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THE ADVISABILITY AND FEASIBILITY OF ADOPTING 
VOTE-BY-MAIL (VBM) IN WHATCOM COUNTY  

 
Whatcom Fair Voting is a grassroots group of citize ns working to promote the integrity of our 
elections by: 

• supporting safeguards to ensure voting accuracy and  accountability  
• encouraging full participation  
• advocating improvements to the electoral process 

 
Introduction:  
  
Whatcom County Auditor Shirley Forslof  
“anticipate[s] that Whatcom County will be 
phasing out its current punch-card voting 
system by 2006” i and has proposed Vote-
by-Mail (VBM) as one replacement option. 
The Whatcom County Council must 
authorize all components of any new 
voting system at the county level, as well 
as monies to purchase equipment and 
provide election facilities.  
  
In order to better understand VBM, 
Whatcom Fair Voting collaborated with the 
Democrat, Libertarian and Republican 
Parties and the League of Women Voters 
(LWV) to co-sponsor a public forum on 
March 20, 2004. Speakers included the 
Whatcom County Auditor, the Co-
President of the Whatcom-Bellingham 
LWV, a Republican precinct 
committeeman, and the Director of the 
Oregon State Elections Division.  
 
For the benefit of its own members and 
other interested parties, Whatcom Fair 
Voting has prepared this document 
summarizing VBM-related advantages, 
disadvantages, and issues.  
  
 

Background: 
  
VBM differs from Absentee Voting. The 
latter is currently available to all 
Washington State voters--either as an 
individual choice to use a mail-in ballot for 
a particular election, or on a permanent 
basis. In the 2003 general election, 72% of 
those who voted in Whatcom County used 
absentee ballots. As of May 2004, 66.2% of 
Whatcom County registered voters have 
signed up for permanent absentee voting 
status. ii  
 
In contrast, VBM  requires all  voters 
(excepting voters with disabilities iii ) to use 
mail-in ballots. Polling places are 
eliminated (except where required by law, 
to provide availability of unassisted voting 
to voters with disabilities).  
  
Washington State statute permits counties 
to opt for VBM if they meet certain 
conditions (generally requiring the 
creation of additional precincts) iv. Clallam, 
Lewis, Ferry, Garfield, Pend Oreille, and 
Skamania use VBM consistently; other 
counties use VBM for specific ballot 
measures. 
 
The State of Oregon began to use VBM in 
1981 for certain local elections and 
adopted VBM statewide in 1998, following 
a successful petition drive led by the 
League of Women Voters and other civic 
groups v. At present, it is the only all-VBM 
state. 
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Vote-by-Mail pros and cons 
  

A number of advantages and 
disadvantages regarding VBM apply also 
to absentee voting, which already is 
exercised by a majority of voters in 
Whatcom County. Those aspects that 
apply uniquely to VBM are listed 
separately. 
 

PRO VBM and absentee voting:  
 
Using a mail-in ballot can be very 
convenient for the voter. For instance, the 
voter can complete and mail the ballot on 
her/his own schedule, eliminating election-
day conflicts with jobs, school, 
emergencies, meetings, child care, etc. 
Also, the voter can avoid  polling place 
inconveniences such as hours, lines, 
transportation, traffic, parking, weather, 
personal night time security. 
  
Having the ballot at home can facilitate 
thoughtful study of the issues, particularly 
when there are numerous and complex 
initiatives and tax levies. 
  
Completing a mail-in ballot can become an 
opportunity for discussion and 
involvement of the entire family, including 
children. 
  
Caregivers, family, dwelling residents can 
provide assistance if requested. 
  
The voter can avoid potential polling 
place issues such as unfamiliar machines, 
uneven levels of staff training and 
competence, incorrect instructions, 
discrimination or intimidation. 
  
Whatcom County voters have already 
indicated an increasing preference for 
mail-in ballots. 
 
PRO VBM in particular:  
  
Adopting a single, all-mail, voting system 
would save taxpayer dollars. The Elections 
Office could simplify management 

systems, hire fewer poll-site workers, and 
purchase fewer voting machines designed 
for use by voters with disabilities (since 
polling sites for the latter could be 
consolidated). 
Oregon has found the cost of conducting 
all-mail elections is 1/3 to 1/2 of the 
amount required for polling place 
elections vi. 
  
All-mail voting results in an all-paper-
ballot system, contributing significantly to 
election integrity.  With paper ballots, 
voters can verify their election choices. 
Election officials can audit results to 
ensure accuracy and reveal 
discrepancies; they can also conduct 
mandatory recounts in close races. 
 
In Oregon, many voters believe VBM has 
increased their participation. vii  It does not 
appear to affect registration. viii  
 
CON VBM and absentee voting:  
  
Mail-in voting offers opportunities for 
fraud; it is difficult to establish and 
monitor a rigorous trail-of-custody system 
for mail-in ballots and to verify signatures. 
  
Mail-in ballots can compromise traditional 
ballot secrecy while allowing for possible 
undue voter influence/coercion by others 
in domestic and group settings, and even 
vote-buying or selling of individual ballots.  
 
Optical scan machines that “read” mail-in 
ballots can be subject to error and fraud. 
 
Some voters mistrust the mails and fear 
ballots may be delayed, lost, diverted, 
mishandled, held, or stolen in transit.  
 
