
 

September 9, 2020 

 

The Honorable Andrew M. Cuomo  

Governor of New York State 

c/o Beth Garvey 

NYS State Capitol Building  

Albany, NY 12224 

via e-mail 

 

cc: Melissa DeRosa, Chief of Staff  

Beth Garvey, Counsel 

 

Dear Governor Cuomo: 

 

On behalf of the Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under Law, NAACP New 

York State Conference, Common Cause New York, New York Immigration 

Coalition, and Center for Law and Social Justice, we write to applaud your efforts 

to protect voters and to help them vote safely this year in the midst of the COVID-

19 pandemic, and to ask you to issue an executive order providing for prepaid 

postage on the absentee ballot return envelopes that election officials send to New 

York voters for the November 2020 general election – an important step that you 

took to increase access for the June primary. 

 

We greatly appreciate your issuing a number of executive orders that have 

enhanced access to absentee voting in New York this election cycle.  See N.Y. 

Exec. Order 202 et seq. (2020) (the “Executive Orders”).  For example, Executive 

Order 202.15 eliminated the in-person signature requirement when applying for an 

absentee ballot, and permitted voters who have COVID-19 or consider themselves 

at risk of contracting the disease to request an absentee ballot by checking the box 

“Temporary Illness.”  Critically, Executive Order 202.26 provided that voters who 

requested an absentee ballot would be mailed a postage paid return envelope along 

with their ballot for the June 2020 primary election.  This meant that voters did not 

need to affix a stamp to the absentee ballot return envelope to mail it back to 

election officials.  As a result, voters who could not obtain postage stamps such as 

elderly and immune-compromised voters at risk due to COVID-19, as well as low-

income voters, could participate in the June 2020 primary election by casting an 

absentee ballot without leaving their residence. 

 



 

Thanks to your efforts to reduce barriers to the absentee voting process, voting by 

mail was more accessible and inclusive in New York during the June 2020 primary 

election than ever before.  As a result, a record number of New York voters—

approximately 1.7 million—requested absentee ballots for the June 2020 primary 

election.  By comparison, fewer than 160,000 voters requested absentee ballots for 

the 2016 primary election—meaning requests for absentee ballots increased 

exponentially for the 2020 primary.  For the November 2020 general election, the 

New York State Board of Elections has predicted that as many as 5 million 

absentee ballots may be requested.  Incredibly, that number would represent 65 

percent of the total votes cast in the 2016 general election. 

 

Although having prepaid postage on absentee ballot envelopes helped more New 

Yorkers to vote in the June primary, we understand that the state’s current plan is 

to abandon the use of prepaid postage for the November general election.  Many of 

us have worked on the Lawyers' Committee's nonpartisan Election Protection 

efforts and spoke directly to New York voters this election cycle.  Many voters 

were concerned about leaving home and voting in person due to COVID-19; 

countless voters reported benefiting from prepaid postage because they did not 

have to leave the house to obtain stamps, thereby risking their health.  Many voters 

will likely be in the same situation in October and November. 

 

While New York has made incredible progress in combating COVID-19, the virus 

remains a concern to many voters; New York continues to have hundreds of new 

cases each day.  Low-income and minority voters are at the greatest risk of 

disenfranchisement due to a lack of prepaid postage, as are voters who are 

particularly at risk due to COVID.  This fact has been confirmed by experts in the 

field.  See, e.g., Black Voters Matter Fund v. Raffensperger, 2020 WL 4597053, at 

*12-13 (N.D. Ga. Aug. 11, 2020) (Dr. Matthew Barreto concludes that “the 

requirement that voters purchase their own postage stamps [] presents a burden on 

voters … especially … low-income and minority voters and those in rural 

geographies”). 

 

We understand that the financial obstacles to providing prepaid postage are 

surmountable.  The State has approximately $3 million in CARES Act funding, 

some of which could be applied to this purpose.  We also understand that the New 

York City Board of Elections has an independent funding stream that would allow 

for the Board to pay for prepaid postage.  Given these circumstances, now is not 

the time to backtrack on making absentee voting more accessible to voters.   



 

We want to sincerely thank you for your efforts to expand opportunities to vote in 

New York.  As you have noted in the past, voting is the cornerstone of our 

democracy.  New York's terrible voter turnout rates (45.2% in 2018 and 57.3% in 

2016), which have consistently ranked among the worst in the nation for voter 

participation, underscore the need for continued improvements to the voting 

process.  To provide the opportunity for more New Yorkers to have their voices 

heard, we strongly encourage you to issue an Executive Order requiring that 

prepaid postage be provided on absentee ballot envelopes. 

 

We would appreciate the opportunity to meet with you or a member of your staff in 

person to discuss this issue.  Furthermore, if the Lawyers' Committee can be of any 

assistance as you continue to consider and implement these reforms, please do not 

hesitate to contact President & Executive Director Kristen Clarke at 

kclarke@lawyerscommittee.org or 202-662-8300. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 
Kristen Clarke 

President & Executive Director 

Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under Law 

 

Hazel N. Dukes 

President 

NAACP New York State Conference 

 

Susan Lerner 

Executive Director 

Common Cause New York 

 

Steven K. Choi 

Executive Director 

New York Immigration Coalition 

 

Lurie Daniel-Favors 

Interim Executive Director and General Counsel 

Center for Law and Social Justice, Medgar Evers College, CUNY 


