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SUBJECT:

AN ORDINANCE relating to precinct balancing and the number of registered voters per individual precinct; and amending Ordinance 884, Section 1, as amended, and K.C.C. 1.12.010.
SUMMARY:

Proposed Ordinance 2007-0128 would make County Code reflect State law regarding the number of voters in precincts.  It would also change the date for State-mandated annual precinct adjustments from May 1 to thirty days before the statutory deadline for candidate filing and consistent with the limits established in RCW 29A.16.040. 
BACKGROUND:

Washington State law (RCW 29A.16.040 allows for voting precincts to have as many as 900 active registered voters. In addition, RCW 29A.16.040.6 allows for the subtraction of permanent absentee voters when meeting the 900 active voter size limit.  King County Code 1.12.010 limits voting precincts to between 200 and 400 active registered voters.  REALS also subtracts permanent absentee voters when meeting the 200 – 400 limit.  There are currently 2,555 precincts in King County.
ANALYSIS:

In practice, King County’s precincts average 544 voters when permanent absentee voters are added with poll voters.  Precinct size runs from an extreme low of 18 (in a small all vote-by-mail precinct) to a high of 1,156 in the largest precinct.  When the County goes to all-mail elections, without this change in code, approximately 1,200 new precincts would need to be created.  This is because nearly 608,000 permanent absentee voters would be added back into the precincts.  All voters will become the equivalent of permanent absentee voters and there will be no poll voters.  The 1,200 new precincts would be needed to keep precinct size within the 200 – 400 active voter size limits.
Ballot Styles – One of the most significant complications of having an additional 1,200 precincts is that every four years (when precinct committee officers are elected) there would be another 1,200 ballot styles for a total of approximately 3,755 ballot styles.  This greatly complicates the development and printing of ballots for the election and increases the chance for human error.  
Annual Precinct Adjustments – State law has moved the primary to the third Tuesday of August. The State has also set the candidate filing period to the first Monday in June of each year. Precinct boundaries may be changed at any time except that “no precinct boundaries may be changed during the period starting on the thirtieth day prior to the first day for candidates to file for the primary election and ending with the day of the general election.” (RCW 29A.16.040) It is necessary for the annual adjustment of precincts to be made in a timely manner before the filing deadline. If approved, one section of the ordinance would set the County’s deadline for annual precinct adjustments 30 days before the filing date, consistent with the statutory limits for this action and past County practice of adjusting precincts prior to candidate filing for primary races. 
Council Options:

Members of the Council have expressed an interest in maintaining approximately the same average precinct size that we have today.  While it may be practical to make County Code conform to state law, the Council could amend the subject legislation to require that precinct size not exceed a set number of active registered voters, or a range a range of active voters, perhaps 400 - 900.  This would provide some assurance that precincts would remain about the same size they are today.  
A second option is to approve the legislation as transmitted.
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