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Metropolitan King County Council

Committee of the Whole
	Agenda Item No.:
	3
	
	Date:
	June 5, 2006

	Proposed No.:
	2006-0190
	
	Prepared By:
	Polly St. John


STAFF REPORT
SUBJECT:
AN ORDINANCE making a supplemental appropriation of $1.8 million to King County elections to begin a transition to an all mail ballot voting system.  
SUMMARY:
This is the second hearing for Proposed Ordinance 2006-0190, which was discussed previously on May 22, 2006.  If approved, the ordinance would provide supplemental expenditure authority to begin a transition to an all mail ballot voting system.  The funding would provide for (1) a project team to oversee the project, (2) outreach and education, (3) planning for tenant improvements to the temporary elections annex, and (4) technology and organizational support through a consultant.  The proposed transition is projected to take 18 months, with additional 2007 costs (estimated at $1 million) to be included in the Executive’s 2007 budget proposal.  
It should be noted that this supplemental request does not include funding for equipment needs such as high speed tabulation machines.  The Executive plans to transmit additional legislation for those costs, which are estimated to be $4 - 5 million.  It is anticipated that most of the equipment costs will be supported by federal grants from Help American Vote Act (HAVA) grants, which are distributed by the state.  
This staff report discusses only 2006 requests.  As noted above, 2007 costs for the transition and equipment costs are not provided for in this legislation.  Also, inherent in a move to an all vote by mail election administration is the assumption of regional voting centers to accommodate the disabled and drop-off ballot sites throughout the county.  This supplemental request does not address these functional assumptions.  
BACKGROUND
The county currently provides voters with a “dual” option voting system.  Voters may (1) vote by mail using absentee ballots or (2) vote at one of 528 polling locations throughout the county.  Per the Executive’s transmittal letter, more than 60 percent of county voters choose to vote by mail by requesting permanent absentee ballot status.  In addition, fewer than 30 percent of all ballots in any given election are cast in person at polling places.  
In response to these statistics, the Executive asked the Records, Elections and Licensing Services Division (REALS) to prepare a report, which was completed in January 2006.  The report examines the steps and options needed to move from the county’s current ballot system to a comprehensive vote by mail (VBM) system.  The report is entitled “King County Elections – Moving to Vote by Mail” and was prepared by REALS core and administrative staff along with selected experts from other jurisdictions.  The plan examines the elections section organizational structure, project management, communications, process management, facilities, budget, technology, policy and legislative change, supplier and contract services, staffing, recruitment and training.  The report includes a set of recommendations and suggested schedule designed to move King County to VBM, with a goal of final completion by August 2007.  Based on this report, the Executive has transmitted a supplemental request to begin a transition to VBM.  
County Policy Themes:

The VBM proposal is consistent with suggestions and recommendations included in other key county reports, including the recent management audit.  The following reports have been discussed extensively in COW and are addressed in the staff report for Proposed Ordinance 2006-0191:  
1. Citizens’ Election Oversight Committee (CEOC ) Report  (May 2004)  

2. King County Independent Task Force on Elections, Report and Recommendations to the King County Executive  (July 27, 2005)

3. The Election Center Operations Audit  (October 25, 2005)

4. Waldron and Company Initial Assessment Report  (January 25, 2006)

On May 15, 2006 the council approved Motion 12285 outlining an elections action plan that was based on the above reports.  The motion recognized the improvements already made in the conduct of elections and also committed the county to making additional improvements.  The goal of the action plan is to help restore voter confidence in County-run elections.  

In addition, on May 22nd the Committee of the Whole recommended passage by the full council of two elections related pieces of legislation:  

1. Proposed Motion 2006-0230 that would establish county policy on certain elections issues.  This policy motion requests that the executive perform specific actions related to elections processes and facilities and also establishes timelines for actions.  
2. Proposed Ordinance 2006-0191 that would establish all vote-by-mail elections beginning in 2007 on a date determined by the Director of Records, Elections and Licensing Services.  
REQUESTED FUNDING:
Proposed Ordinance 2002-0190 requests $1.8 million to cover costs for six months in four specific areas involved in moving to vote-by-mail.  The fiscal note estimates that additional funding to complete the project in 2007 will amount to $1,083,935.  

The components recommended in the January report are:  
· Vote By Mail Project Team, 

· Voter Outreach and Education, 

· Facilities and Space needs, and

· Consulting needs.  

