
 

 

STATE OF RHODE ISLAND  
BOARD OF ELECTIONS 

DIRECTIVE 

The State of Rhode Island Board of Elections (hereinafter “Board of Elections”) hereby 

issues this Directive to the local canvassing authorities for each city and town, pursuant to R.I. 

Gen. Laws § 17-7-5(c).   

PURPOSE FOR DIRECTIVE – FEDERAL PRESENCE AT POLLING PLACES 

This Directive provides guidance and instruction for all polling place Moderators, early 

voting officials, and poll workers regarding the presence of individuals claiming or appearing to 

be federal personnel, including federal law enforcement officers, at Rhode Island’s polling places 

during an election.   

While it is neither common nor anticipated, it is possible that federal law enforcement 

officers may have a presence at or near polling places. Federal law enforcement could include 

officials or agents from DOJ, the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), the U.S. Department of 

Homeland Security (DHS), Customs and Border Protection (CBP), or Immigration and Customs 

Enforcement (ICE). Both federal and state law protect the orderly conduct of elections and 

prohibit interference with voting at or near polling places, including by federal law enforcement 

officials. Federal statutes prohibit armed federal officer presence at election sites, 18 U.S.C. § 

592, and voter intimidation, 18 U.S.C. § 594 and 52 U.S.C.§§ 10101(b), 10307(b). Likewise, 

Rhode Island law prohibits intimidation or disruptive conduct at polling places, R.I. Gen. Law § 

17-23-5 and 17-23-17(a)(7), including interference with the right to vote by the presence of 

federal immigration law enforcement within polling places during voting, R.I. Gen. Laws § 17-

19-55.  
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The Board of Elections bears statutory responsibility for the fair and uniform 

administration and enforcement of election laws in the State of Rhode Island.  R.I. Gen. Laws § 

17-7-5(a).   

In order to maintain consistent polling place procedures, to safeguard election integrity, 

and to protect the rights of Rhode Island voters, local canvassing authorities are directed to 

adhere to the procedures set forth in this Directive.  Local canvassing authorities should contact 

the Board of Elections should they need further clarification of these procedures.  

The guidance and instruction herein apply to the polling place as well as the protected 

200-foot perimeter of the polling place. R.I. Gen. Laws § 17-19-21(c). 

PROTOCOL FOR REPORTING INCIDENTS INVOLVING FEDERAL PERSONNEL  

Whether federal personnel may be legally present at or near a polling place depends on 

that federal employee or officer’s role and the activities in which they are engaged. For example, 

it is common for congressional election observers and U.S. Department of Justice (DOJ) 

monitors to observe federal election activities. However, the presence of federal law enforcement 

officials at or near polling places is not common and may violate federal or state law.   

In the event that a polling place or early voting official learns of the presence of 

individuals claiming or appearing to be federal personnel at the polling place, the polling place 

Moderator, also referred to as the “Warden” in some cities and towns, or early voting official, 

should first attempt to determine that the individuals are actually federal employees or officers, 

and, if so, what type of employee. The Moderator, or early voting official, may – if they deem it 

safe to do so – approach the person who is believed to be federal personnel and seek 

confirmation as to their identity, their agency employer, or other documentation.  
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DOJ MONITORS AND CONGRESSIONAL ELECTION OBSERVERS 

Federal election monitors sent by the U.S. Department of Justice should generally follow 

the same rules and procedures as any member of the public, meaning they are generally 

prohibited from, among other things, unauthorized entry to election locations, talking to voters 

within the polling place, interfering with the conduct of voting, or leaving the designated area for 

observers.  

Congressional election observers sent by Congress, on the other hand, are entitled to 

greater access than members of the public. They will have documentation identifying themselves 

as congressional observers, and may access voting, tabulating, canvassing, and certification areas 

and may ask questions. They, however, cannot handle ballots or election equipment, advocate 

for any position or candidate, take action to reduce ballot secrecy or voter privacy, or interfere 

with a voter’s ability to cast their vote or an election official’s ability to carry out their duties.  

