Washington State Elections – Mail-In Voting Interviews
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[bookmark: _Toc418610563]General Information

Topic:  Cowlitz County, Mail-In Voting
Date/Time: April 24, 2015, 1pm – 3:00pm
Attendees:  

· Kristin Arabally and Kelly Sprague from Quest
· Stephanie Goebel from OSOS
· Carolyn,  Elections Supervisor
· Regina,  Elections Deputy
· Jim Darragh from Quest on the phone
[bookmark: _Toc418610564]Topic 1: Ballot Creation
1. The BOSS HART system is used to create the ballots (and later for tabulation).
2. An export is taken from the WEI and imported into the Boss system.  
a. It captures the details of the races in the election (the measures and the contests, including candidate data).
b. The jurisdiction data comes to the BOSS system via an export from the DFM system
3. The staff enters the # of ballots they need per precinct (precinct and portion).   
a. UOCAVA ballots are created first.
b. After UOCAVA ballots have been mailed out, the remainder of ballots are created next.  Generally, they add 3% extra to the known # that they need to provide for late registrations that are revealed at the mailing house.
4. The staff does have some manual work to get the ballots ready.
a. They create high level graphics to make the ballots look good and get the recommended shading.
b. They create table graphics for Levy information as needed.
c. They usually have to remove the proposition text and reimport it as text.
5. The HART system then builds the ballot types and creates 2 pdfs per ballot request (One for the front and one for the back).   Note: This is per ballot, not per ballot type.  
a. The process of generating these pdfs does take a while, especially if using high resolution graphics.   
b. Cowlitz County mentioned that Clark County doesn’t use high resolution graphics due to the time it takes to produce the files and thus, doesn’t get the recommended shading o their ballots.
c. Each PDF contains a barcode which contains a serial number, an election date, and the ballot type.

6. Ballot proofing is a large issue.  Ballots must be proofed in WEI and then in the HART BOSS system and then again in Everyone Counts. This not only takes a large amount of time, but the more systems/proofing required, the greater chance there is for an error to go uncaught.
[bookmark: _Toc418610565]Topic 2: Ballot Printing, Insertion, Delivery
[bookmark: _Toc418610566] Voter Pamphlet
7. For general elections, they produce a county pamphlet.  It is given to the state and the state sends it out with their State pamphlet to every household in the County.
[bookmark: _Toc418610567]Mail/Email - UOCAVA
[bookmark: _Toc418610568]Timing
8. UOCAVA ballots are mailed 45 days in advance for a general election and 30 days in advance of a special election.   This was not discussed during the meeting, but it is a federal requirement.
[bookmark: _Toc418610569]Data Extract
9. An extract from DFM is done and contains the information needed to print labels for the UOCAVA envelopes.  Creating this extract produces a unique ballot ID for each voter in the extract.  That ballot ID is printed in the barcode on the envelope.
10. Snowbirds and out of state voters are included in this export.
[bookmark: _Toc418610570]Printing
11. If very small, they will do the printing in-house.  However, they much prefer to use their local print vendor, Reprographics. 
12. In-house printing of UOCAVA labels. The print vendor inkjets all of the envelopes; spraying the correct barcode for each voter’s ballot.
[bookmark: _Toc418610571]Inserting
13. Inserting is done in-house for UOCAVA voters.  They have 480 UOCAVA voters.
[bookmark: _Toc418610572]Mailing
14. Mailing is handled in-house. 
[bookmark: _Toc418610573]Emailing
15. The Everyone Counts vendor (via the Elect Notify service) emails all UOCAVA voters.
16. Staff gives the Everyone Counts vendor the text of the email that should be sent.  The email contains a link to the Everyone Counts website where a ballot specific to the voter can be retrieved.
17. They generate a list from DFM of all UOCAVA voters who have elected to receive electronic ballots and their email addresses.
Note:  Cowlitz County has opened up this electronic notification option to anyone.  If not UOCAVA, they also mail a ballot.
