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CrTiZENS UNION

QF THECITY OF NEW YORK

CITIZENS UNION OF THE CITY OF NEW YORK
Testimony to the City Council Government Operations Committee
on the Public Education and Implementation of New Voting Machines
September 8, 2010

Good afternoon Chair Brewer and members of the Council Government Operations
Committee; My name is Alex Camarda, and I am the Director for Public Policy and
Advocacy for Citizens Union of the City of New York. Citizens Union 1s an independent,
flon-partisan, civic organization of New Yorkers who promote good government and
advance political reform in our city and state. For more than a century, Citizens Union has
served as a watchdog for the public intetest and an advocate for the common good.

We thank you for holding this public hearing on assessing voting machine implementation
and outreach efforts by the Board of Elections in the City of New York (the Board) and
giving Citizens Union the opportunity to ptesent its views on this matter.

Citizens Union has, over the last several years, monitored the Board’s efforts to implement
the provisions of the federal Help America Vote Act (HAVA) of 2002, providing guidance
and advice to this Committee, the Board itself, and the Voter Assistance Commmission,
During that time, Citizens Union has suggested criteria for the selection of new voting
machines, advocated for incteased funding to implement HAVA, and issued opinions on the
training of poll workers and educating the public about the new machines. Citizens Union
Foundation, our sister organization, worked in 2001 and from 2004 to 2008 to recruit poll
workers for the City and reported on the experiences of some of those applicants, in training
ot while working on election day.

One week from today, the voters of New York City will experience the most dramatic
change in voting in over 50 years, with votes being cast on paper ballots and run through an
electronic scanner rather than via the traditional mechanical lever machines or “Shoup”
machines. Itis a change that was set in motion by the issues arising from the controversial
2000 election, and a change that every other state and locality in the country has already
experienced given New York’s dubious distinction of being the last state to implement the
Help America Vote Act.

The Board has made efforts to prepare the public for this watershed election day, and
deserves credit for the outreach it has done. Through some cteative programs, particulatly
the demonstrations of the new machines across the City, it has provided the opportunity for
some voters to become familiar with the new machines by casting mock votes on them prior
to election day. The Board, since the program’s beginning in May, has conducted over 200
of these demonstrations in collaboration with organizations and elected officials and
scheduled over 270 more. Demonstrations are prominently posted on a section of Board’s
website devoted to the new machines, which is accessible from the home page, so that
members of the public wishing to attend them can easily find one locally through the site’s

' Citizens Union * 299 Broadway, Suite 700 New York, NY 10007

phone 212-227-0342 + fax 212-227-0345 » citizens(@citizensunion.org * www.citizensunion.org’
Peter J.W. Sherwin, Chair Dick Dadey, Executive Director
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useful zip code search function. Citizens Union will be holding such a demonstration this
Friday evening in partnership with the Board and St. Francis College. Additionally, the
Board has made its Leatning Centers widely available, including on weekends, in each of the
five boroughs to members of the public who wish to walk in and try out the new machines.
While this program is an innovative collaborative initiative to educate voters about the new
machines during tight fiscal times, its impact should not be overstated. According to the
Boatd’s Executive Director, 10,000 people have attended these demonstrations, but this is a
small proportion of the 330,659 residents who voted in the Democratic primary for mayor
last year and a miniscule proportion of the 1.1 million people who turned out to vote in last
yeat’s general election for mayor.

The demonstration of the new voting machines is part of larger public education effort by
the Board, which it is carrying out through a $6.7 million contract with Burson Marsteller, a
public relations firm. The public education effort also involves an advertising campaign
incorporating ads on city buses and subway cats, mobile billboards, in addition to
placements in daily and community newspapers, radio stations, and TV spots. Citizens
Union commends the Board for these needed promotions about the new machines but
notes that the ad campaign only began on August 31st, just one week ago. While there is
much debate for any campaign seeking to reach voters as to the optimal time to expend its
resources, patticularly given the diminished attention during summer months, Citizens
Union believes two weeks of advertisements to alert primary voters to the changes in the
voting process is likely insufficient to resonate. The larger pool of votets should, however,
be better prepared for participating in the general election.

The Board also sent a multi-language mailer in August to all of the City’s 4.3 million
registered voters about the new voting machines, which Citizens Union participated in
providing feedback on as to the messaging and presentation. We appreciate the Board’s
efforts in collaborating with our organization and others on that mailing, and believe it
resulted in a higher quality product which was of great importance given that it was the only
mailer done by the Board on the new machines given the $2.5 million expense.

