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HEARING—ELECTION ADMINISTRATION: 
EXAMINING HOW EARLY AND ABSENTEE 

VOTING CAN BENEFIT CITIZENS 
AND ADMINISTRATORS 

WEDNESDAY, JUNE 25, 2014 

UNITED STATES SENATE, 
COMMITTEE ON RULES AND ADMINISTRATION, 

Washington, DC. 
The committee met, pursuant to notice, at 2:00 p.m., in Room 

SR–301, Russell Senate Office Building, Hon. John Walsh, pre-
siding. 

Present: Senator Walsh. 
Staff Present: Kelly Fado, Staff Director; Stacy Ettinger, Chief 

Counsel; Veronica Gillespie, Elections Counsel; Ben Hovland, Sen-
ior Counsel; Julia Richardson, Senior Counsel; Abbie Sorrendino, 
Legislative Assistant; Jeffrey Johnson, Clerk; Benjamin Grazda, 
Staff Assistant; Mary Suit Jones, Republican Staff Director; Paul 
Vinovich, Republican Chief Counsel; and Rachel Creviston, Repub-
lican Senior Professional Staff. 

OPENING STATEMENT OF SENATOR WALSH 
Senator WALSH. The Rules Committee will come to order. I want 

to wish everyone a very good afternoon and thank you for being 
here. 

We have had a series of votes scheduled to start at 2:30, so in 
order to hear from all of our witnesses, we are going to stick to the 
time limits and I will keep my statement brief for the sake of time. 

This hearing is the committee’s fifth in a series on improving the 
administration of elections. Today’s hearing focuses on how early 
and absentee voting can benefit citizens and administrators. Chair-
man Schumer wanted to be here today, but was unable to attend. 

Today, we will discuss how common sense reforms, like early vot-
ing and absentee voting can help more Americans, especially those 
in rural areas or in Indian Country, participate in our democracy. 

Tuesday has been our official Election Day since 1845, but it is 
not always possible for voters to make time to vote on the second 
Tuesday in November. This is especially true for voters in rural 
areas, Indian Country, farmers, ranchers, the disabled, our vet-
erans, and working parents. Many Americans face significant time 
and distance-related barriers to voting on time. 

My home State of Montana is also known as Big Sky Country, 
and for good reason. If you have ever driven around Montana, you 
have seen that there is a lot of open space. We have counties that 
would swallow Rhode Island. This means many Montanans do not 
live close to their polling place or election office. If you live in In-
dian Country or in many of our rural counties, you could face sev-
eral hours’ drive to the voting ballot. 

The pressures of time and space mean Tuesday just does not 
work for a wide range of folks, whether they are working, a work-
ing parent that wants to get home to see their kids, or a Tribal 
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voter that faces a hundred-mile journey to vote. Expanding early 
and absentee voting will provide more Americans with an oppor-
tunity to vote. That is why this hearing is so needed. 

These reforms are not about favoring one party over another or 
any particular group of Americans. They are simply matters of 
good governance that benefit all Americans and that will strength-
en our democracy. 

The committee is fortunate to have an excellent panel of wit-
nesses. Today, we have with us the Oregon Secretary of State, Kate 
Brown. Kate oversees elections that are entirely run by mail, help-
ing voters exercise their right on their schedule. 

Larry Lomax, who served as the Registrar in Clark County, Ne-
vada, implemented what is certainly one of the best examples in 
the country of citizen-focused early voting. 

I am particularly pleased to have my fellow Montanan, Rhonda 
Whiting from Western Native Voice, here today to discuss how elec-
tion administration reforms can help ease some of the difficulties 
Americans face in getting to the ballot box. Rhonda, thank you for 
being here. If we can implement reforms that help overcome the 
barriers of time and space that Rhonda routinely sees in Montana’s 
Indian Country, I am confident that we can expand voting access 
to voters across the country. 

With that, I would like to thank all of our witnesses and I look 
forward to our testimony. 

At this time, we will now hear from our panel of witnesses in al-
phabetical order. First, we will hear from Secretary of State Kate 
Brown, who, again, serves as Oregon’s Secretary of State. Kate. 

