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SECRETARY OF STATE SETS STAGE FOR A REPEAT 

OF JUNE’S ELECTION DAY DISASTER IN KERN COUNTY

SACRAMENTO – Just four months after as many as 500 Kern County voters were prevented from casting ballots in the June primary election thanks to the Secretary of State’s failure to prepare for an electronic voting machine meltdown, the Secretary of State has laid the ground work for a repeat performance of the June disaster.

“It’s clear the Secretary of State didn’t learn a thing from what happened in Kern County during the primary,” said Debra Bowen (D-Redondo Beach), the chairwoman of the Senate Elections, Reapportionment & Constitutional Amendments Committee and the Democratic Party nominee for Secretary of State.

“It’s pretty astonishing to see him re-issue the very same directive that prevented as many as 500 voters in Kern County from being able to vote in the June primary election,” continued Bowen.  “Not only is the Secretary refusing to show any leadership to ensure that voters have the ability to cast a ballot when they show up at their polling place, he’s also refusing to learn from the mistake he made four months ago.”

According to an October 3, 2006, memo issued by the Secretary of State to county clerks, registrars of voters and vendors entitled “Provisional voting and paper ballots at polling places for November 7, 2006 General Election”:

“As the Secretary of State directed in the November 2005 Special Election and the June 2006 Primary Election, any county using a direct recording electronic (DRE) voting system that is certified for use in California with an electronic provisional ballot module may use this module for casting of provisional ballots in accordance with the adopted procedures for the voting system or, alternatively, may use paper provisional ballots.  However, all county elections officials shall have an adequate supply of paper ballots, as determined by the elections official, available at the voting locations for use in the event of a temporary loss of the ability to use electronic equipment, or if a voter chooses not to vote on electronic equipment.  (Emphasis in original).

This back-up supply can be absentee ballots or other option as determined to be reasonable by the elections official.”

– MORE –

“This is virtually identical to the policy the Secretary of State had in place in June – a policy that prevented hundreds of registered voters from exercising their right to vote in Kern County,” continued Bowen.  The Secretary of State should have a contingency plan in place so voters will know how they’re going to be able to vote in the event of another Election Day meltdown, he should be requiring registrars to train poll workers how to use the paper ballot backup system, and he should require registrars to let people know they have the option of voting on a paper ballot.  Giving voters the right to use a paper ballot is fairly useless if there’s no requirement for the registrar of voters to tell people they have the right to vote on paper.”

During the June primary election, Diebold electronic voting machines failed to operate properly, forcing many Kern County polling places to open up to three hours late.  The Secretary of State left it up to registrars of voters to determine how many paper ballots they should keep on hand and how to train their poll workers.  During a July 31st hearing of the Senate Select Committee on the Integrity of Elections in Bakersfield chaired by Senator Bowen, it was revealed that Kern County’s registrar of voters refused to train poll workers how to use paper ballot backups and actually instructed them not to use the paper ballots (a directive many workers ignored in an effort to let voters cast ballots when the Diebold machines wouldn’t work),  Furthermore, the assistant registrar of voters testified before the committee that as many as 500 voters were turned away from the polls.  

The Secretary of State’s June 16th report on what happened in Kern County didn’t mention either of these failures and concluded:

“The County had a solid infrastructure and training in place to deal with this Primary Election issue.  The County did have paper ballots at the polling places in accordance with the Secretary of State’s [directive] and proper instructions were given to poll workers.  While some poll workers may have given voters the option of returning at a later time or some voters may have left on their own accord, we have received no substantiated reports of voters who were truly unable to cast a ballot.”

“The Secretary of State is supposed to ensure that registered voters have the ability to vote – he’s not supposed to just throw up his hands and say ‘Oh, well, that’s too bad,’ when as many as 500 voters get turned away at the polls thanks to his policies,” concluded Bowen.
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