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INTRODUCTION

The Washington State Legislature enacted legislation in 1992 mandating that the Office of the
Secretary of State review county election procedures and practices. The Election Certification
and Training Program was established within the Elections Division of the Office of the
Secretary of State to conduct reviews and to provide for the certification of election
administrators. In 2009, the Legislature altered the Election Certification and Training Program
to require that each County Auditor’s Office be reviewed at least once every five years. The
Legislature also added a requirement that the Program conduct follow-up contact to verify that
the County Auditor’s Office has taken steps to correct the issues noted in the report.

The election review process is governed by RCW 29A.04.510 through 29A.04.590 and Chapter
434-260 of the Washington Administrative Code.

Pursuant to RCW 29A.04.570(1)(b), the Election Certification and Training Program conducted
an election review in Grays Harbor County during the 2010 Primary Election cycle. Tracy
Buckles, Elections Program Specialist, represented the Election Certification and Training
Program during the review. Vern Spatz, County Auditor, and Julie Murphy, Elections
Supervisor, participated on behalf of the Grays Harbor County Auditor’s Office.

Both the reviewer and the Grays Harbor County Elections Department approached the review
in a spirit of cooperation. The department allowed the reviewer to thoroughly review and
examine all aspects of the election processes. The staff provided documentation and materials
during the review which greatly contributed to a successful examination process.

The purpose of this review report is to provide the Grays Harbor County Elections Department
with a useful evaluation of its election procedures and policies and to encourage procedural
consistency in the administration of elections throughout the state. This review report includes
a series of recommendations and/or suggestions that are intended to assist the Grays Harbor
County Elections Department in improving and enhancing its election processes.

The reviewer is statutorily prohibited from making any evaluation, finding, or recommendation
regarding the validity of any primary or election, or of any canvass of the election returns.
Consequently, this review report should not be interpreted as affecting the validity of the
outcome of any election or of any canvass of election returns.
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OVERVIEW

Grays Harbor County is nestled between the Pacific Ocean, the Southern part of the Olympic
Peninsula, and Quinault Rain Forest. Grays Harbor is home to seven bodies of water; harbors,
lakes, streams, channels, canals, rivers and of course, the Pacific Ocean.

There are approximately 36,000 registered voters, three legislative districts and one
congressional district in Grays Harbor County. They have offices for voter registration, licensing
and recording in the County Administration Building and a separate building dedicated to ballot
processing.

The Ballot Processing Center is efficiently organized and allows for a good separation between
task areas. It also has a dedicated space for political party observers that facilitates the
openness of the process.

The Grays Harbor Elections Department is severely understaffed. The department has only one
full-time election employee, the elections supervisor. In counties with a similar number of
registered voters, typically there are three to four full-time staff people.

While the election department did an admirable job under these difficult circumstances, one
staff person cannot possibly keep up with all the election related details in addition to changes
in the Revised Code of Washington and the Washington Administrative Code. Because
elections are so complicated, even minor changes can have a major impact on the election
process.

The staff is very knowledgeable and conscientious. They are dedicated to the integrity of the
elections process and are continually struggling to maintain the integrity of that process.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

The following recommendations identify areas in which the county is out of compliance with
the Revised Code of Washington (RCW), the Washington Administrative Code (WAC), the
Washington State Constitution, or Federal election law. The reviewer obtained information
based on actual observation of a procedure, verbal explanation or written procedures. The
reviewer provides a description of the county’s procedure, a citation of the applicable law, and
a recommendation based on the citation.

VOTER REGISTRATION NOTICES

Procedure: The elections department correctly sends confirmation notices to voters when the
post office returns mail as undeliverable. The notice does not inform the voter that their voter
registration will be canceled if the voter does not respond to the notice and does not vote in
two Federal general elections.

The elections department sends verification notices to voters when a voter registration
application is incomplete. They send this notice whenever information required for registering
to vote is missing, including the driver’s license number which is not required. If the driver’s
license is missing, the voter is not registered. Additionally, the notice does not inform the voter
that they will not be registered to vote if they do not respond within 45 days.

Requirements: RCW 29.08.010 states, “The minimum information provided on a voter
registration application that is required in order to place a voter registration applicant on the
voter registration rolls includes: (a) Name; (b) Residential address; (c) Date of birth; (d)
Signature attesting to the truth of the information provided on the application; and (e) A check
or indication in the box confirming the individual is a United States citizen.”

RCW 29A.08.635 Confirmation Notices...states, “The notice must inform the voter that if the
voter does not respond to the notice and does not vote in either of the next two federal general
elections, his or her voter registration will be cancelled.”

