CITIZENS ELECTIONS ADVISORY COMMITTEE MEETING

January 27, 2011
Minutes

Date:
January 27, 2011
Meeting Began:  9:40 a.m.
In Attendance:

Shirley Forslof, Whatcom County Auditor



Pete Griffin, Election Supervisor



Nancy Moore, Auditor Staff



Todd Donovan, City of Bellingham




Robbi Ferron, League of Women Voters



Margit Kingston, Disability Community




Gerrit Kuiken, Republican Party




Steve Schuck, Representing Democratic Party

Shirley Forslof called the meeting to order at 9:40 a.m. and introductions were made around the room.
Shirley and Debbie Adelstein went to Olympia last week to attend the annual Washington State Association of County Auditors (WSACA) legislative conference.  They also had the opportunity to meet with legislators from the 39th, 40th, and 42nd legislative district.  Shirley gave an overview of the following house and senate bills:
HB 1000 would allow for a military or overseas voters’ ballot that is returned by fax or e-mail be counted immediately after the voter’s signature is verified.  Presently, we cannot count a ballot from a military or overseas voter until the original, signed affidavit (oath) is received in the mail.  We currently receive faxed or e-mailed ballots from military and overseas voters but we have to wait to count the ballot until the voter’s original, signed affidavit has been received.  HB1000 eliminates the waiting period to count the ballot.  
HB 1143/SB 5081 proposes that all Washington County Auditors be a non-partisan position.  Elections must be conducted in a non-partisan manner and without bias toward any political party.  A party affiliation of the county auditor can create the appearance of a partisan bias. Charter county auditors presently are non-partisan so the bill would only affect non-charter counties.
HB 1142/SB 5153 proposes that fewer than three candidates in a partisan primary be eliminated.  Presently in a partisan office there is a primary election even if there is only one candidate for an office.  The candidate subsequently also appears on the general election ballot.  Duplication of elections creates voter confusion as they don’t understand why they vote twice in an identical race.  If the bill passes, it will also be a cost saving measure.  In a non-partisan office if there are three or more candidates, there is a primary election.  If there are two or less candidates in a non-partisan office, no primary election is held and the candidates only appear on the general election ballot.
SB 5015 would allow that ballots could begin to be counted at 8:00 a.m. on the day before Election Day.  Current law dictates that ballots cannot begin to be counted until 7:00 a.m. on Election Day.  Many auditors are in favor of the bill.

HB 1079/SB 5124, sponsored by the Secretary of State, would mandate all Washington State counties be vote-by-mail.  Pierce County is the only remaining county in Washington State that is not vote-by-mail.  Some senators and representatives are opposed as they do not want to dictate to a county what type of election must be held.  It was suggested to put the proposition on the Pierce County ballot to let voters decide.  
HB 1079/SB 5124 also proposes verbiage relating to the publication of the legal notice of election in the RCWs be revised.  Current law, which is based on poll sites, provides that the legal notice of election be published 3 to 10 days prior to an election.  Now that we are vote-by-mail all ballots are legally mandated to be mailed 18 days prior to an election.  Thusly, the verbiage to publish a notice of election 3 to 10 days prior to an election is outdated.  RCW verbiage would also be updated relating to precinct size, voting centers, etc.
HB 1080/SB 5171 would change the date of the primary election to the beginning of August.  The federal government requires that ballots for military and overseas voters be mailed 45 days prior to an election.  In past years Washington State has been granted a waiver from the federal requirement because certification of an election is 15 days after a primary election or 21 days after a general election.  This allowed extra time for military and overseas ballots to be returned and counted.  It is unlikely that Washington State will receive future waivers.  If the bill passes, the primary election will be moved back two weeks to the beginning of August instead of mid-August and filing week would also be moved back from the first week in June to mid-May.
HB 1324/SB 5119 concerns the suspension of the presidential primary in 2012 as a cost saving measure.  The elimination of the 2012 presidential primary will save the State General Fund $10 million.  The Governor’s office is in concurrence with the bill.
Steve Schuck asked about HB 1090.  Shirley said the bill would create districts within the legislative districts.  Pete said the bill might create more split precincts because a precinct boundary line cannot cross a legislative district boundary line.  

HB 1185/SB 5125 proposes that all ballots be returned by 8:00 p.m. on Election Day.  Current law provides that ballots must be postmarked on or before Election Day.   A majority of auditors are opposed to this bill.  Shirley feels the bill would disenfranchise voters and would not necessarily speed up the election results.  Military and overseas voters would be exempt from the 8:00 p.m. Election Day deadline.  Determination of an on-time military or overseas ballot would still go by the date the voter signed and dated the affidavit.
Shirley explained Washington State law provides that ballots must be available 20 days prior to an election and mailed out no later than 18 days prior to an election.  Whatcom County adheres to mailing ballots out 20 days prior.

Steve Schuck asked to what extent Whatcom County follows state requirements for elections.  Pete responded that Whatcom County’s election related activities exceed state requirements.

Whatcom Fair Voting asked why overseas voters didn’t return their ballots in the same percentage as other voters.  Shirley surmised that because the 2010 General Election was not high-profile, interest in the election was lower.    

Discussion turned to registered voters who are homeless.  Previously, homeless voters used the courthouse address to obtain a ballot.  Currently, a homeless voter receives a ballot from the precinct where the voter says they live (i.e., if they are staying under a bridge they will receive a ballot from the precinct the bridge is in).  

A representative from the Secretary of State’s office conducted a review of Whatcom County’s post-election procedures for the 2010 General Election.  Shirley was very pleased with the favorable review.  The suggestion was made by the Secretary of State’s Office to update a few of our policies and procedures.  The report is available on our website at www.whatcomcounty.us/auditor and click on Election Division, All Election Information, Election History, and 2010 Recount Review.  
Pete explained that WinEDS is the software application we use that creates the coding to populate the ballot counting machines. He said it is the most important aspect of all of the software applications for ballot counting.  We have been using Version 3.1 since 2005.  Our vendor produced Version 4.0 approximately two years ago.  The Secretary of State conducted a certification of Version 4.0 and we will be using Version 4 for the first time in the April Special Election.  Version 4.0 will provide easier programming and reports will be produced much quicker.  Pete further explained that presently BPS (part of the programming application that physically creates a ballot image to send to the printer) and WinEDS are on the same server.  With Version 4.0 BPS and WinEDS will be on separate servers.  The new server will be a tremendous improvement.  The hardware, training, sequel server licenses, standard server licenses, and operating system will cost Whatcom County approximately $17,500.  
Lynden School District Special Election is Tuesday, February 8th.  Approximately 11,384 ballots were mailed out to Lynden School District voters.  Pete stated that if a Lynden School District voter or a voter in any future election needs to obtain a replacement ballot, it is now available by clicking on MyVote at our website at www.whatcomcounty.us/auditor or by clicking on MyVote at www.sos.wa.gov.  The voter must enter their name exactly as they are registered.  

Pete explained the Lynden School District Special Election is the first election we will be using the ballot status return which is now located under MyVote.  MyVote is a statewide system in which any voter can check to see if their ballot has been returned.  The ballot status return is updated every 24 hours.

With no further business the meeting adjourned at 11:00 a.m.
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