STATEMENT OF KATE BROWN, SECRETARY OF STATE, STATE 
OF OREGON, SALEM, OREGON 

Ms. BROWN. Good afternoon and thank you, Mr. Chair and com-
mittee members. I am Kate Brown. I am currently serving as Or-
egon’s Secretary of State, and I am honored to be here with you 
today. I applaud your efforts to provide American voters with 
choices on how and when to vote. 

In Oregon, we believe that your vote is your voice and that every 
single voice matters, and vote by mail is a great way to put a ballot 
in the hands of every eligible voter. Our 30-year experience with 
vote by mail has been a smashing success. Vote by mail enhances 
turnout, is cost effective, and is secure. 

Oregonians love vote by mail because it is convenient and acces-
sible to cast an informed ballot. Voters with disabilities can vote 
independently in their own homes. And, rural Oregonians who live 
miles from an elections office can simply drop a ballot in the mail-
box. 

Oregon has been at the top ten of States in voter turnout 
amongst registered voters in the last two Presidential cycles. It is 
the only State in the top ten that does not have same-day voter 
registration. 

But where I think vote by mail shines is in turnout in primary 
and special elections. In May of 2014, 35.9 percent of registered Or-
egon voters voted in our primary. As the Chief Elections Officer, I 
normally would not brag about this figure, but so far, excluding 
yesterday’s primaries, it is greater than any of the other 20 States 
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have held primaries so far this year. For example, Kentucky had 
27 percent turnout and Georgia had 19 percent turnout. 

And then in special elections, we shine, as well. In 2011, both 
California and Oregon had special elections to fill Congressional 
vacancies. Oregon’s turnout in our special election for that par-
ticular Congressional race was 51 percent and California’s was 25 
percent, a huge difference. 

Also, in these financially strapped times, the savings from vote 
by mail are critical. We estimate the savings are 20 to 30 percent 
over polling place elections. 

Vote by mail is also secure. To combat fraud, we have a number 
of security measures in place. To ensure the integrity of every sin-
gle ballot, we check every single signature. We track ballots with 
bar codes, and voters can now confirm that their ballot has arrived 
at the elections office. 

In the over 30 years of vote by mail, we have absolutely no evi-
dence of coercion, either, and the penalties for both fraud and coer-
cion are very, very severe. 

Some folks are critical about vote by mail because they say we 
no longer share the ritual of waiting in very long lines to vote. 
Well, I would argue that it has been replaced by a much richer 
version of civic engagement. Voters’ pamphlets come three weeks 
before the election and our ballots arrive about two-and-a-half 
weeks prior to the election. Families sit down at the dinner table 
and talk about who is on the ballot and what is on the ballot. And, 
I know, at neighborhood associations, they meet to discuss both 
candidates and the issues that are on the ballot. This gives voters 
ample opportunity to consider all of the issues on their ballot. 

Across the West, voters are embracing vote by mail. Colorado 
and Washington have also joined us in only serving their voters via 
the mail, and not only through the mail, but primarily mail ballot. 
And, many voters in States like Arizona and California and Hawaii 
have made their choice. Secretary of State Wyman from Wash-
ington is submitting a letter in support today, as well, so it has 
broad bipartisan support. 

I urge you to support efforts across the States to put ballots in 
the hands of every eligible voter using our Postal Service. Thank 
you so much. 

[The prepared statement of Ms. Brown was submitted for the 
record:] 

Senator WALSH. Thank you, Ms. Brown. 
Next, we will have John Fortier, the Director of the Democracy 

Project at the Bipartisan Policy Center. John. 

STATEMENT OF JOHN C. FORTIER, DIRECTOR, DEMOCRACY 
PROJECT, BIPARTISAN POLICY CENTER, WASHINGTON, D.C. 

Dr. FORTIER. Great. Thank you, Senator Walsh, and thank you 
for inviting me to testify today. 

I am the author of a book, Absentee and Early Voting, of several 
years ago and I wanted to give a little bit of background of the rise 
of two types of convenience voting, one, vote by mail, and also in- 
person early voting, and then lay out some of the pluses and 
minuses. 
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If I could first start by noting two commissions, one which you 
will hear from, Larry Lomax, the President’s Commission on Elec-
tion Administration, which I have some connection with in that we 
are going to be working closely with the Commission on their rec-
ommendations, and also a commission that put out a report yester-
day, the Commission on Political Reform out of the Bipartisan Pol-
icy Center. Both have recommendations regarding early and absen-
tee voting. 