29A.08.107 indicates, “...if the applicant does not provide a Washington driver’s license, a
Washington state identification card or a social security number, the applicant must be
provisionally registered to vote. An identification notice must be sent to the voter to obtain the
correct driver’s license number, state identification, last four digits of the social security number
or one of the following:....”

Recommendation: The elections department must take the following steps to comply with the
requirements in the RCW. They must:
e Update their confirmation notice to indicate that if the voter does not respond or vote
in the next two federal general elections, their voter registration will be cancelled.
e Update their verification notice to warn the voter that if they do not respond in 45 days,
they will not be registered to vote.
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e Provisionally register voters who do not provide ID at the time of registering and send
an identification notice. Develop procedures to process voters who are provisionally
registered to ensure the ballot of a provisionally registered voter will not count if they
have not provided ID.

It should be noted that at the time this report was issued, the elections department had

already redesigned and updated the confirmation notice.

CANCELLING VOTERS’ REGISTRATION

Procedure: The elections department receives copies of jury notices from the Superior Court
Clerk if the notice was returned as undeliverable or if there is address change information
included. The elections staff uses this information to cancel a voter’s registration if the
information indicates the voter moved out of the county or to change a voter’s status to
inactive if they moved within the county.

Requirements: RCW 29A.08.510 through 540 addresses the reasons for cancelling a voter’s
registration. Information gathered from Jury Notices indicating the voter moved out of the
county is not among the reasons to cancel a voter’s registration.

RCW 29A.08.620 indicates, “The county auditor shall place a voter on inactive status and send
to all known addresses a confirmation notice if any of the following occur: (a) Any document
mailed by the county auditor to a voter is returned by the postal service as undeliverable
without address correction information; or...”

Recommendation: The elections staff must adjust their procedures for cancelling voters’
registration and not use information from jury notices. The county should not take any action
whether the voter moved in the county or out of the county.

VOTING CENTER

Procedure: The County Auditor’s Office had the Accessible Voting Unit available to voters 20
days prior to the election. A sign was not posted indicating the office was a place for voting.
They also had a ballot deposit box located outside the Grays Harbor County Courthouse. The
deposit box had a padlock to ensure the public could not gain access, but no numbered seal and
a log to record who had access to the ballots.

Requirements: WAC 434-250-100(3) indicated, “Ballot boxes must be locked and sealed at all
times with seal logs that document each time the box is opened and by whom.”
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WAC 434-250-100 (2) indicates, “If a location offers replacement ballots, provisional ballots, or
voting on a direct recording electronic device, it is considered a voting center....Each voting
center must: (c) Be marked with signage outside the building indicating the location is a place
for voting. “

Recommendation: The election staff must place a sign outside the courthouse to indicate the
building is a place for voting 20 days prior to the election. They must use a numbered seal and
a seal log on the outside deposit box at all times. It should be noted that the election staff
resolved these issues as soon as the reviewer mentioned it to them seven days before the
election.

MISSING AND MISMATCHED SIGNATURES

Procedure: The Grays Harbor Elections Department correctly sends letters to voters whose
ballot signatures are either missing or do not match the signature in the voter’s registration
record. This allows the voter an opportunity to sign the ballot envelope or cure a signature that
does not match so that their ballot will count. The affidavit in both letters is not current and
neither letter informs the voter that one of their options is to appear in person to resolve the
issue.

Requirement: WAC 434-261-050 indicates what procedures are allowed to obtain missing
signatures or to cure a mismatched signature. In both cases the law prescribes that the voter
sign the affidavit required in WAC 434-250-050.

Recommendation: The elections department must update both of the letters so that they
contain the affidavit required by law. The letters must also explain to the voter that they may
appear in person to correct signature discrepancies or missing signatures.

POLITICAL PARTY OBSERVERS

Procedure: The Grays Harbor Elections Department conducted training for political party
observers. They provided the observers with guidelines for participating as an observer and
explained the applicable laws governing the process for political party observers. They did not
request, in writing, that the parties appoint observers or how many were needed.

Requirement: WAC 434-261-020 requires, “Prior to the primary or election, the county auditor
shall determine the number of observers required in order to observe all aspects of the counting
center proceedings, and shall request, in writing, that each major political party appoint
representatives to fill the appointments.”

Recommendation: Prior to each primary or election, the number of observers required to
observe all parts of the election process must be determined and requested from each party.
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NOTICE OF CANVASSING BOARD MEETING

Procedure: On July 29, the elections department published a notice for meetings of the
canvassing board for verifying signatures on mail ballots beginning August 2 and continuing
until August 31, when the canvassing board would meet to certify the results of the primary
election. This notice also indicated the meeting on August 31 would be at the County Auditor’s
office. The meeting was actually held at their ballot processing center on Spruce Street. They
published another notice for a meeting on September 1 at 10:00 a.m. to certify the results.

