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[Have an opinion on this column? Sound off in the Jim Carey Discussion Board.]

In truth, like most things in life, military absentee voting in 2004 had “the good, the bad, and the ugly.” Let’s start with the good.  

In my view, the Service Secretaries probably did the best job ever of getting the word out to all the troops scattered throughout the world -- they made it clear that they wanted every man and woman eligible to vote to have that opportunity, and they wanted every command to take whatever steps necessary to make that happen. There were probably more messages sent out encouraging the troops to vote and more efforts to ensure Voting Assistance Officers [VAOs] knew and understood their jobs, including where to find answers; and that each VAO was also fully aware that more recent federal laws required that their performance as a VAO was mandated to be commented on in their OER’s and Fitness Reports and Evaluations, which ultimately impact upon their future promotion. In my view, in 2004, attention WAS given right down to the “boots on the ground level.” 

And what gives me any credentials to know what was and wasn’t done in the past? Well, back when “Navy airplanes were fueled by coal and our Dad was in the Navy, as my daughters like to say, I was a Voting Assistance Officer on my ship -- so long ago I’m not even sure that was the title back then. I can say from absolute firsthand experience that “nobody told me nuthin,” and other than reading the Instruction and the Manual and the Federal Absentee Ballot Postcard Application, I didn’t know squat. Yet there I was as the ship’s official voting assistance officer, and while there would be a weekly squib in the Ship’s Plan of the Day that was distributed daily throughout the ship encouraging everyone to send in their postcard applications or to be sure to vote, mail delivery was, at best, marginal. With ships in Vietnam headed in every which direction and in and out of all sorts of different ports, it was not uncommon for a package to take 6 months to reach you as the mail chased you from ship to ship and port to port. 

My second credential is that in the 2004 elections, an organization I chair, the National Defense Committee [NDC], established a Military Voting Rights Project that spent the last 10 months focused on military absentee voting and efforts, both within DOD and the various services AND State “Secretaries of State” who manage their state’s voting efforts on down to the 5,000+ Local Election Officials (LEOs) that NDC communicated with no less than 31 separate times. So for the first time in recent years I was right in the thick of the effort involving DOD and the various Services and with the various States and with the 5,000+ LEOs, and brother, did I learn a lot. 

And that’s the basis for this analysis of “What happened?: the good, the bad, and the ugly.” I’ve already covered the good, indicating that I felt the Service Secretaries did the best job ever of getting the word out and pushing hard for every guy and gal in uniform having the opportunity to vote AND have their vote counted. Translation: They need to first receive their ballot, have time to vote that ballot, and have a transportation/postal system that will get their ballot back to the LEO in time for it to be counted. 
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Now let’s talk a bit about “the bad.” Because of my NDC linkage and involvement, I’ve realized that in past elections, the greatest “post-election” failing has been in gathering good accurate meaningful data on what actually happened, so that problems can be fixed through changes in the law. To do that, Congress needs to know what was done and what worked and what didn’t, and for the things that didn’t work: whether they were caused by problems with federal law or state law or procedures, or with local laws (i.e. County or Township, depending on who is considered the LEO) that are the most problematic and difficult to change. You can imagine that with 5,000+ local laws, along with some state law and some federal laws, that this could be quite a challenge. But you have to start somewhere, and in NDC’s view, that process begins with obtaining “actual data from the LEO’s” as to what happened or didn’t, and what worked or didn’t. So for the 2004 elections, we sent out a comprehensive survey that asked the LEOs military absentee voting basics, including “How many absentee ballot requests did you get from military personnel; of those you received, how many were sent out; of those you sent out, how many were ‘voted and sent back’; and of those you got back, how many were received in time to be counted?”

Pretty basic stuff, right? But it gives us information we’ve never had before, information that Members of Congress have asked us for in the past, and facts and details that we suspected existed, but couldn’t prove -- until this year, that is. The survey returns are now flowing in at the rate of 40-50 per day -- we gave the LEOs till the end of December, but most are sending us the information NOW, which I like to attribute to the solid relationship that has developed because of the 31 communications we’ve sent this past year and the significant number of them that now call or write or fax or e-mail us asking for answers to some of the military absentee voting “situations” they are facing. These LEOs are, for the most part, true grassroots America and they work hard to get their military absentee ballot job done and done right! 

