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AUDITOR FOUND IN VIOLATION
OF STATE ELECTION LAW
By Robert Strahm with little or no public knowledge or way this could be accomplished is by

On December 22, 1995, Snohomish
County Superior Court Judge John
Wynne found County Auditor Bob
Terwilliger in violation of state election
law and ordered the Lake Stevens
Mayoral election to be re-certified. This
November’s general election was
plagued by numerous mistakes by
election officials in Snohomish County.
So many mistakes that two judges have
required re-certification and new
absentee ballots sent in two local races
this year. The auditors office sets the
blame squarely on the new voting system
acquired just prior to the September
primary.  Responding to questions
directed at the high number of incorrect
absentee ballots sent out in the general
election, auditor Terwilliger stated “It
was a QC (quality control) problem of the
printer” unfortunately the printer just
happens to be the same organization that
provided the new voting system.

In this world of emerging digital
technology, the responsibility to ensure
accuracy in our election process has been
increased dramatically. On November 7,
a newly installed computerized voting
system in  Montgomery County,
Pennsylvania “produced a bleeping
mess” soon after the polls opened.
According to the Philadelphia Inquirer,
“What was lauded as a forward-thinking
move that would push the election
process into the 21st century, ended in a
flurry of finger-pointing, missing voter
cartridges, and calls for an investigation
into the integrity of the tabulation”.
Sound familiar? In Snohomish County,
Washington an auditors office has
created a similar mess by jumping into
the computerized voting arena head-first.

In a bold move just prior to this years
election season, the county auditor’s
office installed a newly developed
optical-scan digital vote tallying system,

input. Any new system or modification
to an existing voting system is subject
to prior evaluation and approval by the
Secretary of State’s office before
acquisition. Unfortunately  for
Snohomish County voters, the newly
installed voting system is only
conditionally approved by the
Secretary of State’s office due to many
defects and shortcomings that were
identified in the states’ evaluation
process. Regardless of the fact that
specific safety requirements are to be
met when using this system, the
auditor’s office blatantly ignored the
states’ criteria for use and proceeded

with the election process uninhibited by
state restrictions. Not only did the
auditor’s  office  ignore  state
requirements when  using the
conditionally approved tallying system,
but for quite some time the office has
been ignoring it’s most fundamental of
functions - properly canceling voter
registrations and updating active and
inactive voter lists.

Integrity of the eligible voter lists is
crucial when using computerized vote
tallying. Since the process of
registering votes per race is done
without the ability to physically verify
how each vote was recorded (due to the
digital nature of the system), potential
to manipulate the results is increased.
How could this be done? One possible

designing the tally programming to
record an extra vote for the candidate of
choice when a certain event occurs. For
example, when a challenger (to the
candidate of choice) would gain to a
predetermined point, the tally program
would merely add a sufficient number of
(bogus) votes to the total of the chosen
candidate, to ensure he holds his lead.

This would cause an accounting
problem by increasing the total number
of votes cast in a particular race out of
proportion to all races, creating a large
number of under-votes in races that did
not receive an equal number of extra
votes. The problem could be solved by
selecting other races and ensuring that
those candidates receive an equal number
of extra (fraudulent) votes. This type of
manipulation would require that the total
number of votes cast being variable. In
order for the extra votes not to be
detected a pool of bogus voters would be
included in the overall number of votes
cast during the election - a form of
“digital ballot box stuffing”. There is an
infinite number of ways a digital voting
system could be programmed to
manipulate results. This is why the
integrity of the voter lists is absolutely
critical to accurate vote tallying. With
accurate lists an audit trail is provided
and verifiable. Without accurate voter
lists the number of votes cast in a race is
not verifiable and subject to potential
manipulation.

In Snohomish County total regular
votes cast at the polling place are tallied
and verified by a precinct official and an
inspector. This figure is fairly reliable
due to the fact that the majority of the
process is conducted in the presence of
representatives from both major political
parties. In Snohomish County the
precinct tally sheets differed from the
official canvass by only 769 votes out of
134,000 (less than 1%). The real
problem lies in the block of votes that are
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campaign committee acquired the
complete “inactive voter list” from the
auditor immediately after the general
election in November of 1995 - the list
does not contain any voter records based
on death.

The on-going absentee list and the
registration cancellations are important
in controlling the reported results of an
election. In the case of Snohomish
County these two elements of the election
process have been inexplicably removed
from public scrutiny and therefore open
verification. The unverifiable pool of
ballots needed to manipulate election
results may very well reside within these
two inaccessible. unverifiable county
files. What has been discovered is that in
many cases people have received
absentee ballots that were not requested.
People have been placed on the on-going
absentee status list without request.
written application or even confirmation
notice by the county in any way.

Individuals have received absentee
ballots that were not on any registration
list. nor could thev have been. In an
affidavit to the court hearing the

contested election suit by Doug Smith
(for County Executive) and Gary
Britsch (for Mayvor of Lake Stevens),
Lorene  Valliant of  Arlington.
Washington describes how  her
deceased husband received two
absentee ballots from the county
auditor. One ballot was received for
the primary and one for the general
election. even after she sent the primary
ballot back marked deceased. What
can be derived from this? It’s a big job
- mistakes can be made?

Maintenance of an audit trail, on
absentee ballots. is required of all
county  auditors by Washington
Administrative Code 434-40-270. Due
in part to the integrated nature of the
new voting system's software, auditing
election results by precinct is almost
impossible. By entering precinct
information into the county’s new
Optech IV 400 voting svstem, the
system then is claimed to be able to
design ballots for all races throughout
the county. Unfortunately by using this
procedure to create ballot types. the
ability to accurately audit precincts is

Russ Harlan, county elections manager
retired in Julv.

all but eliminated. Smith’s campaign
committee was able to audit
approximately 50 precincts as reported in
the final official canvass. Of those 50
precincts 24% reported absentee votes
exceeding the total number of absentee
voters registered in that precinct per the
poll books!!!

The Snohomish County Auditor's
election processes will be monitored very
closely this vear. The result will be
interesting. @
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