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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY   
 
Asian Americans, the country’s fastest growing minority group, are estimated to number 
more than eighteen million.

1
  Asian Americans now constitute the largest segment of new 

immigrants to the United States.  More and more Asian Americans are becoming U.S. 
citizens through naturalization and are registering to vote.  Though Asian Americans aim 
to participate in the electoral franchise, they are often unfamiliar with the American 
political process, or their participation is met with resistance.  Asian Americans have had 
to overcome many barriers in order to exercise their right to vote.   
 
In response, the Asian American Legal Defense and Education Fund (AALDEF) has 
monitored elections for compliance with the language assistance provisions (Section 203) 
of the federal Voting Rights Act and the Help America Vote Act (HAVA) and documented 
other incidents of anti-Asian voter disenfranchisement.  
 
On October 13, 2011, the U.S. Census Bureau announced the new jurisdictions and 
languages covered under Section 203.  For the first time, Chinese is required in 
Massachusetts; Korean in New Jersey; and South Asian languages in 4 jurisdictions: 
Cook County, IL; Hamtramck, MI; Los Angeles, CA; and Queens County, NY.  In addition, 
more counties are now required to provide Chinese, Filipino, and Vietnamese language 
assistance for voters.  As a result, bilingual ballots, translated voter registration forms, 
and interpreters must now be provided to voters in 11 states, covering 22 cities and 
counties, in 6 Asian languages.   
 
After the 2000 Presidential Election, Congress enacted HAVA, which was intended to 
remedy many of the problems in that election.  HAVA mandates new voting systems, the 
identification of poll sites, the posting of instructions on how to operate voting machines 
and Voters’ Bills of Rights signs, and the right to vote by provisional ballot when a voter’s 
name is missing from the poll site’s voter lists but the voter believes that s/he is 
registered to vote.  
 
Since late 2011, AALDEF has monitored local jurisdictions’ compliance with Section 203 
and HAVA.  AALDEF briefed community-based organizations, met with local elections 
officials, examined translated voting materials and elections websites, and reviewed 
implementation plans to assess the effectiveness, quality, and accessibility of language 
assistance plans for thirteen (13) jurisdictions in 10 states.  These jurisdictions include:  

• Atlanta, Georgia 

• Bergen County, New Jersey 

• Boston, Massachusetts 

• Clark County, Nevada 

• Cook County, Illinois 

• Hamtramck, Michigan 

• Harris County, Texas  

• Kings County, New York 

• King County, Washington 

• New York County, New York 

• Philadelphia, Pennsylvania  

• Queens County, New York 

• Quincy, Massachusetts 
 
AALDEF also inspected a total of 56 poll sites in 5 of these jurisdictions during the 2012 
Presidential Primary Elections.   
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AALDEF’s election monitoring uncovered several deficiencies in local compliance.  
Language access plans were poorly implemented; poll workers frustrated, rather than 
helped, the voting process; and mistranslated websites misled or confused voters.  Some 
specific examples include: 

• Legally required translated ballots were not available to voters or had translation 
errors and omissions.  New York City failed to translate ballots into Bengali for the 
four elections after the 2011 Census designation, despite all the other covered 
jurisdictions doing so.  Bergen County, NJ, Hamtramck, MI, Quincy, MA, and Harris 
County, TX omitted the transliterations of candidates’ names on ballots so voters had 
difficulty identifying their candidates of choice.   

• Interpreters were often missing or too few in numbers to assist voters in Hamtramck, 
MI, Bergen County, NJ, and Philadelphia, PA.  

• In Queens, NY, because the NYC Board of Elections failed to provide sufficient 
signage, Bengali and Hindi-speaking interpreters were relegated to sitting in front of 
an “Interpreter Available” sign written in Chinese.  At poll sites in predominantly South 
Asian neighborhoods, voters did not know language assistance was available or from 
whom to ask for assistance.    

• Poll workers in Quincy, MA and Queens, NY disparaged translated voting materials 
and made nativist remarks about language assistance.  

• New York City poll workers denied voters their right to vote by provisional ballot, 
which is guaranteed under HAVA.   

• Poll workers gave improper instruction.  In Philadelphia, PA, a poll worker required a 
voter to vote for additional candidates when the voter only intended to vote in the 
presidential race.  In Flushing, NY, another poll worker told registered Republican 
voters to leave, incorrectly stating that only Democrats were having a primary 
election.  

