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November 26, 2008

Whitman County Canvassing Board

c/o Eunice Coker, Whitman County Auditor

PO Box 350

Colfax, WA  99111

Dear Canvassing Board Members:

In accordance with RCW 29A.04.570, the State Election Certification and Training Program conducted a comprehensive review of election procedures in Whitman County during the 2007 General Election.  

The RCW also requires a follow-up visit prior to the next Primary or General Election to verify the County has taken the steps necessary to correct the changes recommended in the review report.

The following recommendations were discussed during my follow-up visit:

1.
Voter Registration   Voter registrations should not be placed in the voter registration system until all the required information is received from the voter. If the Post Office provides a new address for the voter within the county, the voter should be transferred to the new address in addition to being sent a notice that will allow the voter to confirm their new address or correct the information given by the Post Office.  The notice should have prepaid return postage.

Follow Up:  Incomplete voter registrations are entered into the system, but are listed in the fatal pending file.  This will allow them to track these applications through the process and allow the system to produce the required notices.  The applications are removed if the voter does not respond within 45 days.

2.
Precinct Boundaries   Whitman County should create individual precincts for each of the 13 cities and towns by following the city boundary lines.  Any precincts near or over 900 active registered voters must be split into smaller precincts.  Additionally, the next time Whitman County changes precinct boundaries, they should be altered to follow physical features, such as roads, rivers, streams, etc.  If there are district boundaries, such as school districts, that follow township and range lines, it is permissible for a precinct line to follow a district line to aid in election administration.
Follow Up:  Whitman County has begun the process of changing precinct boundaries.  The precincts are scheduled to be changed with the other changes required after the 2010 Census.

3.
Logic and Accuracy Test   The elections department should begin programming and testing their equipment well before official logic and accuracy test and before the 20-day deadline for disability access equipment must be available for voting.  The test deck and the ballot tabulators should be thoroughly tested before the official test.

Follow Up:  Changes have been made and the county pretested the equipment and programming before the official logic and accuracy test for the 2008 Primary Election.
4.
Notice of Election    The following items should be added to the Notice of Election:

· The election will be conducted by mail and regular polling places will not be open

· Return postage is required.

Additionally, the reviewer suggests that all districts need not be listed when the entire county is participating in an election.

Follow Up:   All changes have been made.
5.
Request for Political Observers   The Whitman County Elections Department should determine the minimum number of observers needed to observe different events and request that number from each of the major political parties.

Follow Up: The elections department now requests the number of political party observers needed for each activity.

6.
Ballot Security   Ideally, the elections department should be in one location with adequate secure storage for ballots in all stages of processing.  At the current location, secure storage for ballots must be used when ballots are not being processed. Secure storage may be in the form of a ballot box with a numbered seal, a locked drawer with the key in a box sealed with a numbered seal, locking cabinets, or other arrangements that meet the secure storage requirements.  When transporting ballots to and from the vault, the ballots should be sealed in containers.  The vault work area needs to have better fencing separating it from the other storage area.  The ballots inside the fenced area should be placed in secure storage containers when not being processed.
Follow Up:  The processing of ballots has been moved to a new location.  This location is currently renovated to comply with various security requirements.  A key box has been purchased, but not installed, to secure keys for ballots storage.  Until the changes have been completed, these keys will be secured in the County Auditor’s main office.  

7.
Mismatched Signatures on Mail Ballots    A voter may not send a registration by mail to cure a mismatched signature on a ballot.  If the voter fills out a registration form, it must be done at the County Auditor’s Office.  A mailed in registration to correct a signature may be used for future elections.  Whitman County should change their procedure to comply with the RCW.

Follow Up:  The elections department no longer uses mail-in voter registration applications for curing mismatched signatures.  Current law is now applied.

8.
Provisional Ballot Envelopes   The provisional envelopes should be printed with the new oath and used at the next election. 

Follow Up:  The current oath is now printed on provisional ballot envelopes.
9.
Certification of the Election    The Canvassing Board should meet to review and sign the official certification on the day the election is to be certified. 

Follow Up:  The Canvassing Board now meets before certification to make decisions on ballots and again to certify the election.

10.
Canvassing Board Manual   The Canvassing Board Manual should be revised.  Reference to how votes should be counted should be replaced by the “Statewide Standards on What is a Vote” where appropriate. 

Follow Up:  Revisions to the Canvassing Board Manual have begun, but the changes have not been adopted by the Board.

11.
Notice to Candidates   Council members, superintendents, and others may not administer an oath of office unless they are authorized to do so in state law.  This may be true in some cases, but not all.  The letter should be revised to use the wording in statute and, other than Auditor’s staff, should not specifically list who can administer the oath.  

Follow Up:  The notice will be changed before the General Election is certified. 

12.
Disability Access Committee   Whitman County has a good start the requirements of a disability access committee, however, additional members are needed.  State law requires that the committee includes more than one disability be represented as well as more than one with expertise in providing accommodations.  Whitman County should add at least one more person with a different disability and at least one more person who works with the disabled.  
Follow Up:  The Disability Access Committee for Whitman County continues to meet.  New members are being sought, but it was reported that potential members are unwilling to travel to Colfax for meetings.  The reviewer suggested moving the meeting location to Pullman, which would be more convenient for committee members.

13.
Missing Documents   Whitman County should have applications available for special and hospital absentee requests.  These forms have just been added to the Secretary of State’s website and may be downloaded if needed. 

Whenever an ID check has failed or a voter indicates on their registration form they do not have the required ID, the county must ask for alternate ID from the voter.  If the voter has not provided the ID prior to an election, a ballot must be sent to the voter with special instructions to return the alternative ID with the signed ballot.  These ballots cannot be counted unless the ID is provided.  
The reviewer did not see a notice to the voter for these circumstances.  If one does not exist, the county must create one for these situations.

The credited ballot reconciliation, due 30 days after an election, must be completed.  The reviewer did not receive a copy of this report. 

Follow Up:  The elections department now uses Secretary of State forms for hospital and special absentee requests.  The staff sends notices for failed ID voters as required by law.  

The reviewer suggests sending notices earlier to receive alternate forms of identification for these voters before ballots are mailed.  

The county completes the appropriate reconciliation reports after certification, but waits 30 days to submit the report, causing the county to miss the deadline at times.  The reviewer suggests doing the report at the same time as certification, instead of waiting 30 days.
Whitman County Auditor, Eunice Coker, and her staff should be commended for their obvious dedication to the election process and their desire to improve an already excellent operation.  

If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me at 360.902.4146 or shmoss@secstate.wa.gov.

Sincerely,
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Sheryl Moss

Election Certification and Training Program Manager
520 Union Avenue


PO Box 40229


Olympia, WA  98504-0229


Tel: 360.902.4180


Fax 360.664.4619


www.secstate.wa.gov