18. This vendor was solicited when the option of MyBallot at the State was questionable.  Now knowing that MyBallot is available as a way to receive ballots online, Cowlitz County would prefer to use it as opposed to Everyone Counts.
19. The Friday before Election Day, everyone in their county DFM system who has an email address on file (presume active voters) is sent a link to Everyone Counts and a note that says “you haven’t voted, you still have time!”  This proactive service is very popular.
20. Due to their constant emailing – they have very few outdated emails and very few bounces.  Everyone Counts does provide a list of the bounces.  If one is received, they will make notes in the DFM system and mail the voter a ballot with a letter that explains that the electronic ballot was not able to be delivered to their email address on file.
[bookmark: _Toc418610574]Mail – Everyone Else (Non-UOCAVA)
[bookmark: _Toc418610575]Timing
21. Non-UOCAVA Ballots are mailed 18 days before an election.
[bookmark: _Toc418610576]Data Extract
22. An extract from DFM is done and contains the information needed to print labels for the 
“everyone-else” envelopes (this includes snowbirds). Creating this extract produces a unique ballot ID for each voter in the extract.  That ballot ID is printed in the barcode on the envelope.
[bookmark: _Toc418610577]Printing
23. Reprographics, a local print vendor, does the printing of ballots, and Send-It Direct inkjets all of the envelopes (spraying the correct barcode for each voter’s ballot).
[bookmark: _Toc418610578]Inserting
24. For small elections, they handle this themselves.
25. For large elections, the inserting is done by a vendor near Portland called Send-it-Direct.  The Reprographics print vendor drives the printed ballots himself to the Send-it-Direct mail house.
[bookmark: _Toc418610579]Mailing
26. Mailing is done by the Send-it-Direct vendor.
27. Mail ballots that are returned undeliverable but given a yellow post office tag with a new address are forwarded by the post office to the new address.  Address changes in the DFM system are done after the election.  
28. Any ballot that wasn’t able to be forwarded by the post office will be marked as such within the DFM application.  After certification, the system will change the voter’s status to Inactive. 
29. The undeliverable ballots are stored in their own cabinet.
[bookmark: _Toc418610580]EMS System Update
30. This wasn’t discussed.   It is assumed that the mailed date is in the DFM system at the time the voter ballot extract is created.  
Change Files 
31. Very rarely are new files produced and sent to the printer, inserter and mailer. Changes are usually fully handled in-house.
32. The DFM system will not pick up (for the file extract of those changes/those needing ballots) anyone who has already been sent a ballot.
[bookmark: _Toc418610581]Replacement Ballots
33. The HART Boss system allows for ballots to be crated on-demand.   
34. What occurs within the DFM system for replacement ballots?  Do you mark that the original ballot is void and create a new ballot/ballot #? Another ballot is issued. Neither is void until one is accepted. First returned is accepted, other is automatically void.
[bookmark: _Toc418610582]ACP Voters (Protected Voters)
35. These are manually put together outside the system by authorized personnel.  There are 12 in the county at this time. 
36. Not discussed during this interview.  We have learned per other county discussions, they are sent to a State PO Box and the state delivers them to the voters.
[bookmark: _Toc418610583]Voters With IDs Not Yet Verified
37. These are called FTFVE within the DFM system (First Time Federal Election votersVoters.   They are in a pending flagged status.
38. They receive a letter before the ballot is mailed letting them know that their ID must be verified before their ballot will be able to count.
39. When the ballots are returned, they are marked automatically by DFM as a challenge during the Signature Verification piece.
40. At this point, they are handled like any other challenge.
[bookmark: _Toc418610584]Washington Special Absentee Ballot Application
41. This was not discussed.  All prior counties had shared this has become not applicable since the state has gone to being all mail-in. We presume this holds true for Cowlitz County as well. 