• Election websites were replete with navigation problems and translation errors.   

o The links for the translated elections webpages of Bergen County, NJ and 
Quincy, MA led users to webpages that were in English.   

o Chinese voters in Cook County, IL, who wanted to confirm that they were 
registered to vote or to find their assigned poll sites, were directed to input their 
“last 4 nuclear submarines,” instead of the last 4 digits of their social security 
numbers.  In addition, the elections website’s candidates listing translated 
Democrat as “Digital Elevation Model” (i.e., “DEM”).   

o Web users in Quincy, MA observed that the phrase “Presidential Primary 
Election” was translated into Chinese as “Election to Vote on the Primary 
Residence of Candidate P.”  

 
These are only some of the many problems that AALDEF identified.  Vigorous 
enforcement of Section 203 and other voting rights laws is needed to ensure that the 
voting process in the November 2012 Presidential Election and in future elections 
accommodates an increasingly diverse electorate. 
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I.  INTRODUCTION  
 

A. Overview  
 
Both the federal Voting Rights Act of 1965

2
 and the Help America Vote Act (HAVA) of 

2002
3
 operate to ensure that all American citizens can fully exercise their right to vote.   

 
Section 203 of the Voting Rights Act covers a jurisdiction, or political subdivision, when 
the Director of the Census certified, based on the latest data, that more than 10,000 or 
5% of all voting age citizens in that jurisdiction, who are of the same language minority 
group — Alaskan Native, Asian, Spanish, or Native American — have limited English 
proficiency (LEP) and average illiteracy rate that is higher than the national average.   
 
As a result of the 2010 Census, more jurisdictions are now required to provide Chinese, 
Filipino, and Vietnamese language assistance.  For the first time, Chinese is required in 
Massachusetts; Korean in Bergen County, NJ; and South Asian languages in 4 
jurisdictions: Cook County, IL; Hamtramck, MI; Los Angeles, CA; and Queens County, 
NY.  Twenty-two cities or counties in 11 states are now required to provide Asian 
American voters with translated voter registration forms, bilingual ballots and voting 
materials, and interpreters.  Six Asian language groups are covered.   
 
Section 208 of the Act gives voters the right to be assisted by a person of their choice, 
who is not the voter’s employer or union representative.  If a voter needs assistance with 
casting a ballot, the assistor can accompany the voter into the voting booth.   
 
HAVA, on the other hand, establishes certain minimum requirements for states to follow 
in administering elections, such as posting Voter’s Bill of Rights signs at every poll site.  
HAVA also establishes voters’ right to vote by provisional ballot. 
 
The Asian American Legal Defense and Education Fund (AALDEF) has monitored 
elections and protected Asian Americans’ voting rights in every major election since 1988.  
AALDEF has found that, regardless of the existing laws, Asian Americans still encounter 
numerous obstacles throughout the voting process.  For example, jurisdictions have 
mistranslated ballots by listing Democrats as Republicans, and vice versa, and have 
provided Korean interpreters to Chinese-speaking voters. 
 
In 2012, AALDEF continued to ensure local jurisdictions’ compliance with federal and 
state voting rights laws by convening briefings and conference calls to discuss language 
access issues, working with community-based organizations and elections officials to 
develop compliance plans, and submitting recommendations to boards of elections 
officials on how to improve language access for Asian American voters.  AALDEF 
monitored the following 13 jurisdictions’ compliance with Section 203 and HAVA:  

• Atlanta, Georgia 

• Bergen County, New Jersey 

• Boston, Massachusetts 

• Clark County, Nevada 

• Cook County, Illinois 

• Hamtramck, Michigan 

• Harris County, Texas  

• Kings County, New York 

• King County, Washington 

• New York County, New York 

• Philadelphia, Pennsylvania  

• Queens County, New York 

• Quincy, Massachusetts 
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During the 2012 Presidential Primary Elections, AALDEF also monitored implementation 
of language assistance plans in 180 election precincts at 56 poll sites in 5 of these 
jurisdictions.  AALDEF observed the following elections: Bergen County, NJ (June 5); 
Hamtramck, MI (February 28); Philadelphia, PA (April 24); Queens County, NY (June 26, 
September 13); and Quincy, MA (March 6).  
 
After observing each jurisdiction, AALDEF submitted, to the relevant board of elections, a 
letter that summarized its findings and provided recommendations for improving the 
voting process for Asian American voters. 
 