Quickly stated, the PCAA calls for the States to expand opportu-
nities to vote before Election Day, but notes that they do not want 
the expansion of pre-Election Day voting to come at the expense of 
facilities and resources dedicated to Election Day. 

And then the other, the Commission on Political Reform, has a 
recommendation for a seven- to ten-day intense period of early vot-
ing, which includes at least voting on one day of the week before 
Election Day. 

What I will note is both of these methods of voting have risen 
dramatically. If you went back 35 years ago, you would have found 
only about five percent of America voting before Election Day, 
mostly by mail, for a reason, for a specific reason, being away from 
the polls or being infirm or overseas. That number has risen to 
about a third today, and both types have significant participation, 
with about 17 percent or so—a little bit more—voting by mail, and 
another 14 percent of the electorate voting early in person. 

But, I will note that there is very great variation among the 
States. Many of the Western States are much more vote by mail. 
Many of the Eastern States, Northeastern States, have a very tra-
ditional single Election Day polling place-focused election without 
much of either type of voting. And, then, States like Texas and 
Tennessee and now Georgia and North Carolina have a lot of in- 
person early voting. So, there really is a great variety of practices 
across the country. 

I want to address quickly the issue of turnout in these methods 
of voting. I guess my big message is, I do not think moving to ei-
ther in-person early voting or voting by mail, the primary reason 
you should do so is to dramatically increase turnout. When I used 
to testify, I would say I think that, really, the research showed that 
there was not much at all increase in voter turnout. I think there 
is some more recent evidence or studies in the vote by mail which 
show a small increase in voter turnout. But, really, I think, these 
changes are not dramatic, but the reasons for adopting them are 
more convenience or to help election officials spread out the vote 
across elections. 

I will note two exceptions to this, and I think Secretary Brown 
pointed to one. On very low turnout elections—local elections or 
ballot initiatives or perhaps primaries—there is a significant in-
crease based on vote by mail, not so much when you see the larger 
general elections. 

And then on the early voting side, we do see some increase in 
turnout based on vote centers, the ability to choose among different 
locations within your county on a pre-Election Day or sometimes 
even on Election Day itself basis, where you are not limited to one 
local place, that you can actually go to a place closer to work or 
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on your commuting pattern. So, I think those are two important ex-
ceptions. 

What are my concerns? I am actually much more of a fan of early 
voting in person than voting by mail, and my concerns about vote 
by mail are some which Secretary Brown addressed. One is privacy 
and the secret ballot. It may not be the experience of most people 
that they have someone who might coerce their vote, but there cer-
tainly are people who are pressured or in a position where they are 
not casting their vote freely. And, the secret ballot, of being able 
to go into a polling place and put the curtain behind you, allows 
you to escape those pressures. 

Secondly, there are some problems in transmission of the ballot. 
If we see vote fraud—people argue whether there is a lot or not a 
lot, but I think most people would agree that most of the cases we 
have are in the absentee or vote by mail realm. 

And then, finally, there is some question of error checking, 
whether the ballot that you cast by mail does not have the error 
checking that you would have at the polling place, and more ballots 
are lost, either because they do not have the signature require-
ments or the ballots themselves have some errors that would have 
been caught. 

I will say that on early voting, the simple point is that there is 
no single formula. I would not impose a formula for across the 
country because we have rural and urban. We have places that do 
lots of vote by mail, lots of early voting, some who do not do a lot. 
But, my preference would be for a short, intense period of early 
voting, one that has significant hours, good locations, but that it is 
not a Federal matter where you prescribe one type for all the 
States. The States have to weigh their particular circumstances to 
figure out whether the early voting that they might adopt in their 
State is proper for their State. 

So, I will conclude my testimony with that. 
[The prepared statement of Dr. Fortier was submitted for the 

record:] 
Senator WALSH. Thank you, Dr. Fortier. 
Mr. Lomax, please proceed. 

STATEMENT OF HARVARD ‘‘LARRY’’ LOMAX, REGISTRAR OF 
VOTERS (RETIRED), CLARK COUNTY ELECTION DEPART-
MENT, LAS VEGAS, NEVADA 

Mr. LOMAX. Good afternoon. I was asked here today to talk about 
Clark County’s early voting program, which my personal belief is 
it is one of the most successful in the country. 