As such, for the first time ever, NDC will have excellent, accurate, firsthand data and information on the facts about military absentee voting, and once we’ve received all the surveys, we plan to put this data into “a meaningful matrix” and share it with all of DOD and the Services AND the Congress AND the Governors AND the Secretaries of State AND the LEO’s AND the military and veterans associations and organizations so they all know factually “what worked and what didn’t, and what the actual factual data shows related to military absentee voting so that changes can be made to the laws to eliminate the problems.” 
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And actually, a couple of paragraphs ago I said I would cover the bad, which is not having solid data in the past, but I now seem to have cycled back to “the good” in that having this accurate and up-to-date information will provide for the entire “military absentee voting structure” to actually know what happened and thus, hopefully, how to fix it so it works better next election. 

So back to “the bad.” And for simplicity sake, allow me to “bulletize”: 

  Ballots returned, but not counted: In my view, it’s “a fact” that if military absentee ballots were sent by the voter back to their LEO, yet arrived too late to be counted, there’s a problem with the system. Some of our survey results already show that ballots arrived too late to be counted. Our government needs to find out the cause and fix it! 

  Ballots NOT returned: With all the interest and focus and involvement of the services in the 2004 elections, it’s “bad” that there are votes being cast that aren’t arriving in time to be counted. In some of the numbers we’ve seen, what is SUPER UNSAT is that there are situations where over 50 percent of the ballots sent out didn’t come back in time to be counted or didn’t come back at all. Surely there are all sorts of reasons that could be causing this, but I think all will agree with me that this performance level and any system that provides this kind of result is in sore need of analysis and repair and redesign.

And “the ugly”! 

  Submarine crews “at sea” STILL don’t get to vote: With absentee ballots being paper documents transmitted through the U. S. Mail, how does a Navy submariner who gets underway 60 days before election day get his military absentee ballot at sea, to say nothing of how does he return it to cast his vote? Last we checked, there are no post offices “under water.” Go to the NATIONAL DEFENSE COMMITTEE website at www.nationaldefensecommittee.org and click on “1952 House Administration Committee, etc., etc.” It’s second from the top, and YES, there is an Executive Summary included -- and a U. S. Congress House Administration Hearing report from that era (you know, back when Harry Truman was President of the USA and the Navy airplanes were fueled by coal?). Military absentee ballots, even back then 52 years ago, were paper documents transported by the U. S. Postal Service -- and it was a problem getting them to deployed troops back then, and the facts tell us it still is now in 2004. Isn’t it time we fixed this problem using 21st Century technology? Or do we just continue to shrug our shoulders at the fact that Nuke Submariners still don’t even get the opportunity to vote? 

  Almost all military absentee ballots in 2004 were still paper documents requiring postal delivery: NDC’s survey results document that there are deployed troops that are still not receiving their military absentee ballots in time to vote and return them back in time to be counted. This was a problem back in Harry Truman’s day and is still a problem; however, this is the 21st Century and the technology exists to correct these problems. If the military can transmit highly classified messages securely all over the world and if the world business community can transfer billions and billions of dollars daily via digital means and if our troops in the jungle and at sea can send and receive e-mail messages, don’t our sons and daughters deployed overseas deserve the use of this technology to provide them with the opportunity to vote and have their vote counted? Isn’t it “truly ugly” to send them into situations where they can lose their lives yet not provide them the opportunity in our free society, no matter where we send them, to have a say in who the elected officials are that sent them there? 
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So bottom line, even now in November 2004, is that with military absentee voting, there’s still plenty of “good, bad, and ugly” to go around. The above are just a few of hundreds and hundreds of situations where the systems and technology exist to “fix the problem,” but the political will or taking the time to see it through and get it done seems sorely lacking. 

Surely our own sons and daughters in uniform deserve better. Surely if we have the technology to transmit billions internationally and communicate digitally and securely all over the world, we can solve this simple matter of getting a digital ballot to our military guys and gals, and provide for their casting that ballot back to their LEO both securely and in time to be counted? 

C’mon, NEW “Just Elected/Reelected” U. S. CONGRESS (and existing Governors and Secretaries of State and LEO’s and DOD Officials and Admirals and Generals and Command Master Chiefs and Sergeants Major) -- surely we can provide the focus to make this happen? 

Surely we care enough about the men and women of our Armed Forces to get this done FOR THEM? 

Don’t we? 
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