May 14, 2007

Vote Scotland 
c/o The Electoral Commission 
28 Thistle Street 
Edinburgh, EH2 1EN

Dear Sir or Madam, 

We were part of a delegation sponsored by the Electoral Reform Society and FairVote USA to observe the Scottish elections of May 3rd.  It was a fantastic experience.  Speaking as election administrators we can’t thank you enough for the hospitality, transparency and willingness to allow us and other members of the public to observe nearly every detail of the process.  Election administrators from London, Scotland and Ireland were all very accommodating, and despite their busy schedule took the time to meet with us and answer our many questions.

Our observations confirmed that the election of May 3rd were successful.  In spite of problems you encountered with the voting system and new equipment, we were impressed with your overall operation.

Our primary mission was to observe the single transferable vote process and voter behavior.  The City of Minneapolis, Minnesota has recently passed a ballot initiative to institute a similar method for our municipal elections for Mayor, Council Member and various Independent Board members.  The State of North Carolina has recently adopted legislation allowing their jurisdictions to participate in a pilot program using STV.  The opportunity to witness your successes and the problems you encountered will help us to create our own programs.

As a result of our observations we will be proposing several recommendations to our policy-makers:

Ballot Design

It appeared that voters had difficulty distinguishing races which were to be voted on with an “x” from those that used numbers.  This was probably due to a combination of factors.  First, scheduling elections for offices using three different voting methods at the same time was clearly an issue, especially given the fact that other changes were made to ballot order and it was the first time STV was used.  Second, ballot instructions could have been more clear.  

Our recommendation to our policy-makers will be to separate elections using first-past-the-post from those using a ranked choice method whenever practicable.  We will also recommend that we keep the number of changes voters are subjected to at a single election to a minimum.  We will also be working toward standardized ballot design and instructions to be placed in statute and which would be required to be used in all jurisdictions using a ranked choice method.  

Central v. Precinct Count Systems
Because a central count system, rather than a precinct count system was used, voters did not have the opportunity to correct their own errors.  In many United States jurisdictions, precinct count equipment is required by law.  As voters feed their ballots into the ballot counter, the ballot is scanned for errors and returned to the voter if corrections are needed.  Voters are then offered a replacement ballot and receive further instruction.   

Without precinct counters, errors are not detected immediately and voters are not given a chance to correct their vote.  On May 3rd overvotes were not discovered until they were scanned at the counting center when it was too late for the voter to correct their mistakes. 

We will recommend to our policy-makers that we retain our current statute which requires precinct based counting equipment.

Adjudication Process

We were impressed with the DRS Voting System and the accountability in the process.  We appreciated the opportunity to view screens at the various election official work stations.  

It seemed, however, that the threshold for detecting an error was set very high, so that ballots which to the human eye looked perfectly legitimate were rejected by the OCR software.  As a result of needing to do the manual review process for so many ballots, the results were slow in being announced.  Slow results reporting can invite more media scrutiny as well as cause distrust in the process.   

In terms of the adjudication process itself, we were witness to the application of seemingly disparate rules within our counting center.  For example, one of the Returning Officers readily accepted a single check mark instead of an “x” or a “1” as a legitimate first choice vote.  The other Returning Officer rejected the single check mark.  In another example, one Returning Officer determined that a number “2” in the second box, or a number 4 in the fourth box should be interpreted as a legitimate first choice vote.  The other Returning Officer rejected all similar ballots.

Again, we will recommend to our policy-makers that  precinct based scanning devices be used so that voter intent is determined by the voters themselves rather than election officials.  Rules for determining voter intent should also be included in statute and applied consistently for all ranked choice elections.  
Postal (Mail) Ballot Process
Minnesota has used a mail ballot process successfully for many years.  We were privileged to observe the software and administrative procedures used to process the postal ballots in Edburgh and commend you on a fine system.  However, the lack of adequate lead time for return of ballots mailed too close to the election was unfortunate and appears to have troubled many voters. We were also concerned about the ability of overseas and military voters to cast a vote within the compressed time frame.  
We will recommend few changes to our mail ballot process to our policy-makers and hope to learn more about your software and administrative procedures.
Scanning Equipment 

Again, we were impressed overall with the DRS system.  We did note that the equipment had trouble scanning the folded absentee ballots which were constantly getting jammed.  The scanners also needed to be cleaned often which may be due to the light paper stock used for the ballot as well as the ballots themselves being partially perforated to allow for folding and mailing instead of just being scored.  Many absentee ballots were torn as they were run through the machines.

Ballot barcodes were of interest to us.  Though we are apprehensive about the fact that the ballots can be tied to a specific voter, we did like the fact that the scanner knew it had counted that specific ballot once and would not scan it again if run through the scanner a second time.   
Our experience in Scotland was extremely helpful and did much to further our knowledge of implementation of the single transferable vote system.  Please feel free to contact any one of us if you have questions about observations, or would like information about the systems we use here in the United States.  

Thank you.
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	Michelle DesJardin
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	Cynthia Reichert
	Johnnie McLean

	Elections Director
	Deputy Director

	City of Minneapolis, Minnesota
	North Carolina State Board of Elections


