braille embossed buttons.
P&A RECOMMENDATION: The state should adopt new Universal Design voting technology. This
technology provides voice activation, allowing a person who has a disability such as quadriplegia
to vote privately and independently.

Poll Workers
Preparation and Attention to Detail
How accessible a polling location is often comes down to the efforts of poll workers at each
location. For this election each polling location in Lexington County the Lexington County
Election Commission provided a tool box that was supposed to contain the signs and tools
needed for Election Day, including signs for curbside voting and accessible entrances. However,
during the surveys we found that many poll workers did not know what was in this box, did not
use the supplies within them, and posted signs without consideration of their impact on voters
with disabilities. An example was the accessible entrance signs. These signs were provided by
the Election Commission in the tool box. In addition to 20% of locations needing this sign and
not having it posted, multiple surveyors found examples where the placement of the signs made
no sense. At one polling location where there was no sign for curbside voting the poll worker
said it was because they were not given one. However, even if a complete tool box was not
provided, with a little effort the poll worker could have made a sign with paper and marker.
More care in placement of signs could make a huge difference for whether a voter with a
disability would be able to cast a vote at the precinct.
POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS: Poll workers need to be trained to survey through the entire precinct to
ensure polling locations are accessible, including signage, the parking lot, entrances, and voting
areas.

9

Polling Place Accessibility

This location has an
accessible entrance sign
pointing in both directions
leaving the voter confused
on which way to go. The
accessible entrance was the
door visible.

This location has an
accessible entrance sign at
the walk way pointing to
the left and another on the
door pointing to the right.
The accessible entrance
was the door visible.

Poll Worker Training on Disability Awareness and Etiquette
During the survey process poll workers were asked multiple questions which addressed the
areas of training they had received. One question asked was, “Are poll workers aware of the
voting rights of people with disabilities.” An outstanding 94% of poll workers said yes. Poll
workers often went on to explain how well they thought the last training held by their county
election commission was. They often went on and gave examples of the things they had learned.
There was a sense of pride among the poll workers that were surveyed.
Communication Skills
Despite the positive remarks concerning the training, it was apparent from the answer to the
other questions that additional training was needed to ensure that all voters with disabilities
have access to vote. Poll workers were unable to communicate with people with disabilities,
unaware of the nature of various disabilities, and a few stated personal biases and negative
attitudes toward people with disabilities.
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Poll workers were asked if they were able to communicate with a voter who was deaf or hard of
hearing and to explain how. Poll workers at only 38% of the locations surveyed were prepared
or trained on how to communicate with someone who was deaf or hard of hearing. The replies
of many poll workers indicated the belief that deaf people did not live in their area or come to
their precinct, and thus did not need to know how to communicate with them. Some workers
did not seem aware that a voter who is deaf could walk into the precinct at any moment and
that they needed a process to communicate with that voter.

Poll Workers’ answers to
“How do you communicate with a voter who is deaf or hard of hearing?”
“Don’t know. We don’t have any here.”
“They have to come with someone.”
“Don’t have any.”
“They should bring someone.”
“Would probably send voter back to election headquarters.”
“We only have one, he brings someone in. No idea what we would do if
someone else came in.”
Since many poll workers have been working at the polls for many years and some live in very
small rural areas it is not surprising that they may feel like they know everyone who lives in their
precinct. However, some poll workers do not seem to have considered that someone with a
disability could move into the precinct, come to the polls to vote, or that a current member of
their community could become deaf or hard of hearing.
POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS: Poll workers need to have additional training on disability awareness and
communication skills by qualified organizations.
Etiquette and Awareness
Surveyors noted that many poll workers did not have much understanding of disabilities and
how they would affect an individual at the polling place. However, most surveyors also noted
that the poll workers seemed to genuinely care and wanted to take the moment to learn
something from the surveyor. For example, many surveyors asked how to communicate with
someone who is deaf or hard of hearing. Unfortunately, there were exceptions. At one location
a surveyor encountered a Poll Manager who was very biased, very rude and even watched him
refuse to give curbside voting service to a man solely based off his personal beliefs, biases and
the type of car the man drove. After the surveyor asked the Poll Manager how often he checked
the curbside voting area the man reported that they did not need this feature at his precinct
because he lived in an a very affluent precinct and that they were wealthy and did not have
disabilities, and if they did have disabilities they had their own staff. Shortly after saying this
both the surveyor and Poll Manager watched a man drive up to the curbside area in a Mercedes.
The Poll Manager said he wouldn’t need to vote curbside because of his wealth. An older
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gentleman came into the polling site after waiting 10 minutes in his car and the Poll Manager
said “oh you’re the curbside guy” then told the surveyor “well he’s here now.”
POSSIBLE SOLUTION: Poll workers need to be trained to respect all voters and to avoid
stereotyping.

Conclusion
In 2013 The National Council on Disability released a report, The Experience of Voters with
Disabilities in the 2012 Election Cycle7. This report highlights the same problems found in the
four P&A survey reports to be nationwide problems. Yet, despite the wealth of research and
attention given to these problems by many, changes to allow voters with disabilities to
participate equally in elections have been slow to come.
P&A hopes that this report will help the South Carolina State Election Commission and all county
election commissions prepare for the upcoming general election on November 4, 2014. All of
these problems have solutions, which are usually inexpensive and focused on training. County
election commissions need to evaluate all locations before November in order to see if
temporary measures can ensure accessibility or if a new polling location needs to be
established. P&A is available to assist in evaluating precincts or providing training. P&A looks
forward to continuing to work to ensure that all South Carolinians can vote privately and
independently.
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