ANALYSIS:

The 2006 budget provided expenditure authority of $22,887,207 for REALS.  If the request of $1,835,446 is approved, the 2006 REALS budget will increase by 8% to $24,722,653.  Analysis for each of the four requested components is listed below – following the details of the Executive’s request.  

Vote By Mail (VBM) Project Team & supplies
$391,206  (9.00 TLTs)
Request:

The Executive is asking for staffing to plan, evaluate and implement the transition to VBM, which is a new body of work for the elections section.  This project team will oversee the conversion to VBM.  The request includes funding for both equipment and services.  Per the Executive, involvement of existing staff is essential for the planning process.  The requested 9.00 term limited temporary (TLT) positions will either be assigned to a specific task or will backfill for regular staff.  The Executive believes that this staffing plan is necessary for a successful process and to continue to administer upcoming elections.  

According to the Executive, there are seven likely elections between April 2006 and August 2007, two of which are countywide
.  The transmittal letter stresses that the existing voting process and the Elections Section staff must remain stable to ensure administration of those elections.  
The appropriation request also includes $39,000 for supplies, equipment and hardware (such as desks and computers) to support the requested positions, totaling $391,206 for all associated project team costs.  The following table details the requested funding for the term-limited positions and associated equipment.  
Table 1.  Requested Project Team Staffing
	Position


	2006 Request
(for 6 months)
	Purpose



	Project Management  
(1.0 TLT)
Duration:  18 months
	$      56,202
	Overall project management, planning, scheduling, coordinating

	Special Projects Manager II 
 (0.5 TLT)

Duration:  18 months
	$      29,316
	Oversight of IT projects

	Communications Specialist  
(1.0 TLT)
Duration:  18 months
	$      38,070
	Project documentation, stakeholder communications, staff communications, procedures support

	Technical Writer/Communications Spec. II  

(1.0 TLT)
Duration:  12 months
	$      22,824
	Analyze and develop procedures for new systems and/or new production methods.

	Geographic Information Specialist  
(1.0 TLT)
Duration:  12 months
	$      38,070
	Assist GIS unit in precinct consolidation analysis

	Function Analyst  
(2.0 TLT)
Duration:  18 months
	2 @ 44,724

$      89,448
	New systems analysis, selection, and implementation support

	Administrative Specialist III  
(1.0 TLT)
Duration:  18 months
	$      29,622
	Administrative support for the project team

	Administrative Specialist III  
(1.0 TLT)

      (minority language support) 
Duration:  18 months
	$      29,622
	Minority language support, translation, coalition outreach and education

	Fiscal Specialist  
(0.5 TLT) 
Duration:  18 months
	$      19,032
	Project accounting and grant reimbursement support

	Salaries & Benefits
	$    352,206
	

	Supplies and Equipment for project team
	$     39,000
	

	TOTAL REQUEST FOR PROJECT TEAM
	$    391,206
	


This total comprises funding for six months in 2006.  The fiscal note estimates that additional funding to complete the project in 2007 will amount to $1,083,935.  The transmittal letter states that the 2007 funding for the positions will be included in the 2007 proposed budget.  
Analysis

Council staff requested and received job descriptions for each of the proposed positions to support the transition to VBM.  The requested positions appear reasonable to support the project either through assignment or to backfill current positions, which would allow permanent elections staff to provide a higher level of expertise to the project.  
According to the May vacancy report (on information through April 30th), the REALS division currently has 21.28 vacant permanent positions.  Approximately 10, or half, of these positions are related to elections operations.  For the first four months of 2006, $360,699 is identified in the vacancy report as salary savings for unfilled positions, with an additional savings of $59,942 for 5.00 positions that have now been filled.  Consequently the total salary savings through April 30, 2006 is $420,641.  These CX funds are available to be used for other division purposes and could be used to meet division underexpenditure requirements or to pay for temporary employees to backfill positions.  

