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METROPOLITAN KING COUNTY COUNCIL

COMMITTEE OF THE WHOLE
STAFF REPORT

AGENDA ITEM:  4
DATE:  May 22, 2006
PROPOSED NO:  2006-0191
PREPARED BY:  Mike Alvine
SUBJECT:  AN ORDINANCE authorizing the conduct of vote-by-mail elections and directing the director of the records, elections and licensing services division to conduct all primary, special, and general elections in King County entirely by mail ballot beginning on a date in 2007 to be determined by the director.

SUMMARY:  If approved, the ordinance would, by force of law, establish all vote-by-mail elections beginning in 2007 on a date determined by the Director or Records, Elections and Licensing Services.  Referenced in the transmittal letter, but not in the policy or appropriation ordinances, is a proposal to have a limited number of regional polling centers as well as ballot drop boxes.
BACKGROUND:  Following the historically close election for governor in 2005, significant errors were discovered in the elections processes of counties throughout the state.  The legislature passed a number of bills that were designed to standardize, clarify and simplify elections procedures.  One measure approved was a bill that gave counties the authority to choose to conduct elections entirely by mail.  Counties rapidly took advantage of this new authority as 34 of 39 counties in the state have made the decision to conduct all elections by mail. 
On May 15, 2006 the Metropolitan King County Council approved Motion 12285 outlining an action plan that recognized improvements already made in the conduct of elections and committed King County to make additional improvements.  The goal of the action plan is to help restore voter confidence in County-run elections.  The action plan was based on the valuable advice the County has received three citizen groups and an independent audit of elections by outside experts.  One element of the plan calls for the Council to make a decision whether to conduct vote-by-mail (VBM) elections by June 12th of this year.
Policy Decision – Vote-by-mail
If the experience on elections over the last few years has demonstrated one thing, it is that real and perceived issues must be addressed.  Staff has attempted to address both below.
Analysis
Reasons to oppose the policy

1. Voter Registration Records: In the past, inaccurate voter records caused ballots to be sent to individuals who were not eligible to vote.  In other cases, eligible voters received multiple ballots.  Problems with the database include felons registered who are ineligible to vote, voters who use post office boxes as their home address, deceased voters not removed from the rolls and voters registered more than once.  Concerns over the inaccuracies in voter records caused challenges to be made in the 2005 general election.

2. No Cost Savings: The Executive has acknowledged that moving to all mail elections will not save money in the short run and perhaps not in the long run.  Costs are unknown for the regional poll centers and the drop boxes.
3. Regional Polling Centers: While outside groups have recommended these, nothing like this exists yet in Washington. How many centers will be needed and their costs are unknown. Drop boxes are also proposed but their number and staffing costs are not known. Placement of both throughout the County will be a sensitive issue.
4. Tradition of Poll Voting: While not supported by a statistically valid survey, there is strong anecdotal evidence that poll voters tend to place a very high value on the exercise of one of their most precious rights in the company of their neighbors and friends.

5. Security: Some members of the public have expressed their grave concern that VBM will increase the opportunity for elections fraud.  Concerned voters feel more secure placing their ballot in the tabulation machine at the polling place.

Reasons to support the policy

1. Simplifies the Election Process: The elections process would be simplified thereby reducing the potential for errors.  Currently the County runs two elections processes – mail and poll voting. Between 70 and 80 percent of voters vote by mail, while the remaining 20 to 30 percent vote at the polls.  Running two processes increases the complexity of elections and increases the opportunities for mistakes.  Recruiting and training up to 4,000 poll workers is very time intensive and has become increasingly difficult as fewer individuals are interested in working and the voting process at the polls has become more complex.
2. Experts Recommend VBM: Review bodies including the Citizens’ Election Oversight Committee and the Independent Task Force on Elections have made written recommendations that King County should conduct VBM elections.  The Elections Center in their audit said the County should consider the benefits of VBM elections and in their oral presentation, favored it.  The Waldron Group also recommended moving to VBM.
3. Growing Record of Success: While many of the counties in Washington that have moved to VBM do not have a long history of performance, the transitions seem to have gone well and the performance to date has been good.

4. 60 – 80 Percent of Voters Prefer VBM: Depending on the election, a large majority of voters clearly prefer to vote by mail.  Also, voter turnout in special elections has been demonstrated to increase with VBM.
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