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June 16, 2003

The Honorable Cynthia Sullivan

Chair, King County Council

Room 1200

C O U R T H O U S E

Dear Councilmember Sullivan:

The purpose of this correspondence is to transmit to you and members of the King County Council my recommendations for election reform in King County, accompanied by a proposed supplemental appropriation ordinance.

As you know, in early 2002, I asked the management team in the Department of Executive Services and the Records, Elections and Licensing Services Division, to take a fresh look at our election services and how they might be improved as we look to the future.  As a part of that self-examination, we invited the Office of the Secretary of State (OSOS) to join with us to review our systems and processes in the September 2002 Primary.

Due to issues surrounding the mailing of the absentee ballots in the General Election, the Council joined me in requesting that the Office of the Secretary of State provide additional comment and suggestions.

Under your leadership, the Council’s Labor, Operations and Technology Committee, ably chaired by Councilmember Constantine, has taken public comment and worked with staff to review additional suggestions and ideas.

We have sought out the best advice from all sources, internal and external, to develop a set of recommendations that seek to place the County in a leadership position in this state and in the country.  Teams of staff from ITS and Elections were brought together with one goal in mind:  how to improve our process in such a way as to restore the public’s confidence and prepare for the next decade?  Staff embraced that question with vigor and enthusiasm.  The County is better for those efforts and will be better still; more importantly, the County will be well-positioned to meet the challenges of 2004 and beyond if these recommendations are implemented.

This package of election reforms will:

· improve our information flow to the public while at the same time improving their ability to obtain timely information from us;

· improve our absentee process and upgrade aging equipment while providing a documented pathway for future technicians that is not reliant on a single individual but on a group of highly trained staff who can complement each other;

· will make access to our electoral process easier for those with language difficulties;

· will reach out, rather than react, to the communities throughout this diverse county to provide them the opportunity to register to vote or obtain voter information by establishing a voter outreach program;

· will finally be able to complete several system upgrades, develop a long-term plan, and hire the staff necessary to carry it out.  

This last item is especially important in terms of a new voter registration system.  While not technically part of this supplemental appropriation request, a new system is a priority and will be the subject of a separate initiative.

These recommendations address all of the issues raised in the OSOS report that have not already been dealt with.

Acting efficiently and effectively within current resources, staff have already improved ballot security; improved the Web site; streamlined the absentee ballot process; updated the procedures manual; and achieved all-time highs in absentees mailed in a single day and absentee ballots counted on election day.

Last December, Election staff reported to you that they did not want to commit resources without a careful and deliberative process that ensured the public resources were well-spent.  They have met that responsibility.  I certify that funds are available to fund this request.

Management and staff of my administration have reviewed all available data and believe this package offers the best opportunity to chart a new direction for our election system.  I look forward to your joining with me in this effort.

Sincerely,

Ron Sims

King County Executive
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