This report summarizes AALDEF’s observations from monitoring these local elections for 
the jurisdictions’ compliance with federal laws.  This report also includes the 
recommendations that AALDEF has shared with these jurisdictions’ elections officials. 
 
 

B. AALDEF’s Programs   
 
To prepare for the Presidential Election in November, AALDEF initiated several advocacy, 
community education, and legal support efforts.  AALDEF worked with local elections 
officials and community-based organizations in several states to improve language 
assistance for Asian American voters.   
 
1. Advocacy 
 
AALDEF met with local boards of elections to discuss their language assistance 
programs.   
 
In New Jersey, AALDEF met with the Bergen County Board of Elections, Clerk’s Office, 
and Superintendent.   Bergen County does not transliterate candidates’ names on ballots 
in Korean.  Transliterating candidates’ names is the most crucial component of a 
comprehensive translated ballot.  The U.S. Department of Justice has determined that 
Section 203 mandates fully translated ballots, which includes the transliteration of 
candidates’ names.

4
   

 
In New York, AALDEF worked closely with the New York City Board of Elections to have 
Bengali designated as the South Asian language for written language assistance, and to 
have Bengali, Hindi, and Punjabi as the languages for oral assistance, in compliance with 
Section 203.  AALDEF also helped the Board recruit additional Bengali, Chinese, Hindi, 
Korean, and Punjabi interpreters to work at poll sites.   
 
In Pennsylvania, AALDEF met with the Chair of the City of Philadelphia Commissioners 
to discuss steps to increase language access for Asian American voters in Philadelphia.  
This followed up on a 2007 settlement from U.S. v. Philadelphia

5
, where the City agreed 

to provide interpreters for Chinese, Khmer, Korean, and Vietnamese voters.  AALDEF will 
continue to monitor elections in Philadelphia to ensure that the City complies with this 
settlement agreement. 
 
2. Community Education 

 
In response to a recent wave of state laws that require voters to provide photo 
identification and documentary proof of citizenship, AALDEF developed fact sheets on 
voting laws in Florida, Georgia, Illinois, Louisiana, Maryland, Massachusetts, Michigan, 
Nevada, New Jersey, New York, Texas, Virginia, and Washington, D.C.  These fact 
sheets inform voters of their rights and address the legal issues that may arise when 
nonprofit organizations seek to encourage voter participation.  The fact sheets also 



AALDEF Language Access  2012   Page 5 

 

review local, state, and federal laws regarding jurisdictions’ legal obligations throughout 
the voting process and regarding voters’ rights with respect to interpreters, provisional 
ballots, and remedies. 
 
In collaboration with the Asian Pacific American Bar Association of Pennsylvania, 
AALDEF produced and disseminated a special fact sheet for Pennsylvania that explains 
the recently enacted voter photo identification law; it is translated into Chinese, Khmer, 
Korean, and Vietnamese.   
 
In May and June 2012, AALDEF conducted a series of free legal trainings for Asian 
American community-based organizations to help them prepare for summer voter 
registration drives and the November Presidential Election.  AALDEF attorneys provided 
information on local, state, and federal laws regarding:  

(1) non-profit organizations’ legal responsibilities in conducting voter registration drives;  

(2) voters’ rights on Election Day with respect to interpreters, provisional ballots, 
identification requirements, and remedies when a problem arises; and  

(3) tax-exempt nonprofit organizations’ electoral and voter education activities.   
 

In addition, AALDEF created and 
disseminated multilingual fact sheets to 
educate community members and leaders 
about Section 203.  These fact sheets are 
available in English and 10 Asian 
languages: Bengali, Chinese, the Filipino 
languages of Ilocano and Tagalog, Hindi, 
Japanese, Korean, Punjabi, Urdu, and 
Vietnamese.  The fact sheets explain the 
law’s requirements, its benefits, and the 
procedure for reporting problems to 
ensure that all Asian American voters can 
fully exercise their right to vote.   

 
3. Legal Support 
 
AALDEF participated in litigation to protect the rights of Asian American voters.   
 
Arizona and Georgia enacted state laws that require new voters to present documentary 
proof of U.S. citizenship before they are allowed to vote.  In Georgia, AALDEF currently 
represents voters and community-based organizations who are seeking to challenge the 
state’s law on the ground that it will have a discriminatory effect on Asian American 
voters.  In Arizona, AALDEF submitted an amicus brief to the U.S. Court of Appeals for 
the Ninth Circuit advising the court of the law’s discriminatory impact on Asian Americans.  
 
