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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).  

 
Is Pennsylvania Making Sure Citizens With Disabilities Can Register? 

by David Harris-Gershon 

For attorney Paul O'Hanlon – 
Chair of the DVC Steering Com-
mittee – zero is the loneliest num-
ber. Or more accurately, the most 
disturbing number. And it's this 
number, or rather, a series of them, 
that is behind what could soon be 
a significant moment in Pennsyl-
vania for eligible voters with dis-
abilities. 
 However, in order to un-
derstand these troubling zeros, it's 
first necessary to give a bit of back-
ground. As explained in the Octo-
ber DVC newsletter, the National 
Voter Registration Act (NVRA) of 
1993 requires that all agencies pro-
viding state-funded services offer 
voter registration opportunities to 
individuals receiving services. This 
law is sometimes called the Motor 
Voter Act because it demands that 
DMVs across the country offer 
registration opportunities to those 
applying for a license. But the law 
extends to all types of social ser-
vice organizations, including all 

state-funded offices or agencies 
providing services to those with 
disabilities. 
 According to O'Hanlon, 
state-funded disability agencies are 
legally required by NVRA to pro-
vide individuals with voter registra-
tion opportunities any time they 
apply or re-apply for benefits or 

services.   
“The same level of service must be 
provided in completing the voter 
registration forms as the agency's 
own forms,” O'Hanlon recently 
wrote for the DVC. 
 But O'Hanlon doesn't 
think this is happening, and it's 
because counties across Pennsyl-
vania have, for years, been report-
ing zero registrations from organi-
zations that should, according to 
NVRA, be helping clients with dis-
abilities register to vote. “State-
funded service organizations in 
Pennsylvania are required, mini-
mally, to do three things,” he told 
me on an unexpectedly warm Oc-
tober afternoon in Pittsburgh, 
“and one of these things is to list 
their agency code on registration 
forms so the State knows where 
voter registrations are coming 
from.” 

- continued on page 2 
 
 

The National Voter Registration Act of 
1993 (NVRA) stipulates that all state-
funded service agencies must provide 
voter registration opportunities. But in 

Pennsylvania, is that actually  
happening? This is the question  

O’Hanlon and the DVC seek to answer.  

For more information on the National Voter Registration Act, check out this great 
resource: 

• “The National Voter Registration Act at Fifteen” by Estelle Rogers, Esq.  
available at www.projectvote.org/images/publications/NVRA/ 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

DVC Newsletter – Page 2 

- continued from page 1 
And this is where O'Hanlon is seeing a disturbing number of zeros, as 43 counties in Pennsylvania have re-
ported zero registrations by mental health and developmental disability service agencies for four straight 
years, and 55 counties have reported no registrations from school districts that are supposed to offer regis-
tration opportunities for eligible high school students receiving special education services. 
 The Pennsylvania Department of State is responsible for making sure that state-funded service or-
ganizations are in compliance with NVRA. And so O'Hanlon, seeing all of the zeros being reported by 
Pennsylvania counties, approached the Department of State. “They admitted that the data showed zero reg-
istrations,” said O'Hanlon, “but they attributed it partially to a bureaucratic issue – that organizations simply 
aren't putting their agency codes on registration forms.” 
 However, when O'Hanlon and Rachel Freund of the DVC interviewed various county service agen-
cies, none claimed to have been given direction from the Department of State regarding how to be in com-
pliance with NVRA. Basically, they found that nobody was telling county-level organizations how to help 
their clients with disabilities register to vote. 
 “The Department of State sees compliance. But we don't see compliance,” said O'Hanlon. “The law 
[according to NVRA] says all state-funded service organizations must be in compliance. And that word – all 
– is the key. In Pennsylvania, we just don't think it's happening.” 
 But if the Department of State thinks everything is okay, and it is the only government office re-
sponsible for making sure everything is okay, one might wonder: what can be done? 
 O'Hanlon's move: go to the Auditor General, Jack Wagner, who in Pennsylvania is an independent 
official capable of reviewing the performance of government offices. “We're going to ask Jack Wagner's of-
fice to conduct a performance audit in Pennsylvania to bring clarity to whether things are as bad as they look 
on paper. To have counties report zero registrations year after year makes you wonder who's not doing 
what. And a performance audit would clarify whether or not there is NVRA compliance across Pennsyl-
vania.” 
 The DVC has put out a call for other organizations to join their request for a performance audit to 
be conducted, and so far numerous agencies have signed on, including the Disability Rights Network of 
Pennsylvania, Just Harvest and The Arc of Pennsylvania. 
 When asked if O'Hanlon was optimistic, his tone was upbeat. “I think an audit will be done, because 
it's appropriate to be done. And Jack [Wagner] is the type of individual who views voting as fundamentally 
essential. So I think there's a good chance his office will do an audit.” 
 Asked what such an audit could do to change things, O'Hanlon offered, “It could show which side is 
right – it's a way to collect data to show if there is compliance. And that data, perhaps, could be enough to 
precipitate a change.”  
 And a change is exactly what O'Hanlon is seeking. 