Some of the salary savings have accumulated because the elections section has had difficulty filling positions.  The hiring situation has resulted in the need to use temporary help and overtime to fill the gaps.  In 2005, REALS exceeded both their temporary and overtime accounts to support functions.  (The division was able to stay within their expenditure authority for these account overages by using salary savings and other budget adjustments.)  Table 2 shows past usage of the accounts as well as 2006 information:  
Table 2.  REALS Temporary & Overtime Usage
	Account
	2005 budget  
	Actual
	Overage
	2006 budget 

	Temporary
	$    1,312,026 
	$    1,505.487 
	$    193,461 
	$    1,373,165 

	Overtime
	$    476,268 
	$    1,029,420 
	$    553,152 
	$       509,896 

	TOTAL
	$    1,788,294
	$    2,534,907
	$    746,613 
	$    1,883,061 


The 2006 budget added 14.00 new positions in REALS to support elections functions, five of which are filled.  Elections has hired 8.00 TLTs to temporarily provide flexibility and support to elections staff due to the inability to fill these permanent positions.  Although active recruitment is ongoing, salary savings continue to accumulate.  A portion of the savings can reasonably be assumed to pay for new temporary help.  While acknowledging that this is a new body of work, a portion of the $420,641 savings could reasonably be used to support some of the costs requested for the project team.  

Pro:
CX savings are achieved by using salary savings to support a portion of the request.  
Con:
Use of the salary savings could strain the budget for temporary and overtime charges to meet on-going operations not associated with the VBM project.
The Chair’s striking amendment, if approved, would strike a balance by reducing the requested appropriation for the project team costs by $200,000, less than half of the identified salary savings.  
Outreach and Education
$784,240
Request:

The January report emphasized that successful implementation of a mail ballot system is dependent upon voter outreach and education.  King County successfully implemented the state’s new pick-a-party primary system in 2004 by implementing a multi-faceted information campaign designed to ease frustration over a new system, enhance voter understanding, and increase voter participation.  The planning and coordination used in that campaign will serve as a basic approach to informing voters about VBM.  
The Executive plans to use focus groups, messaging, and advertising strategies to target voters through conventional broadcast and print media, as well as implementing web-cast and pod-cast mediums.  In addition, REALS plans to use this opportunity to update poll voter signatures in preparation for the transition.  Many of these signatures have not been updated since initial registration and must be valid when VBM is implemented.  According to the Executive the process will need time and additional resources.  The following components for education and outreach are requested:  
Table 3.  Requested Education and Outreach Functions

	Requested Activity
	 Amount 

	Bus ad printing
	$      40,000 

	Bus advertising space
	$    150,000 

	Broadcast Ad design/development
	$      50,000 

	Broadcast Ad time
	$    120,000 

	Outreach campaign development and consulting, focus group analysis, materials design, and printing outreach materials.
	$    150,000 

	TOTAL for campaign
	$    510,000

	Mailing for Voter Signature updates:
	 

	Printing mailers
	$      45,000 

	Postage
	$    175,000 

	Mailing services
	$      12,000 

	Extra phone/data entry help
	$      42,240 

	TOTAL for poll voter signature updates
	$    274,240 

	TOTAL 
	$    784,240


The fiscal note does not include funding estimates for outreach and education in 2007.  The Executive has submitted a grant application to support 2007 costs for this purpose.  Consequently, a final estimate for 2007 costs has not yet been prepared.  
Analysis:
The Elections Section successfully implemented the state’s new pick-a-party primary system in 2004.  The basic approach used in the earlier campaign was used to provide the detail to coordinate the outreach for VBM through bus advertising, broadcast ads, and web access.  Council staff requested envisioned timelines, for the outreach and education campaign which should begin in the late June or early July timeframe.  This education piece is for 2006 and more additional advertising and public notification is planned in 2007.  (REALS has applied for $962,000 in HAVA grants to support the 2007 campaign.)  Based on the success of the last campaign the request for advertising appears to be reasonable.  
According to the Executive, the voter signature update portion of the request will be implemented through a direct mailing to poll voters that will enable citizens to send in updated voter registration cards with updated signatures.  

