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Metropolitan King County Council
Government Accountability and Oversight Committee


STAFF REPORT

	Agenda Item:
	7
	Name:
	Mary Bourguignon

	Proposed No.:
	2017-0098
	Date:
	March 14, 2017




SUBJECT

Proposed Motion 2017-0098 would approve a new policy related to the number and locations of Accessible Voting Centers[footnoteRef:1] operated by the Department of Elections. [1:  Legislation adopted by the Council prior to the implementation of elections by mail refers to “Regional Voting Centers.” However, Elections now refers to these centers as “Accessible Voting Centers” or “AVCs,” so the terms Regional Voting Centers (RVCs) and Accessible Voting Centers (AVCs) will be used interchangeably throughout this report. These voting centers are regulated by RCW 29A.40.160.] 


SUMMARY

Proposed Motion 2017-0098 would set as County policy that the Department of Elections must operate one Accessible Voting Center (AVC) during the 18 days prior to each election, as required by state law.[footnoteRef:2] Any additional AVCs would be opened as deemed necessary by the Director of Elections.  [2:  RCW 29A.40.160] 


For special elections, the need for additional AVCs would be determined in consultation with the jurisdictions participating in the special election. For primary and general elections, the need for additional AVCs would be determined “in a manner that maximizes resources and most effectively serves county residents,” and in consultation with the Disability Advisory Committee, the Citizens’ Elections Oversight Committee, and participating jurisdictions. 

This proposed policy for AVCs was developed in response to Motion 12820, which requires three AVCs (also known as Regional Voting Centers (RVCs)1), and requires that the number and location of these AVCs/RVCs cannot be changed unless the Council approves the change by motion.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Motion 12820, Sections B, C, E] 


BACKGROUND 

In 2005, the Washington State legislature amended Title 29A RCW to allow counties the option of conducting elections by mail. In response, in 2006, the Council authorized the County to conduct elections by mail[footnoteRef:4],[footnoteRef:5] following the satisfactory completion of a number of tasks, including the appointment and confirmation of the Director of Elections;[footnoteRef:6] cultural change and management training for Elections staff; an electronic tracking system to track ballots and ensure accountability;[footnoteRef:7] and a plan with cost estimates for the implementation of AVCs and ballot drop boxes.[footnoteRef:8]  [4:  Ordinance 15523]  [5:  The first election conducted completely by mail was the special election in February 2009.]  [6:  The position of Director of Elections was changed from an appointed to an elected position via Initiative 25, which was approved by the voters in November 2008. Voters also approved a charter amendment allowing the Council to establish qualifications for office for the elected Director of Elections. Those qualifications were established through Ordinance 16302. Ordinance 16557 removed the requirement from Ordinance 15523 for the appointment and confirmation of a Director of Elections and a Superintendent of Elections. The first elected Director of Elections was elected in 2009 for a two-year term; regular, four-year terms began with the election in 2011 (King County Charter Section 647). ]  [7:  Addressed via Ordinance 15623 (October 2006), Motion 12564 (July 2007), and Motion 12658 (December 2007).]  [8:  The requirement for a plan for AVCs and ballot drop boxes was reiterated in Ordinance 15652, the 2007 budget ordinance.] 


In April 2007, as planning for vote-by-mail continued, the Council created an advisory group to propose locations for AVCs and ballot drop boxes.[footnoteRef:9] The group recommended 17 AVCs located throughout the County, as well as locations for 36 ballot drop boxes.[footnoteRef:10]  [9:  Motion 12505]  [10:  Staff report on Proposed Motion 2008-0381 to Committee of the Whole, July 21, 2008, prepared by Mike Alvine] 


Because the advisory group’s recommendations for AVCs and ballot drop boxes were submitted as the economic downturn began, the Executive and Council examined options to provide voting alternatives at lower cost. (State law requires only one RVC/AVC, that is to be open during business hours during the period from 18 days before the election until 8:00 PM election day,[footnoteRef:11] and does not require ballot drop boxes.)  [11:  RCW 29A.40.160] 


In November 2007, the Council voted[footnoteRef:12] to establish 11 AVCs: [12:  Ordinance 15975] 


· One 20-day[footnoteRef:13] AVC in District 5; [13:  A 20-day center would be open for 20 days including and prior to election day; a four-day center would be open for four days including and prior to election day.] 

· Two four-day AVCs each in Districts 3 and 8; and
· One four-day AVC in each remaining District.

In July 2008, the Council approved Motion 12820, which authorized a plan for three AVCs and 39 ballot drop boxes. AVCs were to be located in:

· Elections headquarters in Renton (20-day);
· Union Station in downtown Seattle (four-day); and
· Bellevue City Hall (four-day).

The three designated AVC locations were not to be changed without prior approval of the Council by motion, except in emergency situations.

