April 6, 2005
To: National Institute of Standards (NIST),     voting@nist.gov.
 Dear Sirs,
I am a blind citizen who has tried to use the audio ballot for the last three elections, but I and other vision impaired people here in Fairfax and Arlington counties in Virginia were unable to vote independently and privately.
Fairfax and Arlington counties both use the WINvote machine from Advanced Voting Solutions. 
During the November 2003 election the machine was new and the poll workers did not know how to use it. I tried using the audio feature but the instructions were so hard to understand and follow, that the poll worker had to cancel my ballot and have my husband vote for me. The machine read quickly the features of the four corners, and continued with the second features of those same four corners.  So, I had eight commands read to me quickly, that I was supposed to memorize.

 I don’t remember any context sensitive instructions. They expected you to go back to that eight command help feature. I remember a command of to return, which I assumed meant to go back to what I had just finished. It meant to go to the next contest. The booths were so close, that everyone around us heard my husband read me the contest, and me give him my choices. When I voted in the primary of 04 I still had a hard time, and they cancelled my ballot a few times before I gave up and had my husband vote for me.

 I had called the Fairfax Electoral Board after the 03 election and 04 primary and told them of my problems. Advanced voting Solutions made some corrections to the storyboard between the 03 and 04  November elections. 
During the November 04 election the audible ballot still was not accessible due to problems with the storyboard and possibly some programming. My husband had to put the headphones on and go through part of the ballot and compare the audible instructions to the written corner functions descriptions on the screen, so he could help me finish the ballot. I had such a hard time again that I contacted other vision impaired friends who used the same machine to find out what their experiences were like. Everyone I talked to had some problems. These included the instructions, and the fact that the machines skipped contest, so there were some contests where people did not get to vote. I sent a letter to the Fairfax electoral Board, and my county supervisor. 
I have been working since then with the Electoral board, Advanced voting Solutions (manufacturer), and the Fairfax Area Disability Services Board to try and get the audible ballot accessible. We gave Advanced Voting Solutions suggestions for improvement, and they made second changes to the storyboard of the audible ballot. Some instructions were much improved, but there are still problems. For instance after hearing the title of the first contest, President of the United states, it immediately says you have not voted yet. It didn’t even give you time to read the candidates, yet it said this. I had requested that there be a summary of the votes at the end of the ballot, so a voter could quickly review the votes and then cast the ballot. Even after my request they did not add this feature. Currently the voter has to go back to each contest individually to review the vote.  The summary and review instructions are still confusing. I believe these problems will not be corrected before some elections this spring. 
I had also requested that there be an option to have the screen on while the audio is on. I was told they don’t want that because it wouldn’t be private. Currently, if a voter loses their place for any reason, like dropping your cell phone or purse, or having to deal with a child, etc. there is no way to find out what step you are on in the voting process. The only option is to take a guess of where you were, and press a corner of the touch screen. It is unnerving to do that. I had to do that one time, and was at the wrong step. Fortunately, I was able to go back and correct the contest. I think the elections officials think you should just cancel the ballot and start over. That is a waste of time and effort for the voter. If a sighted voter has some indication on the screen of what step they are on, a vision impaired person should also. 
As far as the privacy issue, I don’t agree that there is no use of having an audio ballot just because you have the option of having the screen on, or some other feature that tells you what step you are on. Any voter that needs help and calls a poll worker to come over to help them is revealing their ballot. Maybe election officials think that other voters will stand behind a blind voter and peek at their screen. If the option is only used with a poll worker there to help you, that shouldn’t be an issue. 
There are other features that need to be improved on the electronic voting machines. I do not think the machine has the capability for reverse polarity and zoom features, which would be necessary for low vision people.  Who want to use the enlarged script ballot. There should also be an option to have the machine read the regular ballot while a person is voting. This would help people with learning disabilities, reading problems, and those with dyslexia.  
What  I don’t understand, is that the Fairfax Electoral Board said the State of Virginia certified the machines to be HAVA compliant, and the state said the federal government told them they had certified them HAVA compliant. . I know Fairfax County had volunteers test the machines. I don’t know how many vision impaired people participated, or what the results were. I’ve been told both Arlington and Fairfax Counties knew there were problems with the  audible format of the ballot, but bought the machines anyhow, because the rest of the machine functioned well and was reliable. 
Besides offering suggestions from my experiences using their machines, I have given the Electoral Board and Advanced Voting solutions the criteria listed in the Access World magazine in an 02 and 03 article on audible voting machines. They did not follow all those criteria. 
Sincerely, 
Ann P. Pimley

5212 High grove Hills Ln.

Centreville, VA 20120