Caregivers, family, dwelling residents, or 
apartment managers can steal, destroy, 
forge, or expropriate ballots. 
  
Any out-sourcing of ballot handling to 
non-employees of the Elections Office 
may reduce public accountability. 
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Voters may be uncertain that their ballots 
will actually be received and counted. 
  
The voter who spoils a mail-in ballot may 
have difficulty in obtaining another in time 
for the election; an error not noticed by 
the voter may invalidate the ballot. 
  
Last-minute mail voting and/or postal 
delays can retard election returns. 
  
The brevity of the period between primary 
and general elections in Washington State 
makes it difficult to send out mail-in 
ballots in a timely manner. 
  
Because voting occurs over an extended 
time period, political campaigns incur 
greater expenses for additional 
advertising and multiple mailings, thereby 
potentially benefiting incumbents. 
 
Some campaign expenses are “wasted” 
on voters who have already cast mail 
ballots.   
 
Voters may cast ballots without the benefit 
of new information close to election day. 
 
 
CON VBM in particular:  
  
The community civic participation aspect 
of poll voting would be eliminated. 
  
Voters who like going to the polls and 
don't want to use a mail-in ballot would be 
forced to do so in a VBM system, which 
may affect their participation. 
  
Some voters with disabilities who are 
unable to use a mail-in ballot unassisted 
may have to travel farther to find a polling 
site designated for their use. 
  
Cost savings are partially offset by 
additional postage and hiring workers to 
process mail ballots and verify signatures. 
 

Some voters may consider having to pay 
ballot postage unfair.  
 
Voters unfamiliar with mail-in voting may 
mistakenly throw away the ballot. 
 
Presently, students who are registered 
elsewhere can use special student polling 
sites; under VBM, they may have difficulty 
obtaining Whatcom County mail-in ballots. 
  
Authorizing VBM in Whatcom County 
would require County Council approval 
and might prove contentious. 
  
The creation of many additional precincts ix 
would require substantial initial changes 
for the county and the political parties. 
  
Elimination of polling sites might facilitate 
a subsequent shift to internet voting, 
which is extremely insecure.  
 
 
VBM implementation issues: 
 
* Phasing in VBM to gain experience 
before full-scale implementation. 
* Reorganization of precincts. 
* Education of current and newly eligible 
voters. 
* Reviewing "postmarked by" versus 
"received by" requirement. 
* Collaboration with post office to ensure 
ballot security and timely delivery. 
* Establishment of secure drop sites for 
voters who do not wish to mail their 
ballots. 
* Voting procedures for college students 
registered elsewhere. 
* Precinct-based ballot counting vs. 
central count. 
* Ethics procedures (e.g., the name of a 
candidate, even if a current election 
official, should not appear on ballot 
envelopes). 
* Review and adaptation of laws and 
penalties that apply to voting violations, 
including coercion and undue influence. 
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Conclusion  
 
 Whether Whatcom County adopts VBM or continues to use the current system (mix of 
absentee and poll voting), secure and trustworthy e lections require the following: 

• a comprehensive public outreach and education progr am  

• secure, accurate, transparent procedures for regist ering voters and  
purging/coordinating registration files. 

• stringent oversight of rigorous security procedures  for handling ballots and a tight 
trail of custody at every point as ballots move thr ough the system  

• voter-verified paper ballots for all voting systems , including machines required under 
the Help America Vote Act (HAVA) for voters with di sabilities 

• adoption of mandatory random manual audits to verif y election results and deter 
fraud 

 
In support of these requirements, we urge the promp t establishment of a Whatcom County 
Citizen's Election Advisory Committee with represen tation from the political parties, the 
League of Women Voters and Whatcom Fair Voting, to advise the Auditor’s Office and the 
County Council regarding all electoral issues, incl uding HAVA implementation, voter 
registration and voting systems, registration and e lection procedures, election audits, VBM, 
and other proposed voting methods. 
 
 
                                            
i Electronic communication from Whatcom County Auditor Shirley Forslof, May 17, 2004. 
ii Forslof communication, May 17, 2004. 
iii  The Help America Vote Act (HAVA) mandates that voting systems must allow voters with disabilities to vote unassisted. Thus, 
whether VBM is adopted or the current system (poll-based and absentee voting) continues, some different accommodation for 
voters with disabilities will be incorporated—as an acknowledged exception--into either system. 
iv RCW 29.38.010 allows the county auditor to designate any precinct having fewer than two hundred active registered voters at 
the time of closing of voter registration as provided in RCW 29.07.160 as a mail ballot precinct.  
   RCW 29.04.040 (5) allows the county legislative authority to establish by ordinance a limitation on the maximum number of 
active registered voters in each precinct within its jurisdiction. (6) In determining the number of active registered voters for the 
purpose of this section, persons who are ongoing absentee voters under RCW 29.36.013 shall not be counted. 
v Southwell, Priscilla L. 2004. “Five Years Later: A Re-Assessment of Oregon’s Vote By Mail Electoral Process.” PS: Politics and 
Political Science. Vol. 98, No. 1, pp. 89-93. 
vi John Lindback, 3/20/2004 VBM forum, Bellingham WA. 
vii Southwell; see footnote v. 
viii  John Lindback; see footnote vi. 
ix See footnote iv. 
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