It is evident that the Board’s public education efforts regatding new voting machines can
only be evaluated in light of the amount of available funds, something the new Executive
Director George Gonzalez has stated publicly has been inadequate during his entire 22 years
of service to the Board. Yet the Board’s belief that it is underfunded to robustly conduct
needed education campaigns like this one is, in patt, the result of its own failure to be more
transparent and accountable for its spending. While Citizens Union has advocated several
times to this Committee and others that the Board needed adequate funds to implement the
requirements of HAVA, it has also been teluctant to be a forceful voice for the Board on
this matter because the Boatd fails to repott details of its operations to the Mayot’s
Preliminary and Final Management Report. Disclosures, like those made possible through
the creation of the Comptroller’s CheckbookNYC initiative, reveal that the Board spent
neatly a half million dollars on car expenses for staff during a six month period ending n
June 2010. This, in addition to the Board’s spending opaqueness, raises questions about
how the Board spends taxpayer dollars.

Citizens Union is awate that the Board is not a mayoral agency: Their funding comes from
city dollars and for this reason we believe that reporting should be standatrd among bodies
that receive city taxpayer money. The Board should go beyond what is included in its annual
report which highlights voter registration totals, and also provide information on the number

2
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of affidavit ballots cast, the number of those deemed invalid, the tcafﬁc received by the
Board website, the number of calls received by the voter hotline, comprehensive poll worker
statistics and othet information that would help the public understand how the Board
operates. This disclosure will assist with future budget requests and create the confidence
that may allow the City to allocate more funding so the Board can more robustly wage
education campaigns like preparing the public for new voting machines.

The Board’s own atchaic two-patty structure also continues to hamper its ability to
effectively conduct operations that would adequately prepare voters for the use of new
machines. Itis the two-patty structure which caused an extended vacancy only just filled for
Executive Directot. Itis hard to imagine any company or organization embarking on its
most significant changes in over 50 years while leaving a top position vacant for six months.
Only in a system that appoints its entire staff based on party affiliation and patronage rather
than metit and qualifications is this possible - to the detriment of its operations. While a
State matter, the City’s residents continue to face the negative consequences that come from
the structure of a Board that is mote antiquated than the old lever voting machines. Itis
only one of two states in the nation with an even-numbered bipartisan Board.

The Board also missed the opportunity to take simple measures that would better prepare
the public for use of the new voting machines. The Board could, for example, post sample
ballots on its website educating the public on the new machines, something long requested
by Citizens Union and other good government organizations, and done by numerous other
elections bodies throughout the country. The Board should also create a dynamic online
application form for the public to apply to become poll workers, instead of the static pdf
download, theteby reducing the obstacles to applying to work at the polls and the time and
- effort needed to process hand-wtitten requests. We urge this committee to pass legislation
requiring these simple but important measures.

‘Thank you again for providing the opportunity for Citizens Union to proﬁde' its thoughts on
matters related to the new voting machines and the campaign to prepare the public for their

use.

I am happy to answer any questions you might have.
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Good Moming. My name is Kate Doran and I am the City Affairs Chair ofthe New York
City League of Women Voters. We appreciate this opportunity to comment on

the Board of Elections’ outreach and implementation of the new voting system for the
2010 Primary and General Elections.

The League of Women Voters is a multi-issue, non-partisan political organization which
encourages informed and active citizen participation in government, works to increase
understanding of major public policy issues, and influences public policy through
advocacy and education.

For 90 years the League has been in the forefront of promoting voter education.

At no time is voter education more vital than when a whole new way of voting is being
introduced to the public, as is now happening with the replacement of lever machines
with paper ballots and optical scanners. The New York City Board of Elections has
developed and implemented an extensive outreach and education program, including
well-designed hands-on demonstrations which they are taking to community and civic
organizations around the city. The League hosted one of these public demonstrations
where over 100 voters had an opportunity to fill out sample ballots and feed them into the
scanners. They were also able to use the AutoMark ballot marking device. For those who
participated, their fears were allayed and their comfort with the new system increased.
These demonstrations are reaching thousands of voters. However, we have millions of
voters, many of whom were confused by the configuration of our ballot even back when
they confronted it on the lever machine.

We believe that the Board of Elections could greatly improve service to voters by adding
to its web site samples of the actual ballots that voters will see when they go to the polls.
Voters should not be surprised or confused on Election Day. Confusion leads to
disengagement and erodes turnout. Ballots could be linked to the BOE’s current Poll Site
Locator allowing voters to see just who is running for what office, We understand that
the Board’s Poll Site Locator was developed with the assistance of the city’s Department
of Information, Technology and Telecommunications and we would hope that DOITT
could help with a sample ballot initiative as well.

Governor Paterson signed an amendment to New York State Election Law effective
March 16, 2010 authorizing the BOE to employ election inspectors to work half day



shifts. The new law requires county boards of election to prescribe rules and procedures
to ensure proper poll site operation.

We have heard concerns that half day shifts would mean training twice as many workers.
That may be so, but training time could be halved inasmuch as early shift workers would
be trained in opening procedures, and late shift workers in closing procedures. All poll
workers would continue to be trained in voter service procedures.