[bookmark: _Toc418610585]Topic 3: Ballot Return
[bookmark: _Toc418610586]Mail Ballots Received (regular)
[bookmark: _Toc418610587]Collecting Mail Ballots
42. The post office delivers the ballots directly to the county elections office.
[bookmark: _Toc418610588]Sorting/Initial Steps
43. Ballots are handled in groups of two.
44. They are turned so that all are facing the right direction.
45. They are put through a mail counter.  That # is written down as having come through the mail (assumingly with date as well).
46. They are batched into groups of 50.
47. 100 ballots (2 groups) are put into a batch.
48. 300 ballots (3 batches) are put into a tray.
49. Each batch within the tray is given a batch slip.
50. For small elections – these trays would move through signature verification the same day.
51. For large elections – these trays are put into a secure storage location and labeled with a date.  This storage area is specifically for ballots that are “ready for Signature Verification”.
[bookmark: _Toc418610589]Signature Verification
52. For large elections, signature verification happens the day after the mail is sorted. (It is the only activity to occur during this day.  Activities are rotated by day in a 4 day rotation:  1)   new mail, 2) signature verify, 3) opening board, 4) scanning).
53. A tray is removed from the storage unit (where it was placed after the sorting/initial steps were taken).
54. The signature verify process works as follows:
a. A new group is started within the Signature Verification portion of DFM. That creates a # that is then written on the batch slip.
b. Ballots are scanned one a time.  As the ballot is scanned: 
i. The voter’s signature is pulled up within the DFM system and the physical ballot and the voter’s signature are compared.  They can use any signature on the voter record to accept the ballot signature.
ii. Any voter who has an invalid status (pending, cancelled)is flagged (such as FTFV) will be automatically recognized and marked as a challenge.
c. The system defaults the response to ‘good’ so, if a ballot is good, just Enter needs to be hit for the next record to be pulled up.
d. If the signature is not a match or is missing, the record is marked as a challenge and then a challenge reason is selected (No signature, sig verify, spouse sig are some examples).
Note:  Many times spouse signatures can be cleared up right then and there because both spouse’s envelopes are returned in the same mail batch/drop box batch.  If both spouse each signed only one ballot – both are marked as good and are sent through.  If that resolution can’t happen during signature verification, the spouse sig challenge reason is assigned.
e. Any that are marked as challenges are physically stamped at that moment and they are written down with a date, reason, batch number, and initialed.
55. After all ballots in a batch have been marked good or challenged:
a. They notate on the batch slip how many of each are in the batch (# challenged, # ready for opening board).
b. They put the challenged ballots into a locked cabinet (grouped by challenge type), and log on a challenge log the # put into the cabinet and from which batch it was taken.  
c. A batch report is generated.  It has three copies:
i. Top copy goes to a supervisor.
ii. Middle and bottom copies stay with the tray.
iii. The good ballots are put through a slicer that opens all of them and then put into a locked cabinet in a “ready for opening board” section.  There is an OB note on top of each tray as well (OB = ready for opening board).
[bookmark: _Toc418610590]Challenges/Signature Issues
56.  Challenge letters are sent daily.  
57. They print the letters by challenge group and date from the DFM system (these are pre-set letters that are just merged with the voters who should receive them based on the challenge codes entered during the signature verification process).
a. The DFM system won’t let you run these challenge letters a second time without a manual override.
58. They then manually check the # of letters against the # of challenged ballots in the challenged cabinet before putting them in the mail.
59. They have daily reports that are run per challenge type that show all existing challenges per type and those reports accompany the groups of challenges in the locked cabinet.
60. When challenge letters are received:
a. We presume that The The original ballot is pulled from the challenge security box. 
b. The initial ‘ballot returned’ information is cleared in DFM
i. This removes the original batch # and the challenge code.
Note:  there is no way to track original batch # with new batch # (Challenged ballot log tracks this)
c. They enter a # of resolves onto a batch slip and send them back through signature verification.
d. During signature verification, if the returned signature doesn’t match the ballot, a challenge is indicated in the DFM system and the ballot goes back into the challenge box.  No further letters are sent because calls will be made prior to certification.Another letter is sent.
