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This report from Elections, required by ordinance, maintains the current determinations of Chinese, Vietnamese, Spanish, and Korean as the languages into which King County voting materials will be translated.

SUMMARY

Ordinance 18086 (2015) required the Director of Elections to determine and report to Council every five years on what languages reach the threshold of 10,000 or more limited English proficient King County residents older than five years of age, for purposes of translating voting materials. This initial report from Elections draws on Census bureau and other data and maintains the current determinations of Spanish, Chinese, Vietnamese and Korean.  

The report further describes related activities that Elections is pursuing to achieve the intent of Ordinance 18086: to “promot[e] access to elections for historically underrepresented citizens … to minimize obstacles and improve pathways to voting by citizens whose limited English proficiency results in practical barriers to full participation in our democracy.”

BACKGROUND 

Per Ordinance 18086:
· The Director of Elections must make available voting materials in languages with the largest number of limited-English-proficient (LEP) speakers older than five years of age in King County, additional to those required by federal law (Section 203 of the Voting Rights Act of 1965[footnoteRef:1]).  [1:  P.L. 94-73, 42 U.S.C. 1973aa-1a] 

· Voting materials are defined to include voter registration forms and instructions, ballots and ballot instructions, and local voters’ pamphlets.
· By January 2017 (and then every five years), Elections must report to Council on languages meeting the threshold of 10,000 or more LEP King County residents.
· Unless Council enacts a different list, beginning with 2017 general election, Elections must provide materials in languages determined to meet the threshold in its report to Council, in addition to languages required by the Voting Rights Act.

Chinese was designated a Section 203 Language for King County by the Department of Justice on July 26, 2002,  followed by Vietnamese on October 19, 2011. Spanish and Korean were added by Ordinance 18086 to the languages into which Elections was required to translate voting materials for the 2016 general election.

Specifically, with regard to this report, Ordinance 18086, Section 2.B states:

“In 2016 and at least every five years thereafter, the director of elections shall review data on limited-English-proficient populations in King County and shall determine, in consultation with community leaders of limited-English-proficient populations and the office of performance, strategy and budget, each single language that has ten thousand or more limited-English-proficient King County residents. The director of elections shall make this determination by referring to the best available data from the United States Census Bureau or other source the director considers relevant and reliable. The director of elections shall file a report of this determination, including a list of all languages that meet the threshold of ten thousand or more limited-English-proficient residents, and the supporting analysis by January 30, 2017, and at least every five years after the first report is filed.”

ANALYSIS

Federally required languages 
The Civil Rights Division of the US Department of Justice offers annual guidance to local elections officials on how to comply with language minority provisions. The most recent guidance received by Elections (in December 2016) made no changes to the languages currently required for King County by the Voting Rights Act (Chinese and Vietnamese). However, the information Elections received noted that Taiwanese was included under the Chinese language, which is why the Elections report notes translation into Chinese “including Taiwanese.” 

Elections staff further notes: “We currently have two full time staff that are native Chinese speakers and speak Mandarin, Cantonese and Taiwanese (Taishanese) so we can provide interpretation on site as needed. We also contract with the language line to provide phone interpretation on demand for 120 different languages. At present, most calls we receive are from Mandarin speakers. For printed materials, we use a Chinese simplified form which is easily read by most Chinese individuals.”

Analysis of thresholds
Elections reports that the Office of Performance, Strategy and Budget (PSB) and the Office of Equity and Social Justice analyzed American Community Survey (ACS) and Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS) data from the US Census Bureau to determine which languages achieve a threshold of 10,000 individuals speaking English “less than very well” in King County. The most current available data (through 2014) retains the four languages previously identified for voting materials translation (Spanish, Chinese, Vietnamese and Korean) at that level. 

Several additional languages fall between 5,000 and 10,000 individuals speaking English “less than very well” in King County according to these data: Tagalog (spoken by Filipino people), Russian, Cushite (Somali and related languages), Amharic (spoken by Ethiopian people) and Ukrainian.

All of these languages, with the exception of Tagalog, fall into the top two tiers identified by King County for written translation, which is based on an index of sources including Washington state schools data for King County, King County District Court and Public Health clinic data as well as Census Bureau data.[footnoteRef:2]  Tier 2 also includes Arabic. Elections indicates that these language tiers were updated in 2016.  [2:  Executive Order INF 14-2 (2010), Appendix C.] 


Additionally, Elections reports seeking additional information to complement these analyses. 
· First, they worked with PSB and Public Health to estimate the number of limited-English speaking residents of King County who are eligible to vote, or soon will be (citizens over the age of 16). The top four languages according to this analysis were the same four currently translated, with Tagalog coming in fifth at 4,890 citizens over age 16. 
· Next, Elections consulted the Seattle Office of Immigrant and Refugee Affairs, which confirmed the same top four languages among translation requests they receive.
· Finally, Elections reviewed information on immigration to Washington state and established that trends suggest that immigrants from Asia and Spanish-speaking countries are more likely to become citizens (eligible to vote) currently, as compared with recent refugees arriving in King County, who primarily speak Arabic, Farsi and African languages. 

The general alignment of results from these analytical approaches and sets of data lends support to maintaining the current four languages for translation, and revisiting the list as the Limited English Proficient population of King County grows and changes and demand for translated voting materials also grows. Elections recommends monitoring Somali and Russian as potential next languages for translation; however, it would seem remiss to exclude Tagalog from such monitoring, given its relative prevalence in some data sources.

Translation requests
Ordinance 18086 Section 2.A.1 requires that the Director of Elections record the number of ballot and voter pamphlet requests in each language other than English and include this information in its report to Council on languages for translation. Upon Council staff request, Elections provided the following table of requests logged in 2016 by language.



Table 1: 2016 Reported Language Preferences* (Elections)

	Chinese
	Vietnamese
	Korean
	Spanish
	Total

	470
	598
	567
	367
	2002


*When a voter expresses a language preference other than English they receive ballots, local voters’ pamphlets and all other correspondence from Elections in their preferred language.
Costs
Based on the experience of adding Spanish and Korean in 2016, King County Elections estimates that it costs approximately $75,000 initially and $125,000 in annual ongoing costs to add a language into which King County voting materials will be translated.

Additional outreach activities
Elections further reports funding community outreach and education for limited English proficient populations through a pilot partnership with the Seattle Foundation in 2016. Elections reports that representatives of funded community-based organizations expressed the desire for basic voter education to remove barriers to participation in elections, even prioritizing it above translation of voting materials.  

ATTACHMENTS

1. RPT 2017-0011
2. Transmittal Letter

INVITED

1. Julie Wise, Director, King County Elections
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