In New York, because of the perpetual delay of the Board of Elections in translating the 
ballot into Bengali, as Section 203 requires, AALDEF has issued a demand letter and is 
preparing for litigation.  
 
In Pennsylvania in August 2012, after a state judge refused to stop the state’s new voter 
ID law from taking effect,

6
 AALDEF filed an amicus brief in the Pennsylvania Supreme 

Court challenging the constitutionality of the law, which will disenfranchise Asian 
Americans and other racial and language minorities.

7
   

 
AALDEF will use advocacy, community education, and litigation strategies to ensure that 
Asian Americans will be able to fully exercise their right to vote on Election Day.   
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II. FINDINGS   
 
AALDEF’s monitoring of the 2012 Presidential Primary Elections uncovered several 
deficiencies in local jurisdictions’ compliance with the Voting Rights Act and HAVA.  
Language access programs were poorly designed or resulted in the ineffective rendering 
of assistance; poll workers frustrated, rather than helped, the voting process; and 
mistranslated websites mislead or confused voters.   
 

A. Translated Ballots   
 
Section 203 requires the translation of ballots so that LEP voters can fully and 
independently exercise their right to vote.  Although translated ballots are required in all 
of the newly covered jurisdictions, during the 2012 Primary Elections, some of these 
jurisdictions did not provide them.  In addition, some of the ballots that AALDEF 
inspected had translation errors or did not contain the transliteration of candidates’ 
names.   
  
Four elections have passed since Queens County, NY was covered under Section 203 
for language assistance in Bengali.  The NYC Board of Elections did not translate ballots 
into Bengali in time for the Presidential Primary Election on April 24, 2012; the Federal 
Primary Election on June 26; and the State and Local Primary Elections on September 
13.  In December 2011 and January 2012, AALDEF and local community-based 
organizations pushed the Board to begin discussions to designate an Asian Indian 
language, but the Board did not respond.  In early March 2012, the Board finally began 
discussions with these organizations and in mid-April, approved Bengali as the 
designated language.  The Board blames its failure to translate the ballot in time for the 
November 2012 Presidential Election on the New York State Board of Elections’s 
certification and Elections Systems & Software, the company developing the software for 
the voting machines.  However, jurisdictions, such as Hamtramck, MI, which uses the 
company, provided Bengali ballots in late February 2012 for Michigan’s Primary Election. 
 
The NYC Board of Elections offered to make translated sample ballots available to voters 
in lieu of the translated ballots.  However, during the 2012 Presidential Primary Election, 
sample ballots were not posted and were not available to voters.   
 
In Quincy, MA, ballots that were translated into Chinese had a small translation error.  
Voters in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts elect 2 State Committee members: 1 
man and 1 woman.  While the Chinese translation for “State Committee Woman” was 
correct, the translation for “State Committee Man” was inaccurately translated as the 
gender neutral, “State Committee Member.”  Although the term, “State Committee 
Member,” would be sufficient in most situations, in this case, it is not, because it does not 
indicate that the candidate chosen must be a man.  The translated ballots should have 
clarified that particular detail. 
 
While Bergen County, NJ; Hamtramck, MI; Quincy, MA; and Harris County, TX provided 
translated ballots in their newly required languages, none of these jurisdictions 
transliterated the candidates’ names on the ballots.  Bergen County, NJ voters 
experienced difficulty in identifying their candidates of choice due to the candidates’ 
names not being transliterated.  In Quincy, MA, a Chinese interpreter commented that 
having transliterated names on ballots is helpful.   
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B. Translated Voting Materials    
 
Although Section 203 mandates that jurisdictions translate the voting materials that are 
available in English into the covered languages,

8
 AALDEF documented many instances 

in which the translated voting materials were mistranslated or the required translated 
signs were missing. 
 
Five poll sites in Bergen County, NJ did not have bilingual signage.  The Lindbergh 
School did not have any signs identifying it as a poll site, as is required under HAVA.  
Furthermore, the entrance to the site was located at the back of the building and was 
difficult to find.  A clerk there ludicrously argued that the American flag on the fence was 
sufficient to identify the school as a poll site.  However, none of the other private homes 
with American flags that were on the same block were poll sites.  When “Vote Here” signs 
were posted at the poll sites, the signs were only in English.  These signs should also 
have been in Korean.   
 
