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SUBJECT:  A briefing on the 2011 General Election.
SUMMARY:
On October 28 it was determined that an unusual number of voters had not gotten ballots.  Ultimately it turned out that about 11,000 voters did not get ballots. This preliminary briefing will discuss how the problem was discovered, what is known to date about the problem and what has been done to ensure that voters have ballots and are able to vote. Not enough is known about the problem yet to identify corrective measures. 
DISCUSSION:

How the problem was discovered: King County elections operates a phone bank leading up to each election. Phone calls are well documented so that the Department of Elections can identify any systemic issues as well as helping voters solve unique problems. On approximately October 26, staff noticed that they were receiving an unusual number of calls from individuals who had not received their ballots. More troubling was the fact that these voters were concentrated on the east side of the County. Staff correctly concluded that the problem was not random but rather systemic. 

Nature of the problem: Initially the department thought that there may have been problems with delivery by the Postal Service. It was quickly determined that there likely was no problem with the delivery of ballots. The next focus was the print vendor. The printer printed and mailed all ballots to voters on the list given to them by Elections. The next logical place to look for the problem was in the Data Information Management System (DIMS). DIMS is the repository for active as well as inactive King County voters. When it is time to print ballots, all registered active voters in the DIMS database are assigned a unique number. Staff operating DIMS tell the system to download an electronic file of all active voters that includes their address and the ballot style appropriate to their particular precinct. This electronic file is provided to the vendor who prints ballots with the unique number on the tear-off tab and also prints the same unique number on the envelope so that quality control checks can be done to ensure each voter gets the correct ballot.
In this case, it appears that when staff directed the DIMS system to download the file of all active voters, some 11,000 voters did not get downloaded. A preliminary investigation determined that these 11,000 voters did have a unique number assigned to them, but for some reason they were not downloaded with all the other active voters. Elections staff do not understand the problem. It could be hardware, software or human error. King County Information Technology staff is assisting Elections to examine the DIMS system. Most relevant is the fact that the vendor is responsible to help the County identify the problem and fix it. 
The DIMS system was purchased in 2004 and replaced an antiquated, failing legacy system for managing the voter database. DIMS was manufactured by Diebold, which changed its name to Premier Elections Solutions. About two years ago, Premier was purchased by Elections Software and Systems (ES&S). At this point, the DIMS system is the oldest piece of equipment in the Department of Elections. It is clearly critical and its performance cannot be compromised. It is not clear that the ES&S staff has the expertise to diagnose the problem and fix it, but they are working on it. 

Remedial measures: Once the problem was discovered, The Director of Elections notified the public, Councilmembers and the Executive about the problem. The Department rather quickly identified which voters did not get ballots and had new ballots printed and sent out. Elections also began robo-calling the 11,000 voters telling them to expect a ballot in the mail, and to call if they did not get it soon. At this point all the voters have received a call, and a number have called back to acknowledge receipt of their ballot. 

The one piece of good news is that the problem was discovered in time to ensure that the voters were not disenfranchised. The troubling news is that the exact nature of the problem is not known. It is unclear if the problem was an operator error or the fault of the DIMS system.  If it is operator error, it should be able to be corrected with additional training and additional quality control measures. If there is a problem with the DIMS system, it would need to be fixed or replaced. 
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