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I'd like to share with you, the spirit of and some of the activities of the Iowa ES&S Users Group.  It was created in Iowa in 1994 from the idea of a single Iowa County Auditor.  She was quickly joined by several other counties, including my own to respond to questions and concerns that are related to the use of both Precinct Count and Central Count optical scan voting equipment in the areas of legislation, communications with the vendor, ballot printing and basic operating procedures.  Our membership numbers 56, more than half of all Iowa counties.  Even though as individuals, we receive excellent service from our vendors, it was felt that there was a pressing need for us to pool our resources and act together as a group to improve our legislative clout, educational opportunities, basic efficiency and pricing from our vendors.

It is imperative to our group that the voting equipment and procedures work flawlessly to insure the integrity of every election.  Of equal importance is to achieve maximum efficiency so that our major focus can be on ensuring that voters find the process of voting a convenient and rewarding experience.   

The structure of our group includes co-presidents, (one representing larger jurisdictions, one representing small), a treasurer, a secretary and two committees, (a legislative committee and an educational committee).  We meet annually during the statewide Auditor's conference and additionally on an as needed basis.  We schedule our meetings to coincide with other conferences that our members are likely to attend which boosts our attendance and keeps meeting costs to a minimum.   We are usually able to use a conference meeting room at the end of a day at no charge to our group.      Dues have been kept to a minimum and are used to cover the costs of mailings and committee meetings. 
The Elections Division of the Iowa Secretary of State's Office is invited to all of our meetings. We are very fortunate to have the Elections Division interested in our group and to have them willing to commit time to attend our meetings.   Their voice at our meetings serves to lend perspective, to encourage us and when needed, caution us as we discuss new legislation or start new projects.   Participation by the Elections Division is mutually beneficial to their office.  Attending our meetings gives them perspective on how election laws affect us on a local level, a better feel for what is needed to improve the election process and how to implement these changes more smoothly.  

Speaking with one voice, representing a group serving more than half of the state has proven very effective in the legislative arena.  With input from all group members, the legislative committee composes a legislative wish list, provides members with the opportunity for discussion at our meetings and keeps the group informed as legislation progresses.  The legislative committee stays current with technology advances specific to our voting equipment, analyzes whether law changes are needed before we implement these new technologies and if needed, works quickly to request the necessary law changes. 
The establishment of early ballot pickup is an example of new legislation that dramatically affects our counting center activities for central count counties.   This legislation allows us to designate precincts as  early pick-up sites and begin ballot tabulation before the polls close, resulting in much earlier results.   Another key legislative item was to redefine the composition of resolution boards, to more effectively use personnel on election night. How recounts are to be conducted are now more clearly defined and how write-in votes are recorded at the canvass has been simplified as a result of our legislative committee efforts.

Our educational committee, the Committee on the Future is charged with the duties of working with our vendors, producing manuals and offering educational opportunities.    By taking advantage of the clout that a large group offers, we have been successful in obtaining substantial discounts in equipment programming.  When questions arose about warranties, we invited the vendor in to explain our options.    When a major new software product was offered, we invited the development people to explain it to us in more detail than sales could, which then allowed us to make wiser purchasing decisions.    When working with our major supply vendor, they are much more receptive to requests for changes to products when they know that the whole group wants a change, and have been very willing to develop specialty products at our request.    

A Ballot Preparation Manual was prepared by the committee in cooperation with Matt Parrott, (our primary printing source in Iowa).  Fifty different counties were submitting data to the printer in fifty different ways.  We believed that consistency would greatly simplify the jobs of both the counties and printer.  That in turn would result in a better product, on time and at lower costs.   Detailed step by step instructions and numerous examples were included in the manual.  Special attention was given to proofing, both the original material submitted and the finished ballot.    When the manual was ready for distribution, a tour of the printing facility was scheduled to reinforce the material the manual contained.   We felt that it was valuable for the counties to gain perspective of the process from the vendor's viewpoint.  The tour was met with enthusiasm and very well attended.
Emergency procedures guidelines or to be more precise, the lack there of was an operational area that we felt many of us were weak in. We discovered quickly that every jurisdiction has a different philosophy on how to handle a disaster.  Keeping that in mind, we took the approach of developing a disaster guide that brings up the issues and possible solutions without telling a county what to do. We pointed out areas that are defined by state law and leave little flexibility, but we focused on situations that may come up that require judgement calls that should be considered before being faced with an emergency.  Issues addressed in the manual are maintaining public confidence, equipment failures, when to do backups, how to restore data, how to deal with natural disasters, and ballot security.   We reprinted and included with this guide, the section of the Iowa Administrative Code that defines emergency election procedures pertaining to the postponement of an election.   It is important to have all resources together and easily available in the event of an emergency.  Simple things like gathering emergency phone numbers before needed and a checklist of emergency supplies for precincts and the counting center were addressed. 

We have found our vendors to be very supportive of our efforts and glad to be relieved of holding the annual user's group meeting that they used to host.  They are invited to our meetings on an as needed basis.   Holding meetings without vendors in attendance allows the discussion to evolve more freely if there are concerns relating to service or pricing, and it definitely serves to speed up the meetings.  I really do think that the vendors appreciate our frank discussions of problems and that by the time we go to them for a solution, it is distilled down to the actual problem without personalities attached.   

We have also been helpful to our vendors.   Our ballot production manual has been shared with clients in other states.  We have helped the printer develop numerous forms and our members using the ballot production guidelines help make their busy production schedule stay on track.    

I believe our organization to be extremely valuable for all its members.  Our casual structure lends itself to a no nonsense approach to solving the problems.  We believe in pooling our resources and that our dig in and tackle a problem attitude gets most things accomplished with a minimum of fuss.  We also place importance on sharing the victories that individually we may have attained, so that the next person doesn’t have to reinvent the wheel.  
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