In Cook County, IL, translated voter materials contained a significant number of errors or 
questionable spellings and terminology.  On the Consolidated Voter’s Affidavit (Form 1), 
for example, several terms were misspelled.  Then on the day of the Presidential Primary 
Elections, in Chicago, translated materials in Hindi were left in the warehouse in the 
morning and not delivered to the poll sites until the evening rush.

9
   

 
Several poll sites in Philadelphia, PA failed to post mandatory voting materials, such as 
the Voters’ Bill of Rights signs.  When notified of this omission, the Judge of Elections at 
the Jefferson Alumni Hall site muttered, “Nobody reads it anyway.” 
 
Likewise in Queens County, NY, four poll sites failed to post the New York State Voter’s 

Bill of Rights sign, as required by HAVA.  At one site in 
Manhattan’s Chinatown, the sign was posted, but only in 
English and Spanish.  The Chinese and Korean sections 
of the sign were folded under and taped against the wall.   

 
That voting materials were missing sometimes reflected 
the dismissive attitudes that some poll workers had toward 
Asian language assistance. 

 
Overall, AALDEF’s election monitoring found that written 
language assistance was usually satisfactory in most 
jurisdictions but definitely lacking in others. 

 
 

C. Interpreters    
 
Most jurisdictions covered under Section 203 hired interpreters or bilingual poll workers to 
assist LEP voters.  Unfortunately, many sites did not have enough interpreters to assist 
voters.  When interpreters were present, voters did not know how to access them.    
 
In Bergen County, NJ, three poll sites, including School #1, the Senior Citizens’ Activities 
Center, and Skewes Middle School in Fort Lee, did not have bilingual Korean poll 
workers, despite the large Korean American voting population.  
 
The poll sites in Hamtramck, MI had shortages of Bengali-speaking interpreters.  At one 
site, the People’s Community Center, no Bangladeshi interpreter was assigned.  At 
Senior Plaza, the Bangladeshi interpreter was absent for long periods of time.  
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Queens County, NY provides oral language assistance to voters in Bengali, Hindi, and 
Punjabi.  Most Queens County poll sites that were targeted for language assistance were 
generally well-staffed with interpreters.  However, several did not have the required 
number of official interpreters, which was not a significant problem during the general 
elections, but will be a problem on the day of the November Presidential Election.   A 
more serious problem was that poll workers were diverted to other duties, leaving LEP 
Chinese voters without anyone to assist them.  
 
The most significant problem was the lack of signage identifying the sites with Bengali 
speaking interpreters.  Several poll sites failed to post “Interpreter Available” signs 
outside of the sites.  For example, the Newtown High School poll site did not have Hindi 
and Punjabi “Interpreter Available” or “Vote Here” signs.  The only South Asian language 
sign was located in the back of the building near the garbage area.  Many of the South 
Asian voters did not know that language assistance was available to them.   
 
Inside the poll sites, there were no signs indicating the interpreters’ availability.  At 
Newtown High School, the Bengali and Hindi interpreters were relegated to sitting in front 
of the Chinese “Interpreter Available” sign.   
 
Although Philadelphia, PA is not covered under Section 203 for Asian language 
assistance, the City of Philadelphia agreed to provide interpreters at targeted poll sites for 
Asian American voters who speak Chinese, Khmer, Korean, and Vietnamese, pursuant 
to the 2006 settlement from U.S. v. Philadelphia

10
.  Unfortunately, the City has started 

backsliding on its promises from the settlement.  Out of six targeted poll sites, only one, 
the Chinese Christian Church & Center, had an interpreter who spoke an Asian language.   
 
 

D. Poll Worker Problems    
 
Poll workers are usually champions of democracy, but in some of the poll sites that 
AALDEF monitored, they did more harm than good.  Poll workers misdirected voters, 
were poorly trained, or disparaged the need for language assistance.   
 
Poll workers expressed nativist hostility against translated voting materials.  In Quincy, 
MA, one poll worker stated that voting materials should not be translated into Chinese.  In 
Queens, NY, a poll worker commented that Bengali should not be a “required language in 
America” and that elections officials who ensure that such materials are available “should 
move to a country that is ‘truly American.’” 
 
