We Count !

Newsletter of the Disability Voting Coalition of Pennsylvania – July, 2010

Welcome to “We Count,” a monthly newsletter representing one of Pennsylvania’s largest potential voting blocs: Pennsylvanians with disabilities. It’s produced by DVC of PA, a cross-disability organization focused on improving voting experiences and educating about voting rights for the nearly 2 million Pennsylvanians with disabilities (who make up 20% of potential voters).
Access for Everyone in Lackawanna Countty

Near the end of a lengthy conversation I recently had with Keith Williams, a community organizer with the Northeast Pennsylvania Center for Independent Living (NEPACIL), my ears pricked up when he told me, “We had consumers vote for the first time in their lives as a result of this, and I'm speaking about people in their 40s and 50s. When you hear of that happening, you know what you did was important.”

What was done that was so important, you ask? Nothing extraordinary. Nothing that couldn't be replicated by individuals and organizations across the state every election season. And yet, the story does seem remarkable. 

Perhaps because stories like it don't happen often enough. 

Here's the story: around four years ago, the Lackawanna County Voter Registration Bureau – which at the time managed over 100 polling stations in Scranton and around the county – decided to find out if any of its buildings needed work to make them more accessible to voters with disabilities (which is federally required by the Americans with Disabilities Act).

Unsure how to proceed, the county approached NEPACIL, an organization that focuses on promoting fuller inclusion and accessibility for citizens with disabilities. 

Williams and staff at the center, which has limited resources and personnel, tried to brainstorm a way to evaluate every polling station. 

“We had partnered with the University of Scranton's Occupational Therapy Department in the past on certain things,” said Williams. “And since fourth-year seniors and fifth year graduate students are often looking for projects, we thought this could be a great opportunity.”

And it was. A group of three dozen students were soon on board and eager to survey all of the county's polling stations. But first, the students had to learn how to evaluate a structure to determine if it was accessible to those with a physical disability – a process which, it turns out, is surprisingly simple.

“We gave students a barrier removal checklist and, after walking them through it, split them into groups of two, and assigned them polling stations in close geographic proximity,” said Williams. “That's all they needed.”
A barrier removal checklist is a thorough survey which measures whether an existing structure is fully accessible to those with disabilities, and outlines ways to remove any “barriers” to accessibility which may exist. Among the many things the checklist measures are: entrance accessibility, parking accessibility, the existence of proper paths and walkways, and restroom accessibility.

Armed with tape measures, students traveled out to the polling stations and sized up pathways, the angles of ramps, and the tension of doors at over 100 buildings across the county. “Some of the surveys were actually done on election day,” Williams told me. “And a few students did get some suspicious reactions from poll workers, who wanted to know why they were being checked out. But they were probably just being naturally defensive of their building. A church, for example.”

Aside from an occasionally defensive poll worker, everything went smoothly. After the students reported their findings to NEPACIL, the data was compiled and passed along to Lackawanna County.

“The great thing is that most of the polling places were already very good. Some needed new parking spaces, or to ease up the tension on the doors, or to move check in tables out of pathways. But overall, things were good.” And, according to Williams, most of the suggestions for improvement indicated by the survey results were implemented by various building managers. “We worked with consumers to check out the sites and make sure things had been fixed, and most reported back that our recommendations had been followed.”

And here, perhaps, is the remarkable part of this story: it only took a handful of people to ensure that voting would be fully accessible to all the citizens of Lackawanna County. And the other remarkable part of this story: people who had never before voted in their lives voted for the first time as a result of this effort, for there were many people with disabilities who simply didn't know that they had access to voting. But the surveys changed that. Suddenly, voters with disabilities understood that they could in fact vote, that they had just as much access to voting as every other Pennsylvanian.

Thanks to Williams, University of Scranton students and the cooperation of the county, Pennsylvania citizens who had never before had their political voices be heard, who had never felt able to demand that their political voices be heard, are now standing up and voting.

It’s just one more step in ensuring that one of Pennsylvania’s largest voting blocks –citizens with disabilities – have their political wills counted.
On the Road with DVC

The DVC attends conferences, community events, and conducts special projects all over the Commonwealth. Here are some events in which we’ve participated and where we’ll be in July. If you plan to attend the conference in State College, be sure to look for the DVC table. Stop by and say hello!

