










































































Testimony on Voter Bills affecting Persons with Disabilities 

Thank you for the opportunity to provide testimony about the bills that were discussed in 
the public hearing on April 15th.  I regret that the state was unable to locate and provide 
a sign language interpreter so that I could testify virtually.  I thank Nathan Duerkop at 
Senator Bernier’s office for arranging to have the automatic live transcription in Zoom 
turned on so that I could follow the hearing. 

My name is Brian Peters, and I work at Independence First, a Center for Independent 
Living located in Milwaukee.  We serve the four-county metropolitan area, which has 
approximately a quarter of the state’s population of persons with disabilities. Through 
my work at Independence First, and especially in our partnership with the state IRIS 
program, I have met many people with disabilities who find it difficult to leave their 
homes because of their home’s inaccessibility, because of transportation barriers, and 
they lack access to technology and Internet.   

My wife is also a person with chronic pain issues that makes it difficult for her to leave 
the house.  I cannot tell you how many times we hoped to go somewhere and we had to 
cancel because of her pain that day.  For that reason, she has been receiving ballots as 
an indefinitely confined absentee voter.  Some of the bills introduced in the state 
legislature will directly impact her and many other people with disabilities. 

I believe that some of the bills will make it difficult for some people with disabilities to 
vote, and one may very well violate federal law. 

Cumulatively, the bills create more barriers for voters with disabilities, requiring people 
with disabilities to jump through unnecessary hoops in order to retain the ability to vote 
from home.  Worse yet, the bills would criminalize someone who might inadvertently 
violate one of the provisions, such as a friend or a caregiver who agrees to drop off 
ballots for neighbors.   

SB 204/AB 201 create unnecessary barriers and hoops to jump through for voters with 
disabilities.  This removes the option for “indefinitely confined” voters to automatically 
receiving absentee ballots; instead, those voters will automatically receive applications 
that they must fill out every time.  “Indefinitely Confined” voters will also be required to 
submit proof of identification for each election in which they attempt to vote absentee.  
Many of those voters are older adults and/or have disabilities that have difficulty leaving 
their home. Those voters frequently do not have access to technology or Internet to 
allow them to upload documentation.  To demand they do it in every election creates an 
insurmountable barrier for many.   

 



SB 206/AB 180 creates significant hurdles for voters who have difficulty leaving their 
homes.  This requires that voters provide a statement of their status under oath.  Voters 
under the age of 65 need to have their statement signed by a medical professional. This 
visit would not be covered by Medicare and is an unnecessary expense for a population 
that may not be able to easily afford it.  People who sign statements considered to be 
false would be charged with a felony.  Many people with disabilities have conditions that 
varies day to day, and makes it difficult to predict when they would be able to leave their 
homes.  This can be difficult for other people to understand, even medical professionals.  
Not many would be willing to sign a statement that puts them at risk of a felony charge 
on basis of a 15-minute visit.  Moreover, frankly, many would rightfully consider it a 
waste of their valuable time to schedule an office visit for this purpose. 

Those bills and others takes the extraordinary step of criminalizing actions that may be 
the result of a lack of awareness, a misunderstanding, or even an error.  The felony 
charge could result in up to 3 ½ years in prison, and/or up to a $10,000 fine!  This is a 
very disproportionate response to the minor offenses such as a kindly neighbor 
dropping off a ballot, a county clerk making an inadvertent mistake, or even a dispute 
over whether someone is “disabled enough” to deserve the indefinitely confined status. 

I am asking the state legislature to reconsider those bills and not bring them to the floor 
for a vote. 

Sincerely, 

 

Brian Peters 
Community Access & Policy Specialist 
Independence First 
 

  

 

 

 

 
 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Senate Committee on Elections, Election Process Reform and Ethics 
Public Hearing 
Thursday, April 15, 2021 
Written Testimony provided by Milwaukee County Clerk George L. Christenson 

Chairwoman Bernier and Members of the Committee, thank you for the opportunity to submit 

this written testimony before your honorable body.  In my capacity as Milwaukee County 

Clerk, I also serve as Executive Director of the Milwaukee County Election Commission 

which is compromised of three Commissioners and led by Elections Director Julietta Henry.  

 

Like each of you, I swore an oath to support the Constitution of the United States, the 

Constitution of the State of Wisconsin, and to faithfully discharge the duties of my office, to 

the best of my ability. In accordance with that oath, I support all efforts to improve our 

democratic process, including efforts to improve the accuracy, security, transparency and 

accessibility of our voting processes. While I see some provisions of these bills as advancing 

our common goals, I’m concerned that other provisions may lead to unintended outcomes, 

and some could ultimately undermine the integrity of our elections.  