Although Motion 12820 authorized the number and location of AVC and ballot drop box locations, the continued economic downturn affected the number of drop box locations the County was actually able to implement. Elections maintained the three AVC locations, but the number of drop box locations varied each year based on budget appropriations, the willingness of local jurisdictions to host drop boxes, and a temporary experiment with ballot drop-off vans.[footnoteRef:14] See Table 1 below for a year-by-year summary of ballot drop-off locations. [14:  Ordinances 16717 and 16984, 2010-RPT0197, 2011-RPT0150, 2011-RPT0205] 


In December 2015, the Council approved Motion 14491 requesting that the Director of Elections develop and transmit a plan to improve access to ballot drop-off locations in King County. In February 2016, the Council approved a supplemental budget request to purchase 37 new ballot drop boxes,[footnoteRef:15] but stipulated that the new drop boxes were not to be installed until the Director of Elections transmitted and the Council approved by motion the ballot drop-off location plan requested in Motion 14491. [15:  Ordinance 18239 ] 


In May 2016, the Council adopted Motion 14634, which approved Elections’ “Ballot Drop Off Locations” plan and authorized the installation of 37 new drop boxes. That expansion resulted in a total of 43 ballot drop box locations in King County. Motion 14634 did not change the number (three) or locations of the AVCs: 

· Elections headquarters in Renton (20-day);
· Union Station in downtown Seattle (four-day); and
· Bellevue City Hall (four-day).

Proposed Motion 2017-0098: Change to AVC policy. Following the implementation of the ballot drop box expansion approved via Motion 14634, Elections has transmitted Proposed Motion 2017-0098, which would approve a new policy for AVCs. Specifically, it would require that the Department of Elections must operate one AVC, rather than three, during the 18 days prior to each election. This AVC would be located at Elections headquarters in Renton.

Any additional AVCs beyond the one required in Proposed Motion 2017-0098 would be opened as deemed necessary by the Director of Elections. 

For special elections, the need for additional AVCs would be determined in consultation with the jurisdictions participating in the special election. For primary and general elections, the need for additional AVCs would be determined “in a manner that maximizes resources and most effectively serves county residents,” and in consultation with the Disability Advisory Committee, the Citizens’ Elections Oversight Committee, and participating jurisdictions. 

Table 1 summarizes the number of AVCs and ballot drop boxes required in 2008 by Motion 12820, the actual number implemented for each General Election from 2009 through 2016, and the proposal articulated in Proposed Motion 2017-0098.


Table 1. Ballot Drop-Off Locations
Motion 12820 Requirements
Actual Implementation, 2009-2016
Proposed Motion 2017-0098



ANALYSIS

[bookmark: _GoBack]Proposed Motion 2017-0098 would meet the requirement of Motion 12820, which requires that, “[t]he number and location of regional voting centers shall not be changed without prior approval of the county by motion.”[footnoteRef:16]  [16:  Motion 12820, Section B, C, E] 


Proposed Motion 2017-0098 would also meet the requirements of state law, which requires one “voting center” in each county for each election, which must be “open during business hours during the voting period, which begins eighteen days before, and ends at 8:00 p.m. on the day of, the primary, special election, or general election.”[footnoteRef:17] [17:  RCW 29A.40.160] 


The Director of Elections notes that the move to vote-by-mail has provided additional access to voting throughout the County and has resulted in a decrease in the number of voters using AVCs. 

The Director of Elections notes that, “in some elections, it costs thousands of dollars per voter that utilizes them (AVCs). For example, in this past April [2016] Special Election we had two voters at the Bellevue AVC and zero voters at the Union Station AVC, yet we had to fully staff them for four full days.”[footnoteRef:18] Table 2 summarizes Elections’ experience with AVCs between 2013 and 2016.
 [18:  Email from Julie Wise (Elections Director) to County Councilmembers, February 8, 2017] 


Table 2. Use and Cost of AVCs, 2013-2016

[image: cid:image003.png@01D27E20.01B4E010]
Source: King County Department of Elections

The proposed reduction in the required number of AVCs would represent a change in Elections’ practice, as the County has maintained three AVCs since 2008. This is a policy choice for Councilmembers: whether the implementation of vote-by-mail combined with the increase in ballot drop box locations in 2016 lessens the need for multiple AVCs around the County. 

ATTACHMENTS

1. Proposed Motion 2017-0098
2. Transmittal Letter

INVITED

· Julie Wise, Director, King County Department of Elections
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Accessible Voting Center	

Motion 12820	Nov 
2009	Nov 
2010	Nov 
2011	Nov 
2012	Nov 
2013	Nov 
2014	Nov 
2015	Nov 
2016	Proposed	3	3	3	3	5	3	3	3	3	1	Ballot Drop Box	

Motion 12820	Nov 
2009	Nov 
2010	Nov 
2011	Nov 
2012	Nov 
2013	Nov 
2014	Nov 
2015	Nov 
2016	Proposed	39	19	11	11	12	9	10	10	43	43	Ballot Drop-Off Van	

Motion 12820	Nov 
2009	Nov 
2010	Nov 
2011	Nov 
2012	Nov 
2013	Nov 
2014	Nov 
2015	Nov 
2016	Proposed	3	12	12	12	
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		Ballot Drop Off Locations

				Motion 12820		Nov 
2009		Nov 
2010		Nov 
2011		Nov 
2012		Nov 
2013		Nov 
2014		Nov 
2015		Nov 
2016		Proposed

		Accessible Voting Center		3		3		3		3		5		3		3		3		3		1

		Ballot Drop Box		39		19		11		11		12		9		10		10		43		43

		Ballot Drop-Off Van										3		12		12		12
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2009	Nov 
2010	Nov 
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2012	Nov 
2013	Nov 
2014	Nov 
2015	Nov 
2016	Proposed	39	19	11	11	12	9	10	10	43	43	Ballot Drop-Off Van	
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