Per Elections staff, state law requires REALS to verify incoming signatures on absentee ballots against the signature on the original voter registration card.  Consequently, elections workers are unable to use signatures from poll books for the verification process.  The result of this requirement is that new signatures must be provided on a voter registration card.  
In addition, the voter registration card includes a check box to become a permanent absentee voter.  The mailing will encourage recipients to voluntarily become an absentee voter at the same time they are updating their signature.  Elections staff believe that this will be an opportunity to begin communication with traditional poll voters about the upcoming move to vote-by-mail elections.  
This portion of the request appears to be well planned and reasonable.  
Tenant Improvements for Facilities
$50,000
Request:

The current temporary facility in the Airport Office Center Building at the King County International Airport is planned for use as the initial ballot processing center, as it is unlikely that a consolidated elections facility will be finalized prior to VBM implementation.  The Executive anticipates that additional space on the second floor (adjacent to the existing ballot processing space) will become available in early 2007, in time to prepare the space prior to implementing the mail ballot system.  
This 2006 appropriation request includes $50,000 to plan for tenant improvements in the proposed expansion space for ballot processing.  REALS will work with the Facilities Management Division (FMD) to plan any needed build-out of the expansion space and any changes needed to the current space.  The fiscal note estimates that an additional $330,000 will be needed in 2007.  ($150,000 is estimated for actual tenant improvements and $180,000 for additional annual lease expenses.)  
Analysis:
The tenant improvements (TI) will add approximately 10,000 square feet for REALS usage in the building and is expected to improve the loading dock, elevator access, and floor load capacity associated with new ballot machines.  The improvements will also correct previous building problems related to past flooding.  
The estimated 2007 cost for actual improvements is $150,000.  The $50,000 proposal for planning appears to be high at one-third the actual estimated costs of the TIs.  Council staff requested more detail for the costs for TI planning.  The following estimates were provided by REALS staff in conjunction with the FMD.  The new detail totals $72,000 which is $22,000 higher that the request:  
· Process engineering
$20,000

· Electrical engineering
$10,000

· Structural engineering
$4,000

· Design
$25,000

· As built changes
$5,000
· Project management
$8,000
The TI planning would most likely include use of FMD staff and possibly some additional specialized outside help.  Assuming the addition of 10,000 square feet at a total cost of $200,000 for planning and actual TIs, the cost could be estimated at $20 a square foot to complete the project.  
Due to the discrepancy in estimates for the planning, staff is unable to quantify whether the request is reasonable.  However, because engineering and construction costs are escalating and because the timeframe to expand the current temporary elections space is short, this request may be practical.  

Organizational Changes/Consultant
$610,000
Request:

In their 2006 Report to the King County Council, the CEOC recommended that the REALS Director contract with a consultant to help “shape the organization into a cohesive, high performance unit” and that the Director should also use the consultant “to help implement best practices”.  The CEOC further stated that this course of action “will be very important if the county moves to all-mail elections”.  

Because a transition to VBM will impact roles and responsibilities within the Elections Section, the transmittal letter emphasizes the importance of Elections staff as the transition occurs.  Training and mentoring, organizational planning, and directional support will be a key element for all Elections staff, including managers, supervisors, leads and line staff.  The letter states that a work plan has been developed that is designed around three key areas:  
· vote-by-mail project planning support, 
· management and leadership coaching and mentoring, and 
· organizational effectiveness planning and resources 
Per the Executive, the work plan was prepared with input from senior department and division leadership, as well as through discussions with the consultant community.  It is pre-supposed that a consultant will be used to help implement the plan.  
The fiscal note details the costs for the organizational support:

Table 4.  Organizational Support and Optimization/Consultant

	Requested Activity
	Amount 

	VBM management support, work session facilitation, documentation support
	$    300,000 

	Organizational Effectiveness (Elections structure and culture)
	$    170,000 

	Leadership training and mentoring program
	$    140,000 

	TOTAL
	$    610,000 


Analysis:
Elections’ ability to fully benefit from consultant support to meet requirements for VBM and to address the organizational culture will occur in a limited timeframe for moving forward while still overseeing the normal elections cycle.  The recommendations of the CEOC and Council audit are proposed to be implemented through an extension of the county’s contract with Waldron and Company.  This consultant is familiar with county elections and just forwarded a report in January that provided an initial assessment of elections management, staff, and temporary employees.  The Executive intends that Waldron and the county will re-scope deliverables in their current contract to improve organizational effectiveness, promote cultural change, and facilitate the move to an all-mail ballot system.  
A scope of work, Attachment 6, was requested by council staff and was provided for review in draft form.  The scope is presented in a stepped format that estimates the hours needed for each task and the costs, which would be paid as each step is accomplished.  The plan appears to be reasonable and would begin upon approval of this supplemental request.  
It should be noted that the county has previously contracted with Waldron and this proposal would increase consultant costs for elections to $724,000.  
Table 5.  Consultant Support for Elections