Many States claim they conduct early voting, but what they 
mean varies widely from State to State. In some States, early vot-
ing simply means anyone can request an absentee ballot and vote 
by mail. In others, it means voters can vote in person prior to Elec-
tion Day, but only at the Clerk’s Office. 

In Clark County, early voting means that during a two-week pe-
riod prior to Election Day, any registered voter can vote in person 
at a time and place convenient for them. Rather than requiring the 
voter to come to a government office, which is invariably an incon-
venient experience for the voter, we take the opposite approach. 
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We look to see where voters go during their normal day-to-day 
routines and then we take our voting machines into their neighbor-
hoods to them. Most voters, in fact, will pass by one of our early 
voting locations during the two-week early voting period during 
their normal course of business. We provide early voting sites in 
supermarkets, all the major malls, in libraries, in recreation cen-
ters and other facilities that attract the local population whether 
or not an election is in process. 

So the voters will know when we will be in their neighborhood 
prior to the beginning of early voting, every voter in Nevada is 
mailed a sample ballot, which includes the complete early voting 
schedule. 

Sites that are located in the malls, in major shopping locations, 
and in a few minority areas where there are no major shopping lo-
cations, are open early day during the two-week period. In major 
elections, if the facility is open for business, so are we. Thus, in our 
mall sites, people can cast their ballot from ten in the morning 
until nine at night. 

We also have mobile voting teams that rotate through neighbor-
hood locations, primarily supermarkets, recreation centers, and li-
braries, and conduct voting for two or three days in those locations. 
If they are in a library or recreation center, they are available to 
the voter as long as the facility is open. Since most supermarkets 
in Las Vegas Valley are open 24/7, our supermarket teams are 
typically open from eight in the morning until seven at night. 

To serve areas in the county where there are no suitable facili-
ties in which to conduct voting, often minority areas, we have four 
generator-powered self-sustaining voter trailers which we can posi-
tion anywhere in the county. With these trailers, we can ensure all 
voters in Clark County have easy access to an early voting location, 
and their popularity is reflected by the fact that more than 60,000 
voters have voted in these trailers in the last two Presidential elec-
tions. 

So, how have the voters in Clark County taken to early voting? 
The great majority of them love it and the turnout numbers show 
it. While the number of Election Day voters over the last five Presi-
dential elections—and this is Election Day voters—has remained 
relatively constant at about 200,000 voters per Presidential elec-
tion, during the same time period, early voting turnout has ex-
ploded. 

In the 1996 Presidential election, the first year of early voting, 
17 percent of the voters, or 46,000 people, voted early. Sixteen 
years later, in the last Presidential election, 437,000 people voted 
early. That was 63 percent of everybody who voted in the election. 

And, let me point out, in 2012, it only took us 450 voting ma-
chines to support the 437,000 voters who voted in those two weeks. 
On Election Day, it took us 4,000 voting machines to support the 
200,000 people because they had to go to specific polling places to 
cast their ballot. I point this out because one of the arguments 
against early voting is the alleged increase in the cost of an elec-
tion. Certainly, there is a cost to early voting, but it also signifi-
cantly reduces the amount of voting equipment that a jurisdiction 
requires, in our case, by 50 percent. 
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In addition to allowing voters the opportunity to vote at a time 
and place convenient for them, there are additional benefits to 
early voting. Post-election audits show fewer mistakes are made 
each election because early voting workers, working 14 consecutive 
days, are much more experienced and, therefore, make less mis-
takes than the thousands of workers recruited to train and work 
only on Election Day, what we call our One Day Wonders. 

And, finally, as the popularity of early voting has increased, our 
voter turnout has also increased. In the 1996 and 2000 Presidential 
elections, when early voting was just starting and on the rise, the 
percentage of registered voters who voted overall in the election 
was in the 60 percent range. In the last three Presidential elec-
tions, where early voting turnout has always been 50 percent or 
more of the turnout, our voter turnout has been 80 percent or 
more. 

In summary, Clark County’s two-week early voting program has 
been an enormous success. The voters love it. Elections run 
smoothly, and Election Day lines are a thing of the past. Thank 
you. 

[The prepared statement of Mr. Lomax was submitted for the 
record:] 

Senator WALSH. Thank you, Mr. Lomax. 
Ms. Whiting, please proceed. 

