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SUBJECT

A briefing on the Department of Elections’ pre-paid postage pilot project, which was implemented for the February 2017 Special Election.

SUMMARY

The February 2017 Special Election included elections for two jurisdictions: the Shoreline School District and the City of Maple Valley. The Department of Elections used the Special Election as a way to test the impact of providing pre-paid postage for ballots[footnoteRef:1] on voter turnout, as well as to assess the cost, timeliness, and operational implications of using pre-paid postage.  [1:  In addition to the existing ballot drop box locations] 


Today’s briefing will include a presentation by the Director of Elections summarizing the results from that pilot and potential recommendations for next steps.

BACKGROUND 

Voting in King County is primarily conducted by mail,[footnoteRef:2] and currently requires voters to affix postage to their ballot envelope to ensure their ballot is postmarked by the date of the election and returned to the Department of Elections to be tallied. Because purchasing postage and returning a ballot via a mailbox or Post Office has raised concerns about voter access, the Department of Elections also operates 43 ballot drop box locations and three Accessible Voting Center locations.[footnoteRef:3] [2:  Ordinance 15523]  [3:  Motion 14634] 


Councilmembers and the Director of Elections have discussed the question of whether providing pre-paid postage would enhance voter access, as voters could drop a completed ballot envelope in the mail without needing to purchase postage. To test the impact of pre-paid postage on voter turnout, as well as to assess the cost, timeliness, and operational implications of using pre-paid postage, Elections operated a “pre-paid postage pilot project” for the Special Election of February 2017. 

The February 2017 Special Election involved only two jurisdictions – the Shoreline School District and the City of Maple Valley. Elections advertised this pilot in the voters’ pamphlet, with the following text (see Attachment 2 for the full voters’ pamphlet):
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Elections also advertised the pilot through traditional and social media networks. The pilot received coverage in local news media during the weeks leading up to the election.

Following the election, the Director of Elections emailed Councilmembers with the department’s analysis of the pilot (see Attachment 1).

Turnout. Elections noted that turnout for the election was higher than anticipated, although it cannot be concluded that the pre-paid postage pilot was responsible for the higher turnout. Table 1 summarizes turnout.

Table 1. Turnout for February 2017 Special Election

	Jurisdiction
	Previous Special Election[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Shoreline School District’s most recent special election was in February 2014, and the City of Maple Valley ran an extremely similar bond measure just last year in April 2016.] 

	Projected 
Feb 2017
	Actual 
Feb 2017

	Shoreline School District
	30.24%
	30%
	40%

	City of Maple Valley
	31.65%
	31%
	37%


Source: King County Department of Elections

Postmark/Cancelation Rate. Elections analyzed whether there was any difference in the number of ballot envelopes receiving a postmark at the Post Office between the regular (stamped) ballot envelopes and the pilot using business reply mail (pre-paid postage). Elections notes that testing the postmark rate was important because the postmark is used to determine whether a mail-in ballot has been submitted in time. For postage-paid elections, the baseline measure was approximately 99 percent of envelopes receiving a postmark. For this election, using pre-paid postage, 98.7 percent of envelopes received a postmark.

Method of Return. Elections also analyzed the method of return for ballot envelopes, comparing returns via mail and ballot drop box. Because the drop box locations were the same for the November 2016 General Election and February 2017 Special Election, those were used for the analysis. 

Elections found that approximately 74 percent of February ballots were returned through the mail and 26 percent through drop boxes, compared with 43 percent by mail and 56 percent by drop box last November.

Elections notes that it is not possible to conclude if the pre-paid postage pilot caused this change in behavior. Table 2 shows the method of return for each jurisdiction. 

Table 1. Method of Return for Ballot Envelopes

	Jurisdiction
	November 2016
General Election
	February 2017
Special Election

	Shoreline School District

	Mail
	41%
	72%

	Drop Box
	59%
	28%

	City of Maple Valley

	Mail
	48%
	81%

	Drop Box
	52%
	19%

	TOTAL

	Mail
	43%
	74%

	Drop Box
	56%
	26%



Processing Time. Elections also analyzed whether using pre-paid postage would delay the receipt of ballots. They found that 70 percent of ballots were received within two days of the postmark, which was consistent with the United States Postal Services’ treatment of business reply mail, but which resulted in an average one-day lag compared with postage-paid mail. Elections is continuing to analyze the impact this delay could have on processing time.

Figure 1 shows ballot returns by day during the several weeks leading up to and past the election date.



Figure 1. Ballot Returns by Day
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The briefing today will provide more information on these issues, as well as potential recommendations from the Director of Elections on next steps.

ATTACHMENTS

1. Email from Elections Director Wise to the King County Council, dated February 24, 2017
2. Voters’ pamphlet for February 2017 Special Election


INVITED

· Julie Wise, Director, King County Department of Elections
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Mail your ballot without a stamp

Save your stamp! We have paid for the postage on your
return envelope for this election.

You can vote and return your ballot through the U.S. Postal Service as soon as you
receive it. Mailed ballots must be postmarked by February 14.

We are testing prepaid postage for this election. Learn more about the prepaid
postage pilot at kingcounty.gov/elections.
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