	Activity
	Amount 

	January report preparation  (paid in Feb. 2006)
	$    114,000 

	Proposed contract extension
	$    610,000 

	TOTAL
	$    724,000 


Because the stepped scope of work lays out approaches to address both culture and VBM project planning, the request appears to be reasonable.  
What is Not Covered in this Request
The Executive anticipates that a full transition to VBM will take 18 months.  This $1.8 million supplemental request provides for the costs associated with only 6 months of the proposed 18 month transition to VBM.  Additional costs will most likely be included in the Executive’s 2007 proposed budget.  
2007 costs for transition:  The fiscal note estimates that an additional $1,083,935 will be needed in 2007 to support the program staff, their personal equipment, and building infrastructure and lease costs.  No dollars are estimated to cover education and consultant costs next year.  Although the Executive has stated that HAVA grants will most likely provide for outreach and education, the 2007 cost estimates have not been provided.  All consultant costs to aide in the organizational optimization appear to be reflected in the $610,000 request.  Because no estimate is provided for next year, it is unclear whether the Executive would need additional money for this purpose in 2007.  
Major Equipment:  This supplemental request does not include funding for major equipment needs such as high speed tabulation machines.  The January report stresses the need to upgrade vote tabulation equipment and software from the current machines that were purchased in 1998.  According to the report, the new equipment will be needed whether the county moves to VBM or not.  This is due to the high volume of absentee balloting.  It should be noted that the county’s current vendor does not have a high-speed tabulation product that is certified in Washing State.  Per the report, “a new tabulation system would require finding a new ballot printing and processing vendor, in the local area, with the capacity and experience to serve King County”.  For these reasons, the council should expect a request to upgrade the elections equipment in 2007.  The costs are currently estimated to be $4 - 5 million.  (It is anticipated that most of the equipment costs will be supported by federal grants from Help American Vote Act (HAVA) grants, which are distributed by the state.)  
Inherent in a move to an all vote by mail election administration is the assumption of regional voting centers to accommodate the disabled and drop-off ballot sites throughout the county.  This supplemental request does not address these functional assumptions.  In addition, staffing costs associated with both the regional centers and the drop boxes has not been quantified.  

Regional Voting Centers:  Under a 2002 federal law, the county is required to provide access to the polls for blind and other disabled voters.  To comply with the law, the county is buying specially equipped touch-screen voting machines.  With a move to vote-by-mail, the machines would be used in regional voting centers.  While outside groups have recommended regional centers, nothing like this exists yet in Washington.  The number and plan for these centers has not been addressed, although it is assumed that regional voting centers will be incorporated to accommodate the disabled.  How many centers will be needed, their locations, and their costs are unknown.  
Drop-Off Ballot Sites:  It is also assumed that drop-off ballot sites will be located throughout the county.  The current funding proposal does not include a discussion of where, how many, or what is required to institute these sites.  
CHAIR’S STRIKING AND TITLE AMENDMENTS:
Striking and title amendments have been developed that will clearly state that this appropriation does not encompasses the full costs of the transition to VBM.  In addition, technical corrections are include that would delete 2006 budget proviso language for a turnaround team.  A new proviso is added regarding the role of a consultant and a reporting mechanism to be implemented through the REALS Director.  
REASONABLENESS:
The Executive believes that moving to VBM will facilitate efficiencies and improve cost benefits.  However, the Executive has acknowledged that moving to VBM elections will not save money in the short run and perhaps not in the long run.  The report states that the move “will not immediately reduce the cost of elections overall nor in a noticeable cost saving particularly to the taxpayer and/or the jurisdictions that pay the cost of elections”.  An analysis of the changes in cost and the cost per ballot for handling is not currently available.  
INVITED:

1. Dean Logan, Director, REALS
2. Sean Bouffiou, REALS
3. Bob Cowan, Director, Office of Management and Budget (OBM)

4. Helene Ellickson, OMB

5. Greg Shiring, OMB

ATTACHMENTS:
1. Striking Amendment to Proposed Ordinance 2006-0190

2. Title Amendment to Proposed Ordinance 2006-0190

3. Proposed Ordinance 2006-0190

4. Transmittal letter, dated April 20, 2006

5. Fiscal note

6. Draft scope of work 

� During that period of time, there is only one month where King County will not be administering an election.
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