The canvassing board met at 10:00 a.m. at the ballot processing center on August 31 to
determine the status of special circumstance ballots. They also met on September 1 to certify
the results.

Requirement: WAC 434-262-025 requires, “The auditor shall publish notice of the meetings of
the canvassing board. Such notice or notices shall be in substantially the following form:...”

The form prescribed in the WAC indicates the notice must include the times, dates, and purposes
of those meetings.

Recommendation: The elections department must ensure that the meeting notices for the
canvassing board include the correct information. The notices can include single or multiple
meetings. They do not need to include the dates and times they are receiving, verifying
signatures, and opening ballot envelopes.

EMAIL BALLOT INSTRUCTIONS

Procedure: The elections department includes a sheet of instructions for any voters requesting
a ballot by email. The instructions indicate that the signed voter affidavit constitutes voter
registration for that election only. Additionally, the contact information for the county lists the
right phone number, email and fax, but the wrong county name.

Requirement: RCW 29A.40.150 requires, “The information on the envelopes or instructions for
overseas and service voters...(4)The signed declaration on the envelope is the equivalent of voter
registration...;”

Recommendation: The elections staff should update the instructions for voters receiving email
ballots. The language indicating the signature on the voter affidavit constitutes voter
registration only applies to unregistered military and overseas voters, not other voters
requesting an email ballot. They also need to make sure the correct county name is included on
the instructions.
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SUGGESTIONS

The following are suggestions for increasing efficiency and improving operations within the
County Auditor’s Office. Although these suggestions do not address issues involving
compliance with state laws or administrative rules, the reviewer identified the tasks as areas of
election administration in which the County Auditor might improve the efficiency and operation
of the office.

WRITTEN PROCEDURES

The Grays Harbor Elections Department has a written procedures manual. The manual is
incomplete and out of date. The lack of staff makes it especially difficult to take time to create
and update written procedures.

Suggestion: A current procedures manual is an invaluable tool for election administration. A
written procedures manual documents compliance with election laws and provides consistency
when staff members perform tasks infrequently. The manual should be written in a step-by-
step format that allows inexperienced staff to complete the tasks according to the manual. Itis
critical that the elections staff continue to expand and update the manual they have started.

POLITICAL PARTY OBSERVERS

Grays Harbor County has an active base of political party observers. The County Auditor is
consistent about conducting regular training for the observers. The observers are allowed to
participate in the signature verification process by questioning and then flagging certain
signatures. The elections staff then retrieves the ballot envelope and re-checks the signature.

Suggestion: The Grays Harbor Elections Department should rescind their policy to allow
observers to flag signatures they think are questionable. Political party observers play a critical
role in the elections process, however; their role is to observe processes and not participate in
them. This practice is disruptive and causes unnecessary work for already busy staff who are
trying to concentrate on the task they are performing.
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NOTICE OF REGISTRATION DEADLINES

The elections department published a Notice of Closing of Registration Files in a timely manner.
While the notice technically met the requirements in law, the language is more complicated
than it needs to be and the elections department would serve voters better if they simplify the
notice. Additionally, there were typos in the notice.

Suggestion: The elections department should revise the Notice of Closing of Registration files
to reflect changes in the law. One of those changes was publishing a Notice of Registration
Deadlines instead of a Notice of Closing Registration files and the department should revise the
language so that it is more easily understood. A more scrupulous proofreading procedure
should be adopted.
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CONCLUSION

The reviewer commends the Grays Harbor County Elections Department for their election
procedures. They impressed the reviewer with their attention to organization and dedication
to the election process.

Voter registration procedures have become exceedingly complicated as State and Federal laws
have changed. Itis important that the elections staff change a number of procedures and
forms/letters to comply with voter registration laws.

Because of a lack of staff, keeping letters and notices updated and correct is a challenge.
However, even the most minor issues can make a large difference. The County Auditor should
ensure that there is assistance in the elections department when needed, even for just short
projects, such as proofreading.

The Grays Harbor Elections Department has very good security and reconciliation procedures.
They are diligent about security in all ballot processes.

The areas listed in this report will help keep procedures in compliance with statue and rule.
Many require only minor changes in forms, notices, or procedures. However, because elections
are so complicated, even minor changes can have a major impact on the election process.

The reviewer made a series of recommendations and suggestions for consideration by the
Grays Harbor County Elections Department. These are meant to enhance and improve Grays
Harbor County’s procedures.

Report Prepared by Tracy Buckles, Elections Program Specialist, Election Certification and Training Program
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