Res. No. 671

..Title

Resolution calling on the New York State Legislature to pass legislation that would require that paper ballots be designed in a more user-friendly manner.

..Body

By Council Members Fidler, Dromm, Gennaro, Gentile, Gonzalez, Jackson, James, Koslowitz, Lander, Mark-Viverito, Mendez, Palma, Rose, Seabrook, Vann, Williams, Nelson, Brewer, Halloran, Koo and Ulrich  


Whereas, The right to free and fair elections is the bedrock of any democratic society; and


Whereas, Throughout its history, the United States has taken steps to increase access to the ballot box, from overturning racist and sexist suffrage laws to expanding opportunities for voter registration; and


Whereas, Despite best efforts, a myriad of obstacles still plague the electoral process, including those pertaining to the use of poorly designed ballots; and


Whereas, The adverse effects of poor ballot design gained significant notoriety during the 2000 Presidential Election, when an ill-designed ballot in Palm Beach County, Florida, resulted in thousands of registered Democrats unintentionally crossing party lines to vote for a conservative third-party candidate; and


Whereas, According to the Brennan Center for Justice, potentially hundreds of thousands of votes are lost or miscast in every election due to poor ballot design; and


Whereas, Ballot design reemerged as an issue in the 2010 Primary Elections in New York City, when many voters complained about the small font size used on the newly-introduced paper ballots; and


Whereas, An informal City Council survey concerning the subsequent 2010 General Election revealed that over one-third of respondents found the ballots difficult to read or confusing, with font size being among the most common complaints; and


Whereas, New York City’s current ballot format is dictated by New York State Election Law and is the relic of a time when ballots were designed for use with the older generation of mechanical voting machines; and


Whereas, Both the United States Election Assistance Commission and the Brennan Center have published reports recommending that ballots be designed using large, legible fonts; and


Whereas, If passed, S.609 (Addabbo), would mandate improved ballot design by amending the Election Law to require that paper ballots be easily readable; and


Whereas, Specifically, S.609 would require that the candidate’s name be printed with the first initial of each name capitalized followed by lower case letters, presented in a bold typeface with a minimum font size of 12, and that all other text relating to position, party affiliation and ballot questions also be easily readable; and


Whereas, S.609 would also require the boards of elections for New York State, New York City, and Erie, Nassau, Suffolk and Westchester counties to employ one full-time employee trained in ballot design who would also be available to advise other county boards of election on their ballot design; and


Whereas, In order for this bill to advance, it is imperative that the New York State Assembly introduce and pass a companion piece of legislation; and


Whereas, Improving ballot design in New York State would be a significant first step towards improving representation and preventing a repeat of the difficulties encountered in 2010; now, therefore, be it


Resolved, That the Council of the City of New York calls upon the New York State Legislature to pass legislation that would require that paper ballots be designed in a more user-friendly manner.
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