 

While the Office of the County Clerk is a partisan office in the State of Wisconsin, I do not 

wear a partisan hat when it comes to elections administration.  It us our sacred duty to 

remain non-partisan and carry out our charge as election officials before, during and after 

election day. Our job is to count the votes and whoever gets the most vote wins. If our 

personal choices for candidates win, we’re happy – if they lose we complain. That’s 

Democracy and that’s America!  

 

I welcome the opportunity to work in bi-partisan fashion with this committee and legislative 

leaders to identify bonafide ways to improve upon our election processes. Thank you.    
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Senate Bill 204 – Oppose 
This bill puts additional unnecessary strains on municipal clerks in Milwaukee County and 

across the state of Wisconsin in the form of burdensome and unrealistic procedures, 

overwhelming administrative costs and threats of committing a felony in the course of 

doing their jobs. It will also have a negative impact on voters – particularly our senior 

citizens, and those living with disabilities. By eliminating  the ability for voters who are 

indefinitely confined due to age, illness, infirmity or disability to automatically receive a 

ballot for each election so long as they continue returning and voting in each election, this 

bill will cause confusion and disenfranchise our most vulnerable populations.   

 This bill creates another step in the process and shifts the burden d onto municipal clerks 

to mail separate applications for a ballot to every indefinitely confined voter for each 

election. This is completely unnecessary, and a terrible waste of local resources and 

valuable taxpayer dollars. Building in an extra step – that is having the clerks mail 

absentee ballot application rather than the absentee ballot itself is nothing less than voter 

suppression.  

Finally, the bill is also contradictory, vague and Draconian. For example, it states: 

“6.86 (2) (a) An elector who is indefinitely confined because of age, physical illness, or 

infirmity or is disabled for an indefinite period may by signing a statement to that effect 

require that an absentee ballot application be sent to the elector automatically for every 

election.”  

Then states: 

“6.86 (8) (a) No municipal or county clerk or municipal or county board of election 

commissioners, and no person acting on behalf of the commission, may send or transmit 

an absentee ballot application or an absentee ballot to an elector for voting in an election 
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unless the elector applies for the application or ballot as provided by law. (b) Whoever 

violates par. (a) is guilty of a Class I felony.”  

Therefore, for example, if a municipal clerk from Chippewa Falls, Fox Point, Sheboygan 

Falls, etc, inadvertently sends an absentee ballot application to someone that is no longer 

on the indefinitely confined list, they are guilty of Class 1 felony. This is ridiculous!   

Our great State lags behind many other states that successfully utilize voting by mail – 

which has proven to be an efficient and secure tool in exercising the right to vote and 

expanding democracy. We should be working towards improving this process and not 

trying to dismantle it.  

Senate Bill 205 – Oppose 
This bill provides that “an employee of a qualified retirement home or residential care 

facility who influences an occupant of the home or facility to apply for or not apply for an 

absentee ballot or cast or refrain from casting a ballot or influences an occupant's 

decision for whom to cast a ballot is guilty of the Class I felony.” I am beyond appalled 

how alarming this provision is. It is extremely vague and possibly detrimental to those 

who wish to ensure that our most vulnerable citizens exercise their sacred right to vote.  

We must remember that caretakers in facilities play an impartial rolein assisting their 

residents vote. I fear that many of them will not be as eager to continue to do so when 

they are potentially facing three and a half years in state prison, a fine up to $10,000, or 

both on a technicality of a poorly through-out state election law.    

 

As stated in my opening remarks, I do in earnest wish for a spirit of bi-partisanship as we 

work through these proposed election law changes.  In that vein, I state that I do not 

object to the provision of this bill requiring that the administrator of a care facility provide 

notice to the relatives for each occupant who intends to vote by absentee ballot with 

special voting deputies of the dates and times when the deputies will be visiting the home 

or facility.  
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Senate Bill 211– Oppose 
 

I am in opposition to this bill because, not unlike SB 204, it creates additional undue 

burdens on municipal clerks and their staff, as well as on the voters. It requires the 

absentee ballot application to be separate and distinct from the certificate envelope in 

which voters are required to seal and submit absentee ballots. This is completely 

unnecessary and it attempts to fix something that is not broken. The 2020 Presidential 

Recount conducted in Milwaukee County proved the accuracy of the absentee voting 

system and identified no issues that this bill is supposedly trying to fix. 

 

Additionally, the bill places an unnecessary burden on the voters because they are asked 

to do the same thing twice, which is to certify facts that they are eligible to vote in the 

election. When they fill out, sign and return their absentee ballot, the voters already certify 

they are eligible to vote in that election and there is no reason to make them do this as 

well when they are requesting an absentee ballot. Again, the 2020 Presidential Recount 

proved that there is no issue with the existing system and this bill is clear attempt to make 

it harder to vote via an absentee ballot.   

 

 

  

 


