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SUBJECT/TITLE
Omnibus election reform

SPONSOR
Representative Adrian Arnold

MANDATE SUMMARY

Unit of Government:
X
City;
X
County;
X
Urban County Government

Program/

Office(s) Impacted:
 County clerks, fiscal courts

Requirement:
X
Mandatory

Optional

Effect on

Powers & Duties
X
Modifies Existing

Adds New

Eliminates Existing

PURPOSE/MECHANICS

HB 327/HCS is an omnibus election reform bill.

FISCAL EXPLANATION/BILL PROVISIONS
ESTIMATED COST

The fiscal impact of HB 327/HCS is indeterminable, but is expected to range from moderate to significant. It is apparent that it will have an impact upon county clerks' offices, because of the large role those offices have in the administration of the elections laws and the registration and purgation of voters.  The measure, among other things, deals with uniform ballot standards, the upgrading of voting equipment, election night reporting, voter registration, party identification and ballot access, voter outreach and education, and absentee voting procedures.

Uniform Ballot StandardsSYMBOL 190 \f "Symbol"The bill provides that all ballots will conform to uniform state Board of Elections standards.  The state board may require any county board of elections or vendor to submit its ballot design for approval prior to any election.  This may be problematic for clerks' offices because of the number of ballot faces that can be required for a county.  As an example, Fayette County had 72 different ballot faces in one election; Jefferson County had 256.

Upgrade Voting EquipmentSYMBOL 190 \f "Symbol"The bill provides that a fiscal court in a county using lever voting machines in any precinct for the 2000 general election shall replace those machines with electronic voting systems as funds become available.  There appears to be no timetable for the machine replacement.  The bill notes that fiscal courts may utilize funds made available through General Assembly appropriations, or state or federal grants.  According to the state Board of Elections, electronic voting machines cost between $4,000 and $6,000 each, depending on the type of machine and the vendor.  Only eight counties in the state currently use lever type machines.  (Another county has 12 electronic machines, but also still uses two lever machines.)  Whitley County has 37 lever machines.  Replacing them at $5,000 each would cost $185,000.  Fiscal courts would bear the cost of replacing the machines through purchase or lease.  Fiscal courts are also required to coordinate the transition with county clerks to provide adequate time for training and operation of the electronic systems in time for the 2002 primary.  There could be a nominal cost related to the training.

The bill also stipulates that a county board of elections is to review and report on precincts that exceeded 700 votes cast in the last regular election.  The state elections board will not remit the expenses of an election to a county if the county's board of elections does not divide or make other accommodations for precincts exceeding 700 votes cast, under the bill.  New precincts come at a cost.  Establishing new precincts may entail supplying additional machines, training and paying election officers, printing ballots and setting machines, advertising, telephones, utilities, voting location rentals and supplies and materials.  Currently, counties are reimbursed $300 per precinct for the cost of elections.

Election Night ReportingSYMBOL 190 \f "Symbol"The bill provides that each county board of elections will electronically transmit its election results election night, and stay in session until the transmission is complete, perhaps at an additional personnel cost.

Voter Registration IntegritySYMBOL 190 \f "Symbol"The measure contains some provisions related to the maintenance of accurate voter registration lists.  County clerks' offices handle voter registration and any increase in the workload in that area could have an additional staff cost.

The bill appears to increase the duties assigned to county boards of elections.  These boards normally consist of a county clerk, sheriff and appointed members from the predominant political parties (usually Republican and Democrat).  (Boards in counties with first- and second-class cities can employ nonpartisan staffs.)  Should the workload or duties of the boards increase under the bill, the increased workload probably will fall on county clerks' offices because they are responsible for registering voters and conducting elections.  For example, under the bill, prior to an election, a county board of election shall report to the state Board of Elections when 5 percent or more of eligible voters have requested absentee ballots.  Such reporting will require staff time, most likely county clerk staff time.

Other facets of the billSYMBOL 190 \f "Symbol"absentee voting procedures, party identification and ballot access, and voter outreach and educationSYMBOL 190 \f "Symbol"may have some fiscal effects on clerks offices.
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