61. Within 3 days of certification of the election, all voters that do not have a returned/verified ballot are contacted by phone (manual calls).  (This is not just for challenges, but for any voter who hasn’t returned a ballot). This is only for challenges.
62. Any ballot in the Challenge cabinet that hasn’t received a valid response by the day before certification are sent to the Canvassing Board for rejectioninspection to determine acceptance/rejection.
63. If a voter clearly signs two ballots (and it wasn’t resolved with the challenge letter explaining the felony of it), these are sent to the Prosecuting Attorney’s office after certification.
[bookmark: _Toc418610591]Opening
64. Openers work:
a. In teams of two. 
b. In rooms with microphones and cameras.  These are televised live in real time throughout the building (but not online due to rules regarding recording).
c. In a clear area devoted to only this team (other opener teams are divided by plexi-glass – to avoid ballots being mixed up between opening teams).
65. The process:
a. Trays of ballots in the secure cabinet in the location marked ‘ready for opening board’ are worked one tray, and one batch at a time.
b. Both workers count the ballots in the batch and sign off on the batch slip.
c. Secrecy sleeves are removed from outer envelopes.
d. The secrecy sleeves are counted andaffidavit envelopes are then rubber-banded.  A supervisor comes and takes them away (to protect secrecy as the ballots are later opened). They are zip-tied and a batch slip is attached to them. They are put into storage.
e. Ballots are then removed from the secrecy envelopes.  The secrecy sleeves are counted, and then rubber-banded, zip-tied, a batch tag attached, and removed by a supervisor for storage.
f. Ballots are then opened.  Each one being inspected as they go.  The openers are looking for anything that will make it unreadable for the HART Boss system.  These ballots are considered “questionable” and put on top of the good ballots in the group.
i. Tears.
ii. Marks that aren’t a clear vote.
iii. We presume that true over votes pulled at this point for canvassing.
iv. No barcode (ones returned from online, fax or email) – are these pulled out for duplication at this step? These are pulled out and placed on top of the batch to be duplicated at a later time. Duplication is not done by Opening Board.
g. The questionable ballots are reviewed by 2 different groups to determine if they really need to be duplicated.
Note:   Write-ins, blank ballots – are all acceptable for the scanner.
h. All ballots that need duplicated are done then by a duplication team and returned to the batch for scanning.   
i.  After all duplicates are made (and presumable any that need to go for canvassing have been pulled and noted on the batch tag) the batch is set aside in a locked cabinet for scanning (to happen the next day). Duplication is done just before the scanning/resolving process, not during opening.
Note: There are vendors – RunBeck and AVS – that allow for electronic duplication of a ballot.  Cowlitz has passed on these features because 1) the # of duplicates is low and 2) because adding one more vendor to the ballot proofing list is not desired. And 3) the maintenance and fees for these machines/service are more costly than the time it takes to manually handle these.  (E.g., they had 900 duplicates required during the last presidential election)
66. After the batch has been completed, it is secured in a locked cabinet in the section devoted to ballots ready for scanning.
[bookmark: _Toc418610592]Duplication/Ballot Resolution/Scanning
67. Duplication is handled during opening (see opening procedures).  There are very few ballots that need duplicated because the HART system allows for write-ins and voter intent questions to be handled on screen during the scan process. Duplication is done by the scanning/resolving team.
68. Ballot resolution and scanning occur together on the 4th day of the work-rotation cycle.  These are done using the HART BOSS system.
69. Ballots are put through the scanner 100 a batch at a time and pulled from the trays that were set aside the day before as ‘ready for scanning.’
70. The scanner keeps track of the # of ballots scanned and what batch # it is (the group # is assigned by staff).  A report is produced and kept with the batch showing the batch # and the # of ballots that were scanned and are ready for tabulation.  Each group of ballots scanned is given a group number and that is included in the repot as well.
71. They program any pre-certified write-in candidates into the HART machine ahead of time for ease of selection, if a non-certified candidate is submitted, the name is typed into the HART BOSS system as the ballot is being resolved.    All write-in names are entered into the system.  
