MEMORANDUM

TO: 

Commissioner Gwen Welshimer and the BOCC
FROM: 
Sedgwick County Voter Coalition

DATE: 
August, 13, 2007

RE: 

Request for SCVC feedback on August 7th special election

Thank you for requesting feedback from the coalition concerning the August 7th Special Election. While we neither observed at the polls nor received reports of any significant problems with the administration of the Special Election, we wish, nonetheless, to offer a few observations. 
While the 43% voter turnout on August 7 for a single-issue Special Election was impressive, we are more concerned about the 81% expected turnout for the 2008 Presidential Election. However impressive the turnout and relatively problem-free, we feel that it would be a serious error to presume that the Special Election can tell us anything about how the 2008 Presidential Election will proceed. An election with 43% turnout cannot suggest anything about an election with, historically, 81% turnout. The qualitative and quantitative difference between the General and Special Elections is evident in that the Election Office used only 362 of 565 touch screen voting machines for the Special Election. 

Primary and Special Elections with low to modest turnout and few ballot items do not present a test to the capacity and limitations of Sedgwick County’s election system as do General Elections, especially an election system that has undergone a 70% reduction in poll sites and a 45% reduction in voting machines since 2006. Last November’s General Election was such a test and, as our detailed report found, rather than creating greater efficiency and convenience for voters, fewer voting machines coupled with a dramatic increase in voters assigned to each polling site resulted in long lines and lengthy delays for many voters at certain polling places. 
The coalition was also not surprised that nearly 29% of all votes were cast in advance. First, there was only one issue on the ballot and—unlike General Election contests in November with lengthy, complex ballots—most voters had made up their mind before Election Day. Second, given that the Special Election was held in August, voters were inclined to vote in advance to avoid conflict with summer vacations and the oppressive heat. Third, the “Yes” and “No” campaigns provided information about advance voting in their campaign materials. Even with the advance voting information provided by both sides, the total percent of advance voters for the Special Election increased by only about 2% over the percent voting in advance for the 2006 General Election.
In conclusion, we cannot risk disenfranchising even one Sedgwick County voter by presuming that the Special Election is illustrative of what will occur when twice as many voters turnout for the 2008 Presidential Election. Please safeguard the voting rights of Sedgwick County neighborhoods and communities by taking affirmative action to restore poll sites and add voting machines.
Please feel free to contact us with any additional questions you may have. 
