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March 15, 2020 
Via Email Only 

Steve Sandvoss 
Executive Director 
Bernadette Matthews 
Assistant Executive Director  
Illinois State Board of Elections 
2329 S. MacArthur Blvd. 
Springfield, IL 62704 
ssandvoss@elections.il.gov  
bmatthews@elections.il.gov  

Kwame Raoul 
Attorney General 
Shareese Pryor 
Chief, Civil Rights Bureau 
Office of the Illinois Attorney General 
100 West Randolph Street 
Chicago, IL 60601 
spryor@atg.state.il.us 
 

 
RE: Ensuring Voter Access While Protecting Public Health During COVID-19 Outbreak  
 
Dear colleagues at Illinois State Board of Elections and Illinois Attorney General’s Office, 
 
Thank you for all your efforts during these challenging times.  We write on behalf of Chicago 
Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights and the Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under Law, 
which co-lead the Election Protection program in Illinois.  Election Protection is the largest non-
partisan voter assistance program in the nation and provides assistance to voters 365 days a year 
through the Election Protection hotline, 1-866-OUR-VOTE, and through a network of local 
partners and volunteers on the ground in states, including Illinois, during election cycles.  Our 
mission is to ensure that every eligible voter who wishes to cast a ballot is able to do so and that 
their ballot will be counted.  With the high level of uncertainty and fear surrounding the COVID-
19 outbreak, it is essential that voters be provided with comprehensive information and resources 
on how to cast a ballot in order to avoid being disenfranchised. 
 
We are writing to request that, in light of the serious risk to public health and the challenges posed 
to election administrators by the rapidly escalating outbreak of COVID-19, the Illinois State Board 
of Elections (“SBOE”) and Illinois Attorney General’s Office (“AG’s Office”) issue immediate 
guidance instructing all local election officials to accept an emergency “Application for Ballot for 
Qualified Voter Admitted to Hospital, Nursing Home, or Rehabilitation Center”1 for all voters 
currently in quarantine or who anticipate being in quarantine through Election Day, March 17, 
2020, as a result of the COVID-19 outbreak. 

                                                
1 See Voter Guide, “Healthcare Facility Voting,” Illinois State Board of Elections, download available at 
https://www.elections.il.gov/DocDisplay.aspx?Doc=Downloads/ElectionOperations/PDF/HealthCareFacilityVoting.
pdf.  See also, e.g., Chicago Board of Elections Form 502, available at 
https://app.chicagoelections.com/Documents/general/Form-502-Hospitalized-Voter-E.pdf; Cook County Clerk Form 
709, available at https://www.cookcountyclerk.com/sites/default/files/pdfs/709%20-
%20Emergency%20Patient%20MB%20App_EN%202019%20%281%29.pdf; Kendall County Clerk form SBE No. 
A-12, available at https://www.co.kendall.il.us/home/showdocument?id=5507. 
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Pursuant to 10 ILCS 5/19-13, a voter who is “admitted to a hospital, nursing home, or rehabilitation 
center due to an illness” within 14 days prior to Election Day may request and receive a vote by 
mail ballot delivered to them manually, by a legal relative or any voter registered in the same 
precinct as the requesting voter, up to and including on Election Day.2  Under normal 
circumstances, the requesting voter and an examining physician must both attest that the voter 
either will not be released from the admitting facility before Election Day or will otherwise be 
homebound and unable to vote in person upon release.3   
 
However, due to the rapid escalation of the COVID-19 outbreak, the vast majority of affected 
voters will be homebound due to quarantine or self-quarantine rather than admitted to a healthcare 
facility.  In fact, hospitals are proactively directing many community members in vulnerable 
populations to stay home rather than further overwhelm the health care system.  Furthermore, this 
mass quarantine does not come at the direction of individual examining physicians but rather from 
public health authorities, including the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and the Illinois 
Department of Public Health,4 and from state and local officials, including Illinois Governor JB 
Pritzker and Chicago Mayor Lori Lightfoot.5  Older voters and voters with serious chronic medical 
conditions like heart disease, diabetes, and lung disease are particularly vulnerable to COVID-19 
and have been warned by public health officials to “stay home” and “avoid large crowds.”6  Such 
voters in vulnerable populations are particularly likely to be disenfranchised unless provided a way 
to vote from home. 
 
We therefore request that the AG’s Office and the SBOE issue immediate guidance 
instructing all local election officials to accept an emergency Application for Ballot for 
Qualified Voter Admitted to Hospital, Nursing Home, or Rehabilitation Center from all 
voters who are homebound or in quarantine between now and Election Day, March 17, 2020, 
and to accept the public guidance to self-quarantine issued by public health authorities and 
state and local officials in lieu of an individualized attestation by an examining physician. 
 