May events:

• Mercer County Voter Outreach Project – post-election celebration held on May 19, 2010

• Somerset County Local Housing Options Team (LHOT) meeting – May 27, 2010

June Conferences:

• PA Clubhouse Coalition Conference – June 2-4, 2010, in State College – www.paclubhouse.org

• PA Mental Health Consumer Conference – June 14-17, 2010 in King of Prussia – www.pmhca.org

• Brain Injury Association of PA, Inc. – June 21-22, 2010 in Lancaster – www.biapa.org

July Event:

• PA Community on Transition Conference – July 21-23 in State College – www.pattan.net

If you have an event you’d like DVC to attend, please contact Rachel Freund at rfreund@mhaac.net.
Why Don’t You Vote? 

When Physical Barriers to Voting are Removed, Social Barriers Remain
The story on the front page of this month’s newsletter is about a group of people in Lackawanna County who worked to ensure that there were no physical barriers to voting for people with disabilities at numerous polling stations.

But even when the physical barriers to voting are removed (or at least minimized) in churches, community centers and schools across the state, many citizens in Pennsylvania with disabilities still don’t vote.

Why is this?

Of course, there are numerous answers to this question. Perhaps the voting machines are intimidating, or the process feels stressful, or registering to vote seems too complicated, or access to transportation is limited, or people don’t know any of the issues or where the politicians stand on them.

And while all of these answers may be true and valid for people, perhaps there’s something much larger going on, something greater than these small parts that are often focused upon.

Maybe it comes down to this: do you feel connected to your community?

The answer may have more influence over whether someone votes than any other factor.

In 2004, George Washington University conducted a study to try and determine what the primary difference was between young voters who regularly voted and those who did not vote. The study’s primary finding was this: those who voted felt they were part of a strong community, and were engaged in community activities. Being a part of a community gave young people a sense of civic responsibility, and many felt that voting was something they should do not just to improve things for themselves, but for those around them and for the entire country.

In short, being a part of a smaller community in America gave individuals a sense of national responsibility.

In contrast, young people in the survey who didn’t vote overwhelmingly did not feel connected to a community, and felt isolated. Sure, they lived around people and had neighbors, but they didn’t necessarily feel that they were strongly connected to a community of others.
As a result, perhaps, these individuals often didn’t see the point in voting. Sure, they understood that America was unique, and that the freedoms it offered were great, but that wasn’t enough to inspire any sense of responsibility to vote.

What does all this mean politically for the disability community? Maybe community building is the most powerful way to increase the disability community’s political voice – maybe hosting political discussions, Get-Out-the-Vote events and legislative visits could be radical political events!

As we continue to focus on removing the physical barriers to voting, we must also continue to focus on creating unique social and political events. Not just to give people outlets for fun, but to strengthen our connections to one another and to our community. To build outlets to belong. To intensify the political power we have together.
Voting Rights for All Pennsylvanians
· All persons with disabilities have the right to register and vote. Pennsylvania does not have any laws that restrict the right to vote for individuals with developmental, mental health or physical disabilities.
· If you cannot read or you are disabled, you have the right to receive assistance from anyone you choose (except the judge of election, your employer or a union officer).
· Each polling place is open from 7:00 am to 8:00 pm. If you are in line before 8:00 pm, you have the right to vote.
· If you are voting in your district for the first time, you have the right to vote by regular ballot if you have a photo ID or qualifying document.
· If you do not have any form of ID, or your name doesn't appear on the registration roll, you have the right to vote by provisional ballot.
· If you have moved, you still have the right to vote in your old precinct after signing a written affirmation of your new address.
· If you damage your ballot, you have the right to receive a replacement ballot.

* If you are prevented from exercising your right to vote on Election Day, contact the Disability Rights

Network of Pennsylvania at 1-877-375-7139
* If you have any problems or questions when voting, call the PA Voter Hotline at 1-877-868-3772
Join the DVC

You have the power to strengthen our community– help us create a loud political voice! Membership is free. Simply visit www.dvcpa.org and scroll down to “Join the DVC!”
The mission of the Disability Voting Coalition of PA is to increase the power of Pennsylvanians with disabilities by establishing the disability community as a strong and mobilized voter bloc.

The DVC newsletter is designed, written and edited by David Harris-Gershon. 

If you have a story from your community that you’d like to see covered or someone you’d like to see profiled in the newsletter, send suggestions to Rachel Freund, DVC Project Coordinator, at rfreund@mhaac.net.

DVC is supported by generous funding from the PA Development Disabilities Council.

DVC is also supported by Mental Health America - Allegheny County.
