Summary of Election Issues

2002

In 2002, the Records, Elections and Licensing Services Division (REALS) failed to mail in a timely manner tens of thousands of absentee ballots for the November 2002 general election.  The ballots were mailed to voters but this was up to two weeks later than the date required by State law.  The reasons for the late mailing, along with other problems within REALS, were summarized and discussed in both the Election Procedures Review of King County report issued by the Office of the Secretary of State in February 2003 and the final report issued by a consultant hired by the Council, Ellen Hansen, in April 2003.

A number of changes resulted.  One was a change to the King County Code that requires confirmation of the appointment of both the manager of REALS and the superintendent of elections (Ordinance 14570).  In addition, the Council created the Citizens’ Elections Oversight Committee (CEOC) via Ordinance 14711.

2003

Several polling places ran out of ballots during the April 22, 2003 special election for the Highline School District.  More than one thousand five hundred absentee ballots for vote-by-mail precincts in unincorporated King County were not mailed until four days before the May 20, 2003 election.  The director of REALS resigned in the wake of these problems.

Elections professionals were hired by the County Executive to manage the elections section and run the County’s elections processes.  This leadership team was expected to solve the problems that surfaced in the 2002 and 2003 elections and ensure strict compliance with Federal, State and County laws.  

2004

The CEOC issued its report examining the problems that arose from the 2002 and 2003 elections.  Recommendations included:

· Managers with elections expertise should be hired;

· Elections should be reorganized as a core component of County government and be funded accordingly;

· Periodic independent oversight should be established;

· All ballot processing should occur in a single facility;

· A formal training plan for employees should be implemented; and,

· A quality assurance program should be implemented.

The 2004 General Election exposed many other problems in the Elections Operations Section. A very close gubernatorial election led to both a machine and a manual recount.  The manual recount overturned the results of the governor’s election in both the regular and machine counts.  The process of conducting both the machine and manual recounts led to the identification of additional problems with King County’s elections procedures and practices.  For example, absentee ballots were not counted during the regular or machine recount because voter signatures were not on file in the computer system.  Most of these were later tallied as part of the manual recount.  After the manual recount, a number of ballots were discovered still in their original envelopes.  These ballots were not counted at all.  Felons who had not had their voting rights restored were shown to have cast ballots.  And, ballots were cast by spouses of deceased voters.

Legal action against King County and other parties, while resulting in an affirmation of the results of the manual recount for the governor’s race, brought into question many methods and processes used by the County with regard to the handling of ballots and the counting of votes.  The judge in the case was highly critical of the “culture” that exists within the King County Elections Section, noting:  "It's inertia, it's selfishness, it's taking our paycheck but not doing the work."
2005

Several different groups were commissioned to review the way the County handles its Elections Operations Section. The Executive appointed the Independent Task Force on Elections which issued its report on July 27th, 2005. The Citizens Election Oversight Committee was reestablished and is currently working on its assessment.  And, the Council initiated an independent audit that is being overseen by the Auditor’s Office.  This report is expected to be complete in October 2005. 
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