Join the DVCJoin 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 Developmental Disabilities Council.  
DVC is also supported by Mental Health America - Allegheny County.  



DVC Newsletter – Page 3 

 

In 1991, Cindy Casale – 25 years old 

and recently out of college – was hit 

head-on by an oncoming car.  How-

ever, she wasn't behind the wheel of 

her own vehicle when the accident 

happened; Cindy was in a power 

wheelchair, navigating a local street 

in a town just outside of Erie. (Cindy 

had been taught to travel as pedestri-

ans do when on the side of the road: 

by facing traffic in order to see it.) 

 

 Now, one might think that 

Cindy had no liability, that the car 

who hit her was at fault. But when the 

accident went to trial, Cindy was 

found guilty of having caused the ac-

cident. The reason? According to an 

outdated motor vehicle law, her 

power wheelchair was considered a 

motor vehicle due to its batteries. 

Thus, she was considered, by law, as having been 

driving the wrong way down the street. 

 

 “If it were a regular chair, I would have 

been considered a pedestrian,” said Casale, recall-

ing the event recently from the ROADS to Freedom 

Center for Independent Living, where she works on 

legislative issues and political education in North 

Central Pennsylvania. “It was only the batteries that 

was the problem. The batteries turned me into a car, 

according to the law.” 

 

 Casale wasn't particularly politically active 

before the accident. But once she received a letter 

from her lawyer explaining why she lost, Casale 

would become intensely political, with one goal in 

mind: she wanted to change the law in Pennsyl-

vania so that anyone in a wheelchair would be seen 

as a pedestrian, and not as a motorized vehicle. 

 

 This goal led her to eventually 

make contact with Tom Dempsey, her 

senator at the time. After hearing 

Casale's story, Dempsey worked 

closely with her and introduced legis-

lation. But it was defeated (after being 

attached to a gas tax bill). 

 

 Casale wasn't interested in 

giving up. “If they wanted to treat me 

like a motor vehicle, then I decided I'd 

show them what that meant,” she said. 

Casale gathered a group of people in 

power wheelchairs, and together they 

drove down the middle of the street 

near Erie, holding up traffic due to 

the slow speeds at which they were 

able to travel. Since the police  

couldn't do anything – they were,  

after all, considered vehicles by law 

– their efforts gained a lot of atten-

tion and put pressure on politicians to do some-

thing. 

 

 Finally, in 1998 – seven years after Casale 

was hit – a bill classifying all people in wheelchairs 

as pedestrians passed the Pennsylvania legislature. 

 

 Casale has been working on legislative and 

political issues ever since. This past September, she 

invited politicians to an open house at the Center 

for Independent Living. In October, she had the 

elections division bring voting machines on which 

participants were able to practice; and this coming 

spring, she is working with DVC to hold a voter 

awareness educational event at the center.  

 

 All in a day's work for Casale. Or more ac-

curately, a lifetime's work. 

Cindy Casale is the Advocacy 
Service Coordinator for the  

Center for Independent Living 
of North Central Pennsylvania. 
Since her accident in 1991, 

Casale has worked tirelessly to 
make sure that those with dis-
abilities have their political 
voices heard across the state.    

 
From Accidental Pedestrian to Political Mover: the Abbreviated Story of  

Cindy Casale 
by David Harris-Gershon 



  

Voting Rights for All PennsylvaniansVoting 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 

 

Mental Health America Allegheny County Mental Health America Allegheny County  

c/o Disability Voting Coalition of PA c/o Disability Voting Coalition of PA   
 

  100 Sheridan Square, 2nd floor ● Pittsburgh, PA 15206  
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