At the Rosenthal Senior Center poll site, during New York’s Congressional Primary 
Election, a poll worker informed registered Republican voters that only Democrats were 
having a primary election and directed those voters to leave.  This was not true; there 
was a Republican primary.  The poll worker, a Chinese interpreter, was later 
inappropriately re-assigned to work as an “Information Clerk” without having received the 
requisite trainings.   
 
In Philadelphia, PA, at the Jefferson Alumni Hall poll site, an elderly Chinese American 
voter unsuccessfully attempted to vote.  The Judge of Elections and another poll worker 
held the curtains to his voting machine wide open as the voter cast his vote, violating his 
right to privacy.  Then the Judge of Elections instructed the voter to push certain buttons 
and vote for certain candidates.  The poll worker then instructed him to vote for additional 
candidates.  The voter had intended only to vote for the presidential candidate.  No 
Chinese interpreter was present at this poll site.  Had an interpreter been present, the 
LEP voter would have been able to vote for whomever he wished. 
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In addition, many voters at several poll sites in New York had to fill out provisional ballots, 
because their names were missing, inverted, or misspelled, or their political affiliation was 
listed incorrectly in the poll books.  Other voters who insisted that they were registered 
voters but whose names were missing from the poll books were denied their right to vote 
and were given voter registration forms instead.   
 
Some poll workers did not follow the proper procedures for voting by provisional ballot.  
One poll worker incorrectly stated that if a voter’s name was not in the poll book, the voter 
could not even vote by provisional, or affidavit, ballot.  Another poll worker outright 
refused to give a voter an affidavit ballot in spite of the voter’s insistence that she was a 
registered Democrat.  HAVA and state election law specifically require that voters who 
state that they are registered voters must be afforded the opportunity to vote by affidavit 
ballot.   
 
Many poll workers received insufficient training on how to administer elections.  They did 
not follow the law, sometimes even admitting that they did not know what to do. 
 
 

E. Elections Websites    
 
Jurisdictions covered under Section 203 are legally obligated to translate all English 
voting materials into the covered language(s).  Voting-related information on elections 
websites is considered voting material.  Elections websites are supposed to be good 
sources for voting-related information.   AALDEF reviewed numerous elections websites 
and often found difficulty in navigating language access and poor translation quality. 
 
1. Navigation Problems 
 
Some jurisdictions provided no access to translated voting information or had elections 
websites that were difficult, if not impossible, to navigate when trying to access translated 
voting materials.   
 
The Bergen County, NJ’s Superintendent of Elections’ website

11
 has links in English to 

translated election information in Korean.  Clicking on the “Instructions for Voting (Korean 
video)” brings the viewer to a video that is entirely in English.   
 
Some jurisdictions have been receptive to feedback and input.  The elections website of 
Suburban Cook County, IL

12
 had, hidden in the upper right-hand corner, a hyperlink to 

translated webpages that was named “Language” and written in only English.  A LEP 
voter would not have been able to find the translated webpages.  After AALDEF pointed 
out this deficiency, the Cook County Clerk’s Office edited the website and included 
hyperlinks to the translated webpages that were written in Chinese, Hindi, and Korean. 
 
The City of Hamtramck, MI’s elections website does not have any voting materials that 
are available in Bengali.

13
 

 
The City of Quincy, MA’s elections website

14
 contains links that list Chinese, Haitian 

Creole, Portuguese, Spanish, and Vietnamese as the options for language assistance.  
However, selecting one of these options does not take the viewer directly to the 
translated pages but instead to the City of Quincy’s home page.   
  
2. Poor Translation Quality 
 
Elections websites also contained poor, inaccurate translations.  Election officials must 
review and proofread the translations on their website, rather than exclusively relying on 
free automated translation systems that lack any quality controls.  
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Suburban Cook County, IL’s elections website

15
 uses Google Translate as the sole 

language assistance tool.  The errors that appear throughout the website clearly illustrate 
a failure to proofread.  For example, if the viewer searches for voter information – to 
confirm registration status or find an assigned poll site – by using the Chinese translation 
function, viewers are instructed to input the “last 4 nuclear submarines,” instead of the 
last 4 digits of their social security numbers.   
 

 
 
Another example of a mistranslation appears when voters search for a translated listing 
of candidates and their party affiliations on the “Candidate Filing” page.  The abbreviation 
“DEM” was translated into Chinese not as “Democratic Party” but as “Digital Elevation 
Model.”  When community groups pointed out this error, the translation was removed and 
left in English, rendering LEP voters unable to identify the party affiliation of candidates.   
 