STATEMENT OF RHONDA WHITING, CHAIRMAN OF THE 
BOARD, WESTERN NATIVE VOICE, MISSOULA, MONTANA 

Ms. WHITING. Yes. Thank you, Senator Walsh. I am here as the 
Chairman of the Western Native Voice Board of Directors for the 
Tribes in Montana. 

The history of Native American voting is the story of a group of 
U.S. citizens who were compelled to be incorporated into the nation 
and then given the rights of citizens in a disjointed manner, in 
many cases, over many decades. It is the story of a group of U.S. 
citizens who were unlawfully denied the right to vote through ille-
gal means, at times. Even though Native American citizens have 
served in the military, pay taxes, and are a major part of the 
United States, they were not able to vote until they became citizens 
in 1924, with the Indian Citizenship Act. Then, the Tribes were 
sent to reservations through the New Deal times with the Reorga-
nization Act. 

Many of these reservations are isolated, and what happens on 
the reservations is that we are not able to use the—we are not able 
to use doing voting or doing anything without our computers and 
network systems, and that is not the norm for most reservations 
at this point in time. We talk about bridging the digital divide. We 
are making progress, but we do have—we are isolated in lots of 
ways. In fact, in reservations like Fort Peck, a lot of times, you can-
not even use your cell phone. So, we really do need to continue to 
work on that. 

I would like to propose some practical solutions that will allevi-
ate some of the problems to keep Native Americans from exercising 
their right to vote. 

First of all, expansion of access to registration modes will enable 
and facilitate voting. Intake of voting registration forms by govern-
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ment offices and educational facilities. For example, in Montana, 
the Indian Health Service and Tribally controlled community col-
leges, which we have on each reservation—not all Tribes have 
that—it would be a practical method of capturing voter registration 
forms. This would help increase the voting tremendously. 

In 2014, electronic registration options that are secure, safe, and 
verifiable are desirable, particularly for younger people who are 
used to conducting business online. Creating a Federal standard for 
electronic voting is critical to modernizing the Federal process. 

Another issue that we face is the distance involved for Native 
Americans and other rural voters to travel to vote. In Montana, 
with election services based in county seats, there is considerable 
distance for most Native American communities. Some Indians 
have to travel in excess of 100 miles to vote. It is hard to overstate 
the burden that is imposed upon Native American citizens by trav-
eling long distances to cast their vote. The remote locations for 
many people and the economic problems that they face make it 
very difficult to get to the polling places. 

Placing satellite early voting locations in Native American com-
munities would alleviate these barriers. One of the complaints that 
we hear, that it is a greater cost to the Secretary of State, we are 
hoping that we can overcome that and be able to have the satellite 
offices. It is important to emphasize the economic burdens, and 
that is why these remote communities really need the satellite of-
fices. 

And the experience is in Montana that the same-day registration 
expands access to the polls for many citizens with busy lives and 
demanding careers. The same-day registration by college students, 
working mothers, busy professionals, and service people indicates 
that it is a basic part of the election administration to provide the 
ability to vote. 

Native Americans have benefitted in that same way. Same-day 
registration in Montana has helped lessen the negative effects of 
the electoral system for Natives, who overwhelmingly support it. 
Sadly, same-day registration is under attack in Montana with some 
ballot initiatives that were rolled out. They do not look at the Na-
tive Americans and what we need to do to enable us to vote. 

I believe that if we were able to do these practical solutions, 
which would include satellite voting and same-day registration, 
that the voting for Native Americans would increase. We have, at 
times, with a lot of work—and I have been working on this for a 
long time, formally since 1988—and when we had a lot of people 
helping us, we were able to get in some polling places 90 percent 
turnout. That is not always the case, and it would certainly be 
much more efficient if we could do satellite voting. 

Thank you. 
[The prepared statement of Ms. Whiting was submitted for the 

record:] 
Senator WALSH. Thank you, Ms. Whiting, for your comments. 
We now have time for a few questions. I have asked each Senator 

to limit their questions to five minutes, and I think I will go first. 
[Laughter.] 
Senator WALSH. With that, Ms. Whiting, thank you for traveling 

all the way from Big Sky Country to visit us today. It is great to 
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have more Montanans in the District. You mentioned the economic 
barriers many Tribal members and rural residents face while exer-
cising their right to vote. Could you elaborate on how these bar-
riers affect their ability to cast a vote. 