Expanding the pool, and training more poll workers is a critical component of outreach.
While we are disappointed that the BOE hasn’t written rules in time for the September
14™ primary, we do understand that this has been a busy and difficult year. We suggest
however, that a pilot project be designed for certain select poll sites that could be run on
November 2, 2010,

We believe that the 16 hour day has long been an insurmountable disincentive to civic
minded individuals who might otherwise appreciate the opportunity for public service.
Furthermore, we predict that recruiting and retaining competent, professionally minded
workers will become much easier for the BOE when they begin to advertise an 8 hour
work day. We urge the BOE to design a pilot project for the November election,

Mindful that this committee has an interest in increasing efficiency and accountability in
the delivery of government services, we suggest that the Board of Elections be
encouraged and assisted in exploring initiatives which are used in other municipalitics
and may be possible and desirable now that we are using paper ballots and optical
scanners. In addition to online sample ballots, the Board should look into the feasibility
of onsite printing of individual ballots, which in the long run would radically reduce
printing and transportation costs. In some localities electronic poll books are used so that
voters can go to any poll site to vote and have their names and identities verified. Of
course, any new initiative can only be introduced after rigorous testing and assurances
that all procedures are secure and protect the voter and the ballot. On-line and real time
voter records would entail a significant commitment to upgrading technology, but we
believe that this is an appropriate use of the Board of Elections’ and the city’s resources.

While this is the first timne voters in New York City will be using this new voting system,
voters in 18 other states use the system and voters in more than 40 upstate counties used
paper ballots, optical scanners and ballot markers in the 2009 elections. Exit surveys
conducted by the New York State League of Women Voters found that there were few
problems and for most voters it was a good experience. We hope it will go as smoothly
in New York City. We will be monitoring the elections and urge you to do so, as well.

Thank you



WOMEN'S Testimony by Marjorie Kelleher Shea

ClTY CLUB Elections Specialist, Women’s City Club of New York
& g NEVWYORK City Council Committee on Governmental Operations
SHAPING POLICY 14" Floor Hearing Room, 250 Broadway, New York, NY

improving Hves
proving September 8, 2010 at 10:00 a.m.

Oversight — Board of Elections:
Assessing Voting Machine Implementation & Qutreach Efforts

Chair Brewer and Members of the Committee:

My name is Marjorie Kelleher Shea, and | am the Elections Specialist for the Women's City Club
of New York, a nonprofit, nonpartisan, multi-issue organization founded in 1915. Our mission is
to improve the lives of New Yorkers by helping fo shape public policy and promote responsible
government.

Thank you for this oversight hearing fo assess voting machine implementation and outreach
efforts. The NYC Board of Elections (BOE) is conducting an excellent public education program
under the leadership of Communications Director Valerie Vazquez and the public relations firm
of Burson-Marsteller. It has been a cooperative effort involving the BOE Commissioners’
Education Committee, Department of Information Technology and Telecommunications, other
mayoral agencies and civic advocacy organizations.

Accountability — The purchase and testing of new equipment appears on schedule as reported
by Executive Director Gonzalez'in his weekly updates to the ten commissioners on the delivery
and testing of scanners, ballot marking devices, privacy booths and supply carts. However,
there is little or no reporting on the number of people who have been called to attend poll worker
training classes, the number who have attended and those who have passed the required
practical and written tests.

Long term problem — The Women'’s City Club has testified for a decade as to the need for a
better program to recruit and train the 30,000 temporary workers who operate our neighborhood
poll sites. There are indications that many experienced poll workers will opt out of the system
this fall, as it requires a six-hour training class and a 5:00 a.m. reporting time on election days.
Another possible deterrent is an Internal Revenue Service requirement that all poli workers are
now considered employees of the Board of Elections for tax purposes and must complete the
W-4 Tax withholding certificate.

The quantity and quality of election-day workers has been considered by past City Councils,
and cooperative planning needs to be done. The Women'’s City Club asks that a special poll
worker taskforce be instituted and modeled on that of 2002 and 2003. At that time, the Women’s
City Club, along with six other civic organizations and BOE staff, sat on a special working
committee to provide input for revisions to the Poll Worker Manual and the training video and
suggested sensitivity training so that workers could better serve voters. We realize that this
could not be started until December 1% and would therefore begin after the general election.
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Short term solutions — In the short term, the Women's City Club makes the following
recommendations:

o Provide statistics on “Election Day Operations/Poll Site Management” per the 2008
Annual Report showing “Worker Coverage Analysis"—number of workers in these '
categories: Assembly District Monitors, Coordinators, Inspectors, Poll Clerks,
Information Clerks, Door Clerks, Interpreters (Spanish, Chinese, Korean). Also include
the number of poll worker no-shows by poll site.

o Use the six weeks between September 14" and November 2™ to train new workers and
provide remedial classes for those who failed the practical and written tests.

o Increase efforts to include college students in the standby pools and provide special
training schedules that will accommodate their study schedules.

o Provide a user guide to the 196-page Poll Worker Manual as the present form is lengthy
and cumbersome. :

Thank you for the opportunity to share the recommendations of the Women'’s City Club on the
subject of elections, which is an essential part of public participation in democracy.
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