 
 
The Cook County Board of Elections website is replete with translation errors. 
 
In addition to mistranslating terms, Google Translate also directly translates any errors in 
the original, English version.  Though errors, such as extra spaces in words, are not 
problematic in the English version, they cause nonsensical results if translated into 
another language using Google Translate. 
 
For example, when a viewer clicks on the link to Quincy, MA’s “Political Calendar” 
webpage, the English text, “P  residential Primary Election,” is translated into Chinese as 
“Election to Vote on the Primary Residence of Candidate P” because of the extra space 
in “P residential.”  
 
When using Google Translate, simple typos in the English version translate into 
significant errors.  On the same “Political Calendar” webpage, the extra spaces on either 
side of the “e” in the middle of the word “Presidential” cause the rest of the sentence to 
be incomprehensible when translated into Chinese.  In fact, the word, “Presidential,” is 
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not translated at all.  Also, instead of translating “primary” as a preliminary election, 
Google Translate translated it into “primary school,” or “elementary school.”   
 

 
The English sentence, “Last day to register to vote and change party enrollment for the 
Presidential Primary is Wednesday, February 15, 2012,” is translated into Chinese as: 
“The last day to register to vote and change party for [word fragment]. 107 primary school 
enrollment rate, 2012 (Wednesday).”   
 
Jurisdictions must review the translated webpages of their elections websites.  They must 
correct easily identifiable translation errors.  Elections officials must also take more care 
in ensuring that LEP voters can read and navigate websites as easily as fully English 
proficient voters can.   
 
 

III.  RECOMMENDATIONS   
 
Several steps must be taken to remedy the problems described in this report in order for 
Asian Americans, and all voters, to be able to fully and fairly exercise their right to vote on 
November 6, 2012.  AALDEF makes the following recommendations:   
 

• The U.S. Department of Justice should continue its vigorous enforcement of 
Section 203 of the Voting Rights Act with respect to Asian language assistance 
and should increase enforcement of Section 208 to ensure that voters can be 
assisted by persons of their choice.   

 

• The U.S. Department of Justice should more actively investigate and enforce 
compliance with HAVA, including the proper and nondiscriminatory application of 
voter identification requirements, the availability of provisional ballots, and the 
posting of Voters’ Bill of Rights signs at poll sites.   

 

• Local elections officials must do a better job of providing translated voting 
materials and interpreters at poll sites.   

 

• Quality control measures must be instituted for the translation of voting 
information, especially of elections webpages.  Jurisdictions should never solely 
rely on automated translation systems.   

 

• Translated ballots must be fully translated, including the transliterations of 
candidates’ names.  

 

• Poll workers who violate the law or deny voters language assistance should be 
reprimanded or removed from their posts.   

 

• Voters whose names cannot be found in poll site lists of registered voters must 
be allowed to vote by provisional ballot.   
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• Poll workers need better training on election procedures and voters’ rights, 
especially on: 
o requirements for language assistance and the proper use and posting of 

translated voting materials and signs under Section 203, where applicable;  
o proper procedure for directing voters to their assigned poll sites and precinct 

voting booths;  
o proper demands for voter identification checks under HAVA; and  
o proper administration of provisional ballots under HAVA.  

 
AALDEF’s recommendations for specific jurisdictions were given to them when AALDEF 
reported the problems detailed herein to them.  
 
 

IV. CONCLUSION   
 
Despite the protections of the Voting Rights Act, the Help America Vote Act, and other 
federal voting rights laws, during the 2012 Primary Elections, Asian American voters 
faced many barriers in exercising their right to vote.  AALDEF’s monitoring of 56 poll sites 
found that while some jurisdictions seemed to perform satisfactorily in certain areas, 
other jurisdictions need to make many improvements before the November 6, 2012 
Presidential Election in order for the election to be fully accessible to Asian American 
voters.  AALDEF will continue monitoring these jurisdictions for compliance with voting 
rights laws. 
 
On November 6, 2012, AALDEF will again be monitoring poll sites and surveying voters 
in at least 14 states and Washington, D.C.  AALDEF will focus on ensuring that local 
elections officials fully comply with the federal and state laws that protect voters’ rights.   
 
After Election Day, AALDEF will continue to work with national, state, and local 
legislators, policy makers, and elections officials to ensure that local jurisdictions fully 
comply with the Voting Rights Act and the Help America Vote Act and that all Americans 
can exercise their right to vote.   
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