                                                
2 See 10 ILCS 5/19-13. 
3 Id. See also Voter Guide, “Healthcare Facility Voting,” Illinois State Board of Elections, download available at 
https://www.elections.il.gov/DocDisplay.aspx?Doc=Downloads/ElectionOperations/PDF/HealthCareFacilityVoting.
pdf. 
4 See, e.g., “How to Protect Yourself,” Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Last reviewed March 14, 2020, 
available at https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/prepare/prevention.html; “Recommended Guidance for 
Preventing Spread of COVID-19 in Election Polling Locations,” Illinois Department of Public Health, Version 1.0 
(03.11.2020), available at https://www.elections.il.gov/Downloads/Misc/PDF/COVID-
19%20Interim%20Guidance%20Election%20Polling%20Places.pdf. 
5 See, e.g., Press Release, “State of Illinois and City of Chicago Issue New Guidance to Minimize COVID-19 
Spread,” March 12, 2020, available at 
https://www.chicago.gov/content/dam/city/depts/mayor/Press%20Room/Press%20Releases/2020/March/StateCityC
OVID19.pdf. 
6 See “If You Are at Higher Risk,” Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Last reviewed March 12, 2020, 
available at https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/specific-groups/high-risk-complications.html; 
“Recommended Guidance for Preventing Spread of COVID-19 in Election Polling Locations,” Illinois Department 
of Public Health, Version 1.0 (03.11.2020), available at 
https://www.elections.il.gov/Downloads/Misc/PDF/COVID-
19%20Interim%20Guidance%20Election%20Polling%20Places.pdf. 
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In addition, we request that the SBOE issue further guidance instructing all election officials to 
accept all vote by mail ballots requested using an emergency Application for Ballot for Qualified 
Voter Admitted to Hospital, Nursing Home, or Rehabilitation Center and either: 1) returned 
manually to the local election office by 7:00 PM on Election Day, by a relative or a voter registered 
in the same precinct,7 or by any person authorized by the requesting voter, as with other vote by 
mail ballots;8 or 2) returned by mail if postmarked on or before Election Day, as with other vote 
by mail ballots.9   
 
We believe that allowing voters who are homebound due to the COVID-19 outbreak to use the 
existing process available to hospitalized voters is a common sense solution to this election 
administration and public health crisis, and is consistent with 10 ILCS 5/19-13 given the 
increasingly strict guidance from federal and state public health authorities and state and local 
election authorities to maintain social distancing.  Moreover, we believe that such options for 
receiving and returning a ballot must be made available to this category of voters immediately, or 
the state risks widespread disenfranchisement of our most vulnerable community members in 
Tuesday’s election. 
 
Additionally, as we have discussed with your offices, there have also been numerous instances of 
Illinois election officials in local jurisdictions incorrectly informing voters who requested, but did 
not receive, a vote by mail ballot that they must cast a provisional ballot.  Pursuant to 10 ILCS 
5/17-9, these voters have the right to vote a regular ballot by signing an affidavit stating they did 
not receive their vote by mail ballot.  We appreciate that both the SBOE and the AG’s office have 
corrected such misinformation in past elections and in the current election.  We are concerned that 
there will be a large number of voters whose requested vote by mail ballots might not reach them 
in time.  This issue occurs during every election, and we anticipate that this will be an even greater 
problem due to COVID-19, because many voters likely requested a mail ballot close to the March 
12 deadline.  Such voters will have no choice but to go to polling places on March 17 to have their 
votes counted and, in that situation, they must not be denied a regular ballot. 
 
We therefore request that the AG’s Office and the SBOE provide guidance instructing local 
election officials to instruct election judges and other election personnel that voters who 
requested a vote by mail ballot must be able to vote a regular ballot in person if they affirm 
that they did not receive their vote by mail ballot. 
 
Finally, we request that SBOE publicize the above guidance via press release and social media; 
ensure that election judges and other election personnel are properly instructed as to the above 
guidance; and create and maintain a centralized online information hub containing the above 
guidance as well as other related information on voting in light of COVID-19, including but not 
limited to a comprehensive list with clear instructions on how to cast a ballot through each 
currently available method.  We thank SBOE for continuing to regularly update your polling 
location lookup tool, given the need for a comprehensive, up-to-date tool capable of directing 
voters whose polling place has been closed in recent days to their correct alternate Election Day 
voting location.  This information and guidance should be provided in English, Spanish, Chinese, 

                                                
7 See 10 ILCS 5/19-13. 
8 See 10 ILCS 5/19-6. 
9 See 10 ILCS 5/19-8(c). 



 

4 
 

and Hindi, if needed by referring to local election authorities who already have the infrastructure 
for such language assistance over the phone and in person. 
 
This type of central hub has been helpful to voters in other jurisdictions with quickly approaching 
elections and quickly changing information due to COVID-19.  Without such a central hub, there 
is a substantial risk of voter confusion – and official confusion, as evidenced by various issues that 
we have already raised with your offices regarding multiple government officials providing voters 
with incorrect information about vote-by-mail.  As just one example, the March 12, 2020 press 
release issued by the City of Chicago incorrectly advises that any voter “can pick up a vote by mail 
ballot through Monday at their local election offices.”10   
 
We are grateful for your service and we offer our assistance in ensuring all eligible Illinois voters 
are able to cast a vote in Tuesday’s election without putting themselves and others at unnecessary 
risk of transmitting or contracting COVID-19.  We have been reporting misinformation to your 
agencies, contacting your agencies and local election authorities regarding voters’ inquiries and 
problems, and encouraging our non-partisan voter protection volunteers to apply to serve as stand-
in election judges.  As always, we hope to continue to work with you in a collaborative manner to 
resolve any issues that arise and to protect the rights of all who are eligible to vote. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Aneel Chablani 
Chief Counsel 
Ami Gandhi 
Senior Counsel 
Chicago Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights  
100 N. LaSalle St., Suite 600  
Chicago, IL 60602  
312-888-4193 
achablani@clccrul.org 
agandhi@clccrul.org 
 
Ezra Rosenberg 
Co-Director, Voting Rights Project 
Ryan Snow 
Legal Fellow 
Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under Law  
1500 K Street NW, Suite 900  
Washington, D.C. 20005  
202-662-8600 
erosenberg@lawyerscommittee.org 
rsnow@lawyerscommittee.org 
                                                
10 See Press Release, “State of Illinois and City of Chicago Issue New Guidance to Minimize COVID-19 Spread,” 
March 12, 2020, available at 
https://www.chicago.gov/content/dam/city/depts/mayor/Press%20Room/Press%20Releases/2020/March/StateCityC
OVID19.pdf. 