Ms. WHITING. I know for a fact that the Superintendent of 
Schools, Margaret Campbell, had talked to me about the people on 
the Fort Belknap Reservation and those that live in Hays/Lodge 
Pole. She said that with 30 percent of the people not being em-
ployed, and higher numbers than that, that she could go vote, but 
to drive into Harlem, which is a round-trip 100 miles, but a lot of 
people do not have the ability to do that. So, economically, we have 
the highest poverty rate in the State, and in many States across 
the United States. So, financially, it is very, very difficult for some 
people. 

Senator WALSH. Okay. Thank you. 
Mr. Lomax, you have raised turnout and increased voting access 

by making early voting sites more accessible for your voters. Clark 
County, Nevada, however, has about twice the population that 
Montana has. Do you think that your early voting reforms, particu-
larly innovations like mobile voting sites, could be applied in more 
rural areas that do not have the technology that you may have 
throughout your State? 

Mr. LOMAX. Yes, I certainly do. Yes, sir. There is a variety of 
ways by which you can provide the voters with ballots, and we 
have a lot of very rural counties in Nevada. In fact, 75 percent of 
the population is in Clark County. About 20 percent is in Washoe 
County. And, all the other 14 counties share the rest, and so there 
are lots of counties up there that have several thousand registered 
voters in total and they are spread out throughout the county. 

They depend—they do not use technology nearly as much up 
there. They just—they use the—they have to move the voting ma-
chines to where the voters are. It is still the same concept. And, 
usually, the voters are going to be concentrated in some areas 
around the counties. But, I see no reason it would not work. 

Senator WALSH. Okay. Thank you. 
Secretary Brown, Dr. Fortier mentioned some potential concerns 

with vote by mail, such as secrecy of the ballot, transmission 
issues, and potential voter errors that are unable to be corrected. 
Given your experience overseeing elections in Oregon, do you share 
these concerns, and can you describe any efforts that have solved 
some of the problems that you have faced. 

Ms. BROWN. Thank you, Senator Walsh. As the Chief Elections 
Officer, my primary concern is to ensure the integrity of the ballot. 
We have a number of methods in place to ensure the integrity of 
Oregon’s ballot. We have a centralized voter registration database. 
As I mentioned in my testimony, we check every single signature 
to verify it against our voter registration rolls. And, we have a bar 
code on the ballot to track every single ballot. So, these measures 
ensure the integrity of Oregon’s ballot. These are some of the meas-
ures that we have. 

I will share, vote by mail was adopted by Oregon voters in 1998. 
Since 2000, we have been regularly voting by mail, roughly 17 mil-
lion ballots. We have had 13 convictions for voter fraud during that 
time period. So, the incident of fraud is extremely small. 
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In terms of privacy of the ballot and coercion, as I mentioned, we 
have had absolutely no evidence of coercion in voting in Oregon 
since we implemented vote by mail. I reached out to one of the 
women that represents our Oregon Coalition Against Domestic and 
Sexual Violence to verify this information. They have reviewed re-
straining orders in the past. My predecessor, Secretary Bill 
Bradbury, also worked with the domestic violence community. We 
have just heard of no evidence of coercion in the vote by mail bal-
lots in Oregon. 

Senator WALSH. Okay. Thank you, Secretary Brown. 
So, that completes my questions, so on behalf of the Rules Com-

mittee, I would like to take this time to thank all of our witnesses 
for being here today and for your important testimony. We will 
make this available to all of our members of the committee and we 
will take a look at it, and if they have any questions, they may 
reach out to you. But, again, I appreciate you taking the time out 
of your busy schedules to be here with us today. 

So, this concludes the panel for today’s hearing. Without hearing 
any objection, the hearing record will remain open for five business 
days for additional statements and post-hearing questions sub-
mitted in writing for our witnesses to answer. 

Again, I apologize for none of my colleagues being able to be here 
today. They have busy schedules, a lot going on. But, this is very 
important. We want to make sure that all of our citizens have the 
ability to vote and that they can participate in our democracy, and 
I think this hearing today will help us move forward with that re-
spect. So, thank you very much. 

This hearing is now adjourned. 
[Whereupon, at 2:29 p.m., the committee was adjourned.] 
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