If federal monitors sent by DOJ or congressional observers seek access to equipment, 

ballots, advocate for any position or candidate, take action to reduce ballot secrecy or voter 

privacy, or interfere with a voter’s ability to cast their vote or an election official’s ability to carry 

out their duties, poll workers should calmly and politely inform such individuals that the access 

or activity is not permitted and immediately elevate the issue by informing local law 

enforcement, and also immediately notify the local board of canvassers, and the Board of 

Elections.   A written report of the incident must be submitted to the Board of Elections within 72 

hours. 
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FEDERAL LAW ENFORCEMENT 

Whether federal law enforcement may be legally present at or near a polling place 

depends on the activities in which they are engaged. If federal law enforcement officers appear at 

or close to a polling place, the Moderator, or early voting official, should first attempt to 

determine that the individuals are actually federal law enforcement officers. If the Moderator, or 

early voting official, deems it safe and feels comfortable doing so,  they may approach the 

officer(s) and seek confirmation as to their identity, their agency employer, or other 

documentation. However, poll workers, polling place Moderators, and early voting officials are 

not responsible for assessing the validity of the federal officers’ activities, nor should they 

interfere with law enforcement. Furthermore, the poll workers, polling place Moderator, or early 

voting official should elevate the issue immediately. Poll workers should inform their polling 

place Moderator, or early voting official, immediately, and the Moderator, or early voting 

official, should first immediately contact local law enforcement and then immediately contact the 

local board of canvassers and the Board of Elections.  

If safe to do so, the Moderator, or early voting official, may attempt to minimize the 

disruption to voters and the election site, including by politely asking federal law enforcement to 

conduct conversations away from voters. In the same way, and if safe to do so, they may also 

request that the federal officers minimize disruption of polling place activities, pause their 

activity, and/or remain outside of the polling place until local law enforcement or counsel is able 

to arrive. 

The polling place Moderator, or early voting official, should document any adverse 

impact observed by the polling place officials that arises from federal law enforcement officers’ 

conduct, including any type of harassment, intimidation, or interference with any person’s effort 
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to cast a ballot at the polling place or deposit a ballot into a drop box receptacle located within 

the polling place. The Moderator, or early voting official, should also approach any voter who 

interacted directly or indirectly with federal law enforcement officers in order to determine if 

they will voluntarily provide information concerning the encounter, including the voter’s 

identity. In making these observations, the polling place Moderator, or early voting official, 

should not interfere with the federal law enforcement officer.  A written report of the incident 

must be submitted to the Board of Elections within 72 hours. 

Prior to the opening of the polling place, or the start of early voting, the local canvassing 

authorities shall disseminate the attached instructions to each polling place Moderator or early 

voting official, for responding to a federal law enforcement situation, which includes the reported 

or substantiated appearance of ICE agents. Each local board of canvassers shall input the 

appropriate contact information into the instructions before dissemination.   

 

As voted upon and adopted by the Board of Elections on this __18__day of August, 2026. 

 

 

_______________________________________ 
          Jennifer L. Johnson  

     Chairwoman 
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INSTRUCTIONS FOR RESPONDING TO A FEDERAL LAW ENFORCEMENT 
SITUATION 

If any poll worker or early voting official sees federal law enforcement personnel at or near their 

polling place, they should immediately notify the polling place Moderator on site who should 

immediately contact local law enforcement, the local board of canvassers, and the Board of 

Elections. Additionally, a written report of the incident must be reported to the Board of 

Elections within 72 hours.  [[PHONE NUMBERS FOR LAW ENFORCEMENT AND LOCAL 

BOARD OF CANVASSERS]] 

Board of Elections: 401-222-2345 

Your role is to observe; do not interfere with the federal law enforcement officer. 

Any of the below listed information will be helpful to local law enforcement, local canvassing 

authorities, and/or the Board of Elections. The polling place Moderator, or early voting official, 

should be prepared to describe any of the below information that the Moderator, early voting 

officials, or poll workers have been able to safely gather: 

 Their current location and where the federal agents are located.  

 How many federal agents they see. 

 Any logos or other indications of the agency (e.g., FBI, ATF, ICE). 

 What document the federal agents presented (e.g., warrant).  

 What the federal agents are doing. 

 When the federal agents arrived. 

 Whether the federal agents are armed. 

 Any special equipment or vehicles. 
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 The impact on voters. Obtain names and contact information of impacted voters if they 

are willing to voluntarily provide such information. 

If there are any questions about this guidance, please call or email your local Board of 

Canvassers at [[NUMBER]] or [[EMAIL]].  

 


