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STATEMENT OF CONCERN REGARDING H.R. 811 AND THE
PROBLEMS OF ELECTRONIC VOTING TECHNOLOGIES AND
ELECTRONIC BALLOTS
PRLDEF’s Mission to Champion Civil Rights
For the last 35 years, the Puerto Rican Legal Defense and Education Fund (PRLDEF), a
New York based civil rights and advocacy organization, has used impact and class action
litigation to set landmarks in protecting the civil and constitutional rights of Latinos. PRLDEF’s
work has sought to defend the U.S. Constitution, equal access to education, minority voting
rights, immigrant rights, fair employment practices, and non-discrimination in housing.
In the 1970’s and 1980’s PRLDEF was instrumental in the passage of amendment
provisions in the federal Voting Rights Act of 1965, which secured the voting rights of linguistic
minorities in the United States. Since then we have been combating discriminatory
gerrymandering in redistricting, promoting election reform and voter access, and advancing
integrity in the U.S. census count in order to preserve our constituents’ rights in civic
participation and fair representation in government.
PRLDEF worked for the re-authorization of the key provisions of the Voting Rights Act,
in the “The Fannie Lou Hamer, Rosa Parks, and Coretta Scott King Voting Rights Act
Reauthorization and Amendments Act of 2006” which extended essential tools to protect the
voting rights of linguistic minorities and others for 25 years. Our legal successes have advanced
the practice of providing voting instructions and ballots in languages required by Latinos and
other minorities.
In 2007, PRLDEF sees a different threat to voting rights, not only for Latinos and other
minorities, but for all citizens. That threat is posed by and embedded in highly touted
computerized electronic voting technologies.
Ensuring Ballots Reflect Voter Intent
PRLDEF joins other organizations and individuals committed to ensuring that federal
election reform legislation upholds Section 301(a)(1)(A)(i) of the Help American Vote Act of 2002
(HAVA), which requires that all voting systems “permit the voter to verify (in a private and
independent manner) the votes selected by the voter on the ballot before the ballot is cast and counted.” 1
While we support the improvements in language and disability access provided by Direct
Record Electronic (DRE) voting machines, we have grave concerns about the so-called “ballots”
these machines produce, which are nevertheless counted as the official ballots for the allimportant initial tally. These “ballots” are nothing more than electrical charges inside the
computer, which no voter can verify. Thus, voters cannot know with certainty that the votes cast
and electronically recorded and counted, are, in fact, accurate and based on their own choices.
1

Help America Vote Act of 2002. http://www.fec.gov/hava/law_ext.txt

PRLDEF

1

Statement of Concern on H.R. 811

Currently, federal legislation such as H.R. 811, 2 has been proposed to improve upon this
situation by requiring that voting machines provide a “voter-verified paper ballot” that the
voter can immediately review and approve. This appears to be a step forward, but the provision
is both misleading and insufficient. Under the proposed legislation, the paper printouts would
not be considered the official ballots; they would only be counted in recounts or if they were
randomly selected for an audit. Therefore, they are not actual ballots; they are just a paper trail
and unlikely to ever be counted. The unverifiable cyberspace “ballot” in the computer’s memory
would continue to be deemed the official ballot, even though it might not match the votes on the
screen or those on the paper printout. 3 This regime is dangerous and unacceptable.
Recent elections in which electronic voting systems have been used confirm the existence
of the types of problems that could be anticipated by the use of unverifiable ballots. Though not
usually covered in national papers and media and thus kept under the radar, PRLDEF finds that
an alarming number of aggregated accounts of voter complaints evidence serious problems in
electronic-based voting machines,4 including the widespread inexplicable “vote-flipping”
phenomenon, 5 documented reports of votes disappearing from electronic voting machines,6
reports of electronic systems adding votes,7 and election disputes that could not be resolved
because only the electronic “ballots” were available. 8
Compounding these disruptions were operational failures of the machines, such as the
failure to print out “zero tapes” to confirm that no votes were stored on the machines prior to the
election, and failure to record write-in votes. 9 Florida and New Mexico experienced such severe
electronic voting problems that those States have passed legislation outlawing the use of
2 Voter Confidence and Increased Accessibility Act of 2007. http://www.govtrack.us/congress/billtext.xpd?bill=h110-811
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electronic “ballots,” though they preserved the use of DRE-type machines to provide
accessibility.10
PRLDEF would support election reform legislation that complies with HAVA and
requires all voting systems to permit voters to verify the actual ballot that is cast and counted.
This means that where DRE-type devices are used, they must produce a voter-verified paper
ballot that would be the official ballot for all tallies and audits. Any voting technology used to
produce these ballots must be accessible to minority language voters, including those with
disabilities, and the official ballots must be verifiable by all citizens with the concomitant ability
to verify with contemporaneous accessibility.
Preventing Ethnic Profiling in the Voting Booth
Technical experts and advocacy groups have brought to our attention the serious matter
of electronic voting systems’ ability to process electronic ballots differently when different
languages are chosen. Experience has taught us to be wary of differences in the treatment of
different ethnic groups, since differences inevitably present opportunities for unjust
discrimination.
Indeed, there is already evidence that these differences in processing may be
discriminating against minority voters. Votes cast in Spanish were lost during a touch screen
machine demonstration to the California legislature, but the system worked properly when
English was chosen.11 Touch-screen review screens failed to display votes properly when Spanish
was selected in official parallel testing on election day in Palm Beach County, Florida. 12
In New Mexico, during the 2004 election, electronic ballots in Hispanic and Native
American precincts registered three times as many undervotes (no vote cast) as the electronic
ballots in Anglo precincts. But when the state switched to paper ballots, the undervote rates in
minority precincts were comparable to those in Anglo precincts.13
Disproportionate numbers of African-American votes were lost when electronic voting
machines debuted in Miami-Dade County, Florida in 2002. The Florida ACLU reported, “Not only
are there a significant number of missing votes, but there's also an alarming racial disparity in the errors
that occurred during the last election.”14
While electronic voting machines promise greater accessibility for voters with limited
English proficiency and those who have disabilities, the opportunity they present for ethnic
profiling by language choice is unacceptable. This is another reason why, whenever DRE-type
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devices are used to offer the necessary accessibility, paper ballots, which voters can verify, must
be produced and those paper ballots must be deemed to be the official ballots for all counts.
Using Voting Technology Wisely
The right to vote is the fundamental right in this country. This right requires that all
citizens have unfettered access to the ballot and that all citizens are able to cast ballots they know
reflect their true choices. There is an expensive, spiraling, and unjustified dependency on
computerized technology to ensure that our votes are properly and fairly cast, recorded, and
respected in our democracy.
While PRLDEF applauds the accessibility that new voting systems can provide to voters
with special needs, an unquestioning reliance on technology, however, must not be allowed to
abridge each voter’s right under HAVA to verify the real ballot.
Access to the polling place and access to a ballot in our own language are both essential to
the right to vote. Yet, if we cannot even assure ourselves that our official ballots reflect our true
choices, we might as well have lost the right to vote.
PRLDEF’s Principles In Support of HAVA Reform
We, therefore, urge policy-makers and advocates to support the following principles:
•

Voting technology must facilitate the free and private expression of each voter’s
intent, including those with limited English proficiency and those with disabilities,
in compliance with the Voting Rights Act.

•

Where DRE-type devices are used to facilitate access for language minority voters
and voters with disabilities, the devices must produce a paper ballot which the
voter can review and approve in whatever language or manner the voter requires
in compliance with the Voting Rights Act, and that paper ballot must be the
official ballot for all tallies and audits.

•

All aspects of elections must be open and observable by the citizens.
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