Note:  There are three registered voters with the name Santa Clause in the state, so it is important to be careful about what is considered fictional.
[bookmark: _Toc418610593]Email/Fax/Online Ballots Received
72. These are put through duplication.  
[bookmark: _Toc418610594]Provisional Ballots Received 
73.  All provisional ballots go to the Canvassing Board.  If they are accepted, they are duplicated and scanned for counting.  Generally they are not eligible to vote and they are rejected.  In fact, they’ve never had an accepted one.
74. A rejection letter is sent to each provisional voter that was rejected by the Canvassing Board.
[bookmark: _Toc418610595]Federal Write-In Ballot Received	
75. These aren’t separated from regular ballots.  They are simply put through the duplication process and then write-ins indicated within the Boss scanning system.
[bookmark: _Toc418610596]ACP Voter Ballots Received (Protected Voters)
76. These are handled manually by staff authorized to handle this information.
[bookmark: _Toc418610597]Topic 4:  Online Ballot Status/Tracking
77. The MyBallot state website is used.  It shows ‘Received’ when a ballot has passed signature verification.  The data is uploaded nightly to the WEI. 
78. Cowlitz County has a page on their county website that can be used to view ballot status.  Is this still in use or has this been removed now that you’re using the State’s MyBallot website? These are the same thing. It’s a link to MyVote, where voters can check ballot status.
[bookmark: _Toc418610598]Topic 5:  Canvassing Board
79. The Canvassing Board meets one time on certification day.  
80. They reject or accept, by reason, challenges that haven’t been resolved.
81. They reject any ballots determined to be true late returns.
82. They use physical ballots (not copies).
83. They would resolve any voter intent issues which can’t be resolved by the Voter Intent manual.
84. If any ballot that is accepted, the voter is given credit for voting in DFM and the ballot is put through regular procedures.
85. The Canvassing Board does not see much traffic.  The max has been 15 ballots.
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86. There are 6 drop boxes in the county.
87. They are collected by a county vehicle and two workers.
Note:  workers in the Auditor’s office are offered overtime to assist with this during election night.  This is a bit of a staffing nightmare.
88. They use seals on the box and during transportation and use seal logs that both workers sign. 
89. They are counted and the #s documented in an excel spreadsheet. 
90. They are then stored with the mail ballots in the ‘ready for opening’ locked area.
[bookmark: _Toc418610600]Topic 7:  Vote Centers and Accessible Voting Unit Machine (AVU)
91. There is one vote center in the county located in the elections office.
92. It is open 18 days before Election Day (this wasn’t discussed, but is a standard state law).
93. When registered voters in Cowlitz County come in, they give them a ballot on-demand (their own ballot).
94. When registered voters from other counties, the staff prints them a ballot using the MyBallot state website, if possible.  They usually take it with them, but if it is on Election Day, they will accept it and then send it to the appropriate county.
95. There is an AVU machine available for voters who need assistance in voting. 
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96. The AVRM175 report (absentee voting report module) is used to show the # of ballots returned each day as per the DFM system.
97. There is manual excel spreadsheet that is to track the same #s and then the two documents are compared for reconciliation. (e.g. # of challenges, # of resolved, # sent to tabulation.  # of incoming mail, email, # per drop box)
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98. DFM has a way to pull this data very easily.
[bookmark: _Toc418610604]State
99. There is a certification report and a reconciliation form.  They are DFM reports that need manual entry for the ACP voters and the DREs (the AVU machine votes).
100. Occasionally after an election, the state will request write-in reports.  These are easily pulled from the HART system.
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101. These reports are free of charge.
102. They provide a list of whatever is requested.  E.g. either everyone who has returned a ballot or everyone who has not returned a ballot.
103. The purchaser has to sign an oath.
[bookmark: _Toc418610606]Topic 9:  Language Complexities	
104. Not discussed.
a. Information gathered from the Voter Registration interview; English only is used.
b. DFM Voter System